
This summer the rail industry is stepping up its ef-
forts to improve the safety of staff and the public.

As the school holidays set in Network Rail’s No
Messin’ campaign continues to draw youngsters
away from railways and into a variety of activities
loosely based around sport. The coming Olympics
will help raise the profile of sports generally and
personal health and fitness in particular. 

Although Britain’s railways are much safer now
than they were, despite the reservations of the Pot-
ter’s Bar coroner, there is still a worryingly high

trend of railway suicides, death by dangerous driv-
ing across level crossings and simple acts of tres-
pass that result in death. Vandalism and cable theft
continue to put many lives at risk. 

The education of the public about risks on rail-
ways has to be a top priority. The railway can erect
as many fences as it can afford, walls of level cross-
ings and cage in bridges. A determined trespass-
er whether suicidal or just foolhardy will find a way
onto the metals thereby endangering railways staff. 

For anyone with even a cursory railway background
it is always salutary to see how ‘safety unaware’ the
general public remains. Bathers this summer will
plunge into rivers and lakes with no thought of
checking first for submerged rocks or currents. 

If that sounds esoteric look no further than a
busy road this evening. Lorry drivers coast on
oblivious of traffic swarming below eye level. Mo-
torists routinely over take on bends and talk into
a mobile phone looking up at the car roof as they
struggle to remember a name or an anecdote. 

The terrible thing about railway safety is that to
be hit by a train or electrocuted by third rail or OHLE
leaves no second chance. The public needs to un-
derstand this. The staff out there, whether police
officers or railway safety experts, talking to young
people or those who already in their puzzled ma-
turity should know better, do an unenviable yet
valuable job. We owe them a tremendous debt. 

Those who are directly in charge of railway safe-
ty whether managing it or controlling a site deserve
our special gratitude. The railway really does save
lives - not just as we report on the front page but
in the thousands of other interventions, lessons
and warnings sounded that go unremarked. 

Any safety feature should always stress such a
thank you.  Their efforts are no less Olympian than
our fine athletes recently triumphing in Barcelona.
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Even in the midst of a recession
there should be no let up in
professional health and safety
commitment, says the Office of
Rail Regulation in its first an-
nual report.

Britain has one of the safest
railways in Europe and the ORR,
echoing the views of the indus-
try it serves, wants to keep it that
way. ‘While we are in a period
when economic issues are, quite
rightly, at the forefront of the rail
sector’s thinking - the regulator
takes the firm view that a safe

railway is an efficient railway,’
says Ian Prosser, director of rail
safety at ORR.  

The new annual ORR Health
and Safety Report provides an
analysis of the state of health and
safety across the rail industry.
Despite continued level crossing
barrier dodging by motorists
RSSB figures showed an 11.35%
improvement over last year. 

However three track worker fa-
talities provide less encouraging
news. Significant concerns re-
main about the reporting of minor

injuries within Network Rail and
its contractors. Overall passenger
injuries went up for the first time
in seven years; this trend is dom-
inated by injuries at stations. 

Says Mr Prosser, ‘This first an-
nual ORR Health and Safety Re-
port shows that Britain has one
of the safest railways in Europe.
However, our report also high-
lights some deeply concerning
track worker and passenger
harm safety trends which un-
derline that there can be no
room for complacency.’

No room for complacency

Report by Dr Dan Hegarty of Express Medicals Ltd.

Drug testing is an established requirement for
workers in the rail sector.

Employers, trade unions, staff and the public all
acknowledge the wisdom of testing. Safety criti-
cal railway workers undergo drug testing at the pre-
employment stage and in accordance, thereafter,
with the protocols of the relevant railway stan-
dards.

Most readers will be familiar with chain-of-
custody urine testing. The collection method is de-
signed to prevent any tampering with the sample,
albeit in the form of dilution with water or con-
tamination with another substance.

Although urine testing is still the accepted
norm, people often enquire about other methods
of drug testing. These include hair and saliva test-
ing. This causes quite a bit of confusion. Which
method is best? 

The advantages of urine collection are :-
• This method is an industry standard.
• There is good scientific support for its use.
• There are robust and historically proven pro-

cedures around the method.
• Recommended guidelines and cut-off levels

are available.
• Urine testing is ideal for random testing.
• Urine testing is suitable for post-incident / for

cause testing.
• Urine testing is a good method for pre-

employment testing.
• Urine testing is economical for client companies.
• The disadvantages of urine collection are :-
• It can seem to be invasive.
• There is a short time-frame for some drugs

(ie. approx. 4 days).

The advantages of hair testing are :-
• Drug detection can be over a number of

months. An historic 3-month time-frame is
certainly achievable.

• Samples are very easy to collect.
• The method is not too invasive.
• Hair testing is ideal for pre-employment testing.
• Hair testing can be used for random testing.
• The disadvantages of hair testing are :-
• There are no firmly established guidelines yet.
• This method can be quite expensive.
• Hair testing is not suitable for post-incident /

for cause collections.

The advantages of oral fluid testing are :-
• Samples are very easy to collect.
• Individuals often find this method none too

invasive.
• This method is a possible alternative to urine

testing.
• Saliva / oral fluid testing has a possible role in

post incident / for cause testing.

The disadvantages of oral fluid testing are :-
• There are no established guidelines yet.
• There is much less historical scientific data

available to support the method.
• The window of detection is very short (24 / 48

hours). Due to the short time that drugs are
detectable in oral fluid, it can be the least
effective method of spotting drug use.

• Hair testing is often the most expensive
method. However, it is very effective at detect-
ing drug use in pre-employment sampling.
This means that it can be much more eco-
nomical than it appears at first sight.

• For the time being urine testing remains the
most legally robust method available to the
rail sector. However, much work is being done
to develop and standardise other methods.

• Express Medicals Ltd has over 14 years experi-
ence of collecting samples for drug testing
throughout Great Britain and beyond. The
company works with UKAS-accredited labora-
tory, LGC Forensics. 

• LGC can date its history back to the 1840s
from when it functioned as the Government
Chemist. It has been a private company since
1986 and is now the largest independent
forensic provider in Europe with 2,000+ staff. 

• All samples are processed in the most strin-
gent of methods available today and collecting
and testing services are backed up with a host
of allied / supporting services. These include
policy advice, training seminars and an in-
house team of medical review officers and
expert toxicological witnesses.

For more information please visit our website:
www.expressmedicals.co.uk or call 020 7394 1788. 
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