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Introduction 
 
One of the biggest areas we see where improvement in rail service and cost reduction could be 
provided is that of a more stable and secure maintenance plan.  Quite a bold statement that either has 
you putting the paper down or intrigued. 
 

Let me tell you a story…. 
 

Picture the scene:  You’re going on holiday to a nice warm 
Greek Island, hotel is all booked, you’ve got your Euros, 
everything is sorted.  Then we have the drive to the 
airport, always slightly tense, you find your parking spot 
and get on the transfer bus.  Then its security, belts in the 
box, shoes off, shoes on?  So confusing, but finally, 
you’re through, relax, time for a beer, after all we are on 
holiday now!  All we need to do now is what we are told, 
when we are told, and we’ll end up at the right aircraft 

door.  We survive the boarding scrum, we are welcomed on board, we find our seat and wrestle some 
space in the overhead compartment for our hand luggage, often asking… “how were they allowed 
such a big bag on as hand luggage?”  “Taking up all the space…and they are not even on our row!”  
Eventually we are all seated and strapped in – ready! 
 
Imagine then the pilots walk in, after us, and ask, “Erm, remind me, where are you all going today?” 
and after we nervously reply they continue to say, “Greek Islands, I guess we have enough fuel for that” 
 
Mmmm, Mr ‘super-sized’ Case might even leave that behind in the panic to get off! 
 
 
We assume the pilots know where they are going, that they have enough fuel, 
that they have the right frequencies, in short, we assume there is a PLAN.  
Rest-assured nervy fliers there is one, but this plan would be worthless unless 
it is shared, and everybody is working to it.  The groundcrew need 
to know what fuel to load, the dispatchers need to know what meals 
to load, air traffic need to have a flight path, the cabin crew need to 
know what passenger needs there are…. In short, EVERYBODY 
needs to know something from the plan, and everybody works to 
the premise that all are working to that plan (not some local variant). 
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Back in our reality then, a key question for your reflection might be “how well shared is our plan?”  Why 
not go and ‘test’ that statement, my evidence tends to suggest that plans are often far too complicated 
and not shared very far at all, and where they are shared they become more of a ‘wish list’ rather than 
a cohesive plan we all work to.  In your research here, I’d recommend digging a touch deeper than a 
couple of questions!   
 

When plans fail us! 
 

We don’t have to look very far to find evidence of planning 
failures.  Let’s consider the Great Western Mainline 
electrification programme.  Personally, I don’t know anybody 
involved but I don’t doubt for one second that the programme 
was filled with clever, keen, motivated people who want to do 
a good job.  The fact it is running significantly late and in a 
recent report by the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) was 
described as “staggering and unacceptable.”  The same report 
continues to say it is unclear if the programme will even be finished on the revised budget and 
timeframe.  I can’t help but see that as a planning failure and the PAC share the same opinion, some 
of their conclusions: 
 

 Network Rail failed to plan the infrastructure work properly…. 
 The Department failed to challenge Network Rail’s plans effectively….  
 The Department failed to integrate all the elements needed to deliver benefits for passengers 

successfully at the planning stage and did not manage the programme in a joined-up way. 
 
As I wasn’t personally close to the GWML, I can only go off what I have read publicly, but a recent 
project I became engaged with had similar overtones of lateness and being over-budget.  My first 
question was, “show me your plan!”  It took me a week of phone calls and meetings to track down the 

person who had built the plan.  Reviewing it, revealed it was 
the most magnificent plan I have seen, networked, mile-
stoned, budgets set, float established….and visible to one 
person only!  One person only, wow!   We started probing as 
to why some of the milestones were not met; one of the 
workstream leaders had no idea of the existence of the overall 
plan milestones and was working (very hard it should be 
added) to deliver to his deadlines – which were different to the 
plan.  Probably doesn’t require too much more of Sherlock 
Holmes’ time to investigate!  We need a shared PLAN! 
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Merely having a plan is not the answer; being PLAN-LED in culture is the answer.  A culture where 
everybody owns the plan; the planner(s) simply bring it together in the best networked fashion; it is 
owned by the users and there is sufficient governance and oversight of the plan.  A culture where the 
plan becomes king and everything else in the organisation is subservient to it; a plan that is jointly 
owned, shared, challenged, changed, agile, committed to, delivered and measured on delivery.  A plan 
that is complex enough to allow workstreams to work to it, and yet simple enough to allow executive 
oversight.  Put simply, a cultural shift is required in many cases; a key reflective question worth applying 
to your organisation is how ‘plan-led’ is my culture?  
 

A plan-led success 
 

In the interests of balance, it is only right to consider a planning success – the B747 Pylon Modification 
(The Pylon, depicted left, is the part that joins the engine to the 
wing).  The crash of ElAl (cargo) Flight 1862 on 4th October 1992 
at Schiphol Airport sparked a major modification programme of 
all flying B747 aircraft.  More detailed information is publicly 
available, but in summary the design and certification of the 
B747 pylon assembly was deemed inadequate.   A significant 
redesign and modification programme was mandated; this 
required the fitting of additional secondary supports and 

changing the profile of the fuse pins.  The work scope was considerable and indicated a maintenance 
input of 54 days per aircraft.  Reviewing the service plan for the aircraft type proved this was going to 
cause significant service impacting issues and, as all B747 had the same issue, there were no ‘spare’ 
aircraft, in the world; an alternative contingency arrangement 
was required.  It was an executive level concern in probably 
many airlines. 
 
Enter what was a comprehensively prepared Plan. First the 
task was process engineered, super-kitted and eventually 
reduced to 15 days; this brought it within the timeframe of an 
extended ‘D’ Check (HM Input).  However, it significantly 
increased the load of the check and new competencies were 
required, new manning levels required, capability in depth was required.  This was all encapsulated in 
a shared PLAN.  A plan that meant there was no service impact for the programme delivery.  The first 
few aircraft admittedly over-ran slightly as new skills and competencies bedded in; by aircraft number 
4 though, it was almost ‘clockwork’.  It was so well planned in fact that after a while the execution 
became so routine as to not even appear on the morning meeting minutes!  It was so well planned that 
it became boring, no longer newsworthy – that is a true planning success. 
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Could rail maintenance be more plan-led? 
 

Let’s bring this back to a rail depot to see if the 
same is possible in the high beat-rate environment 
of the rail depot.  Over the course of the last 18 
months across several operators and depots I have 
asked many technicians and team leaders what the 
biggest problem is with maintenance. 
 

 36% suggested it was materials 
 34% suggest is was not enough people to 

complete the work in the time given 
 23% blamed it on Operations not providing 

the right train back in time 
 7% mentioned tooling as first cause 

 
Interesting, 93% of those answers are planning related, and so it seems entirely probable that significant 
gains could be achieved by having a more plan-led approach.  Some operators are already starting to 
reap the benefits.  Revisiting each of our ‘problem’ statements in turn: 
 

 Agreed! - There is little point returning a unit to a depot for maintenance if the part is not available 
in the stores.   

 Agreed! - If load (work input) and capacity (people available) are not matched, then productivity 
or quality will suffer – we need a List of Work matched to the capacity of the depot. 

 Agreed! - If the right train is switched out last minute and disappears up route somewhere, this 
too is a plan failure. 

 As for tooling – okay that is not a plan failure, or is it?  A sophisticated list of work should have 
tooling and materials assigned – but we can argue that another day! 
 

 
 

 

As we have seen, simply having a planning team with a plan is not the answer; we need to be plan-
led in culture.   
A culture where the plan is king, we all work to the plan…. 

….and if we can’t, we change the plan and all work to the revised plan! 
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Coping with change? 
 

Disruption is the biggest reason I hear as why 
not to be more plan-led.  Often hearing the 
words, “it is impossible to plan as we don’t 
know what is arriving until it arrives.”  Being 
plan-led is not having a plan that is designed to 
be agile enough to cope with disruption, 
because it can’t, nothing can, other than a 
trained professional taking decisions based on 
an ever-changing set of circumstances.  Being 
plan-led in culture, however, gives you the 
capability to make more informed decisions 
during disruption, accepting that the 
maintenance plan will suffer in the short term; 
and being plan-led will enable a faster recovery. 
 
But let’s not kid ourselves, thankfully major disruption doesn’t happen every day; I travel daily on trains 
and by my simple ‘customer’ evaluation I’d suggest it is less than 5% of days are disrupted.  Being 
plan-led is not going to help us cope with disruption, but it will help us make better decisions to recover 
faster.   
 

The bigger problem for maintenance efficiency 
is rolling stock control.  Quite regularly units are 
swapped diagrams to make a service or 
overcome an issue and whilst this is right 
through the service lens, it can quickly become 
a problem through the engineering lens.   This 
swapping of stock results in the ‘wrong’ stock 
arriving on site, which causes the planned work 
schedule to become worthless; and it places 
the depot back into reactive mode.  The very 
mode we are trying to come away from.  Of 

note, in a recent study of rolling stock control in operational necessity circumstances; in 86% of 
occasions observed there were alternative decisions that could have been made that were, admittedly 
harder to achieve but, less impactful on the maintenance plan, whilst still delivering the service required. 
In every case observed this alternative decision was never considered as the service lens was king not 
the plan, meaning the first expedient decision to return service was applied in every case.   
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Summary 
 
So, part of our plan-led cultural change has to be a change to rolling stock control that truly balances 
both the service and the engineering master and tries to satisfy both.  The study hints that 86% of the 
time you can!   
 
A good plan is agile, it has contingency and we scenario plan around it.  We have to keep a free mind 
as we build the plan: older trains need longer in maintenance than newer ones; we have to ensure 
defects are managed; we need to use all our systems to help us.  And above all, we have to want to 
do it, we might need to change our mind-set. 
 
Why bother? “What we have works!”  If I had a pound for every time I have heard that phrase.  It’s true, 
but at what cost?  I’m also not entirely sure present input plans are working; some observations have 
stability of the input plan as low as 13%; that is not working, that is coping – just!  With such low input 
stability, tomorrow’s service is being made often through the night by super-heroes working frantically 
to deliver trains to plan.  All of that comes at a very high price.  And even after the costly nightly 
herculean effort, the morning report figures don’t share the same figures you have been told: 
Operations always seem to have different figures! 
 

In short, we need a PLAN, we need a KING, we need to all work to it. 
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