A

A
F ¥

New bra
taking hold

By William C. Vantuono, Editor

s the industry’s signal engineers attempt to get

their arms around Positive Train Control, a tech-

nology required by federal law, their mechanical

department colleagues are working diligently, albeit

without a lot of the pressure, on Electronically
Controlled Pneumatic braking—technology that has at least as
much potential as PTC to significantly improve railroad opera-
tions. The Federal Railroad Administration’s timetable for ECP
deployment throughout the approximately 1.3 million-unit
North American freight car fleet, including cars in interchange
service, is a guideline. The railroads are moving steadily ahead
with ECD, not because they have to but because they want to,
since the benefits are becoming increasingly quantifiable.

ECP programs have seen significant progress. Following
Norfolk Southern’s successful pilot with Western Pennsylvania
coal trains (RA, June 2008, p. 20), BNSF and now Union
Pacific are working their way into ECP.

Utilizing New York Air Brake’s EP-60 technology, NS now
has six ECP-equipped unit coal trains operating in three loca-
tions (pictured, above). Four use three head-end locomotives,
the remaining two use three head-end units plus pushers. After
going through nearly 500 coupling/uncoupling cycles involv-
ing nearly 54,000 carloads, NS has learned a lot from its ECD
program. “For freight car reliability, we need ‘plug and play’
components,” NS Superintendent Air Brakes Jamie Williams
reported at last month’s Air Brake Association technical sessions
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ECP brakes could do as much for
railroad operations as the high-profile
PTC mandated by law. Norfolk
Southern, BNSF, and Union Pacific
are leading the way.

during RSI Global Expo 2009. “Cables must be properly cou-
pled. We experienced some connector pin corrosion; NYAB
addressed this problem immediately. Locomotive DBM
(Dynamic Brake Monitoring) was causing some interference,
resulting in communications failure and unintended train stops
(ECP’s failsafe mode is an emergency air application); the FRA
granted a waiver so we could turn DBM oft. In terms of opera-
tional benefits, we’ve achieved consistent stopping-distance
reductions of 40% to 70%, depending upon speed, terrain, and
distance. We’ve been able to reduce dwell time by up to four
hours.”

The next step, Williams said, is obtaining a 5,000-mile
between-brake-inspection FRA waiver (the current limit under
FRA waiver is 3,500 miles) to be able to operate through Pow-
der River Basin coal trains jointly with BNSF. “Regulatory relief
is key” to maximizing ECI’s benefits, BNSF Director, Locomo-
tives and Air Brake Systems Dana Maryott added. “Let the
technology do the inspecting.”

BNSF, which is using NYAB-equipped locomotives and <
Wabtec-equipped cars, has experienced similar results. Two O
ECP-equipped unit coal trains are operating on a 3,076-mile
round-trip “business as usual,” Maryott said. “We’ve accumu-
lated nearly 232,000 miles, and have had to bad-order and set
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