
Air Brake Regulatory 

Modernization

August 29, 2019



SLIDE 2

What’s the Challenge?

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Air brake technology has improved significantly 

since 2001 without complimentary regulatory 

changes

• Growth in rail traffic and competition with 

alternative modes necessitates a more fluid 

network

• Rail customers and the general public would 

benefit by modern regulations that allow efficient 

movement of rail freight   
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Air Brake Modernization Vision

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Increase time off-air to 24 hours, and to 48 hours 

with notice to FRA

• Eliminate rail car set-out and pick-up restrictions to 

better serve customers

• Increase mileage limitations on current airbrake 

tests
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Current Off-Air Challenges

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

Community

• Diesel Fumes

• Locomotive noise and vibration

• “Current regulations make it impractical to stop 

locomotive idling”

Railroad

• High cost of fuel

• Employee exposure to risk

• Need to increase railroad efficiencies and reduce 

congestion
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Off-Air Limitation

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

Intent of current regulations = mitigate risk of train 

moving due to air leaking out of the air brake system

Advancements have virtually eliminated air leakage:

• Component design and material quality 

advancements

• Robust processes to manage air quality
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Harmonization with Canada

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Canadian regulations allow equipment to be off-air 

for 24 hours or up to 48 hours with notification to 

Transport Canada

• Similar operating environment 

• The same locomotives and cars cross the border 

and operate freely

• Data comparison between U.S. and Canadian 

operations shows no safety concern related to 

increased time off-air
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What are the Benefits?

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

Changing the time allowed off-air from 4 hours to 24 

hours will:

• Reduce redundant brake tests:

• $37 million annually (100,000 tests/year)

• Reduce locomotive idling:

• $15 million annually (300,000 hours/year)

• Reduce air compressor costs:

• $1million annually 

• Reduce employee risk exposure (e.g., slips, trips and 

fall walking on ballast)
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Preview: Set-out/Pick-up 
Restrictions

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Trains cannot set-out or pick-up more than one car or 

one solid block of cars en route without completing an 

additional Class I brake test

• In the 2001 rule, FRA stated if cars were permitted to 

be moved in and out of a train at will, determining 

when and where a Class IA brake test must be 

performed on the train would be impossible.



SLIDE 9

Preview: Set-out/Pick-up 
Restrictions

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• AAR proposed electronic air brake slip system 

(“eABS”) solves the issue identified by FRA in 2001

• With eABS, a railroad can see, at the car level:

• When the rail car was last inspected

• Who inspected the rail car

• Where the rail car was last inspected

• How many miles it has remaining until its next scheduled 

inspection
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Preview: Increased Mileage

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Our proposal would increase the mileage 

limitations to 1,500 miles for a rail car with an eABS

record inspected by a qualified person

• Our proposal would increase the mileage 

limitations to 2,500 miles for a rail car with an eABS 

record inspected by a qualified mechanical 

inspector

• There is not a statistical difference in accident rate 

for trains that are inspected by a qualified person 

or a qualified mechanical inspector
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eABS

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS



eABS: Example

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADSSLIDE 12



eABS: Example
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eABS Benefits

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

• Reduced train stops (Pick-Ups/Set-Outs):  

• $57 million annually (140,00 events/year eligible)

• Reduced intermediate brake tests:

• $24-$35 million annually (45,000 tests/year)

• Reduced employee risk exposure 

• Sprains and strains from handbrake use 

• Sprains and strains from getting on/off cars 

• Slips, trips and falls walking on ballast

• Improved customer service and network velocity
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Air Brake Modernization

ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN RAILROADS

All three proposed changes work together to improve 

safety, system velocity, fuel efficiency, and the cost 

efficiency of the rail network

Total savings from all three changes:

Approximately $140 million annually


