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Press release

RAIB has today released its report into the derailment of a freight train
near Wanstead Park, London, 23 January 2020.

The derailed wagon
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Summary

Shortly before 06:00 hrs on Thursday 23 January 2020, a wagon in the rear
half of a heavily loaded freight train derailed on a small radius curve as it
crossed a bridge in east London. The forces from the train caused the rails
on the bridge, which were attached to large longitudinal timbers, to spread
apart. Two adjacent wheelsets from different wagons derailed, but one
wheelset re-railed itself after travelling a short distance. The other
wheelset remained derailed as the train continued for 2.5 miles (4.1 km)
before stopping, and this caused significant track damage. Wagons positioned
behind the derailed wagons remained on the track.

Track where the rails are supported on longitudinal timbers is subject to
special inspections by staff who have received additional training to
undertake this role. RAIB found that the condition of the timbers at the
point of derailment had severely deteriorated because of rot, but this was
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concealed by their superficially good exterior condition. The inspection
method and tools used by Network Rail staff were not sufficient to detect the
poor internal condition of the timber.

The widening of the track gauge was identified, by track recording vehicles
operated by Network Rail, six times between March 2019 and January 2020. On
three occasions, the track maintenance gangs responded but undertook work in
a nearby location due to erroneous GPS data. On three other occasions, the
track recording vehicles’ software did not report the location of the fault
so maintenance staff remained unaware of it.

One wagon in the train exerted sufficient force on the weakened track support
to force the rails apart and cause the wagon to derail. Examination of the
first wagon to derail and its maintenance records indicated that it had
experienced unusually rapid wheel wear over several years. It is possible
that this meant it was imposing higher than normal lateral forces on the
track and that this is related to a defect which affected the way the bogie
was able to rotate.

Following the failure of a longitudinal timber on a bridge in the same area
in August 2017, Network Rail launched a review resulting in an updated
standard for the detailed inspection and management of longitudinal timbers.
The updated standard was under development at the time of the accident, and
was published in March 2020.

Recommendations

RAIB has made one recommendation to Network Rail regarding improvements in
the provision of track recording vehicle data to track maintenance staff, and
one recommendation to the wagon owner concerning the monitoring of
maintenance activities to reduce the risk of defective rail vehicles entering
service. It has identified three learning points covering the management of
longitudinal timber systems and loading activities in freight loading
terminals.

Notes to editors

The sole purpose of RAIB investigations is to prevent future accidents1.
and incidents and improve railway safety. RAIB does not establish blame,
liability or carry out prosecutions.
RAIB operates, as far as possible, in an open and transparent manner.2.
While our investigations are completely independent of the railway
industry, we do maintain close liaison with railway companies and if we
discover matters that may affect the safety of the railway, we make sure
that information about them is circulated to the right people as soon as
possible, and certainly long before publication of our final report.
For media enquiries, please call 01932 440015.3.
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