To err is human
Two dreadful accidents marred the start of the year - one near Kroonstad and one near Germiston.
In a news article in The Citizen, Prasa ascribes the cause to human error in the signalling process.
'Human error' is considered by many to be a reasonable explanation for the causes of failure; no
more analysis required! This mindset sabotages proper investigation.

Trevor Kletz, a prolific British author on the topic of chemical engineering safety, has a strong view
on ‘human error’. He states in his book ‘Lessons from Disaster’ that
“Listing human error as the cause of an accident is about as helpful as listing gravity as the cause
of a fall. It may be true, but it’s not very useful.”
When a bridge collapses, the incident investigation report does not say, “The accident was the result
of the force of gravity.” It is understood that gravity is a fundamental property that the design must
consider. The accident report could refer to improper steel specification or an inadequate support
structure for example; gravity would not be listed as the cause, because it is obvious that given the
right conditions all things succumb to gravity.
Fortunately safety authorities and even politicians are not accepting ‘human error’ as an
explanation. It seems that Prasa had previously ignored two prohibition directives from the Railway
Safety Regulator which ban manual signalling because of the dangers it poses. As Fred Nel (the DA’s
Gauteng Shadow MEC for Roads and Transport) observed, Prasa’s safety issues run far deeper.
Prasa management further claimed that the signalling errors resulting in the collision near Germiston
were caused by cable theft and vandalism. The fact is, cable theft and vandalism are not new
phenomena and one could reasonably have expected Prasa to have contingencies in place to deal
with it.
A well designed control system should prevent these types of accidents, even when ‘human error’
occurs. The cause here goes far deeper than that, and that is what Prasa crucially needs to address.
Does your management team accept ‘human error’ as a reasonable explanation for failure? If that is
the case, you are heading for trouble.
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He specialises in continuous improvement and offers both in-company and public training in Root Cause
Analysis. Reliability/Maintenance/Asset Management and Lean manufacturing.

NOTICES
Presentations
Need someone to reinforce or introduce the benefits of applying Root Cause Analysis, Reliability or Lean
Manufacturing? Whether it is for a conference or an in-company meeting, we will deliver a presentation
to fit your agenda. These presentations can be customised in terms of subject, content and duration.
For more information click here and if you would like to book a presentation contact Carol on 082 873
9996 / carol@haroldrobinson.co.za

Public RCA and Maintenance Management courses
We are now running our public courses through Ergo Business Development Academy (EBDA). For more
details contact Megan Duckworth at EBDA on 011 742 1019 / 082 417 5520 /
megan.duckworth@ebda.co.za

NEW COURSE Maintenance and Reliability Analysis for Industrial Equipment
Become expert at managing your assets more cost effectively through using a combination of statistical
and engineering maintenance techniques to predict performance and manage it better. The course
duration is three days and covers state-of-the-art reliability engineering principles to improve your
overall asset performance. Click here for more information.
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