
IT WAS NOT the earthquake that killed 

and injured so many Haitians in Port-au-

Prince and surrounding towns in early 

January 2010, but the buildings. Reports 

coming in from the field indicate that the 

prevalence of poorly-made reinforced 

concrete structures constituted ôan 

accident waiting to happenõ. 

Parry Associates director Nick Evans 

found much the same circumstances in 

Kashmir, which he visited on behalf of 

UN Habitat following a severe 

earthquake in 2006. The question 

frequently being asked by specialist 

rescuers trying to prise the dead and the 

living from beneath upper floor concrete 

slabs or tons of masonry, which buried 

people who were too close to toppled 

walls, is ôWhy do people who are so poor 

build such heavy structures?õ 

The simple answer is that many people 

have neither the know-how nor the 

equipment to do otherwise. 

Coincidentally, just two days before the 

earthquake struck and in response to 

contact from JPA, a UK international 

development minister wrote to the 

company suggesting a meeting with his 

Departmentõs professional team. He 

referred to previous good work the 

company had done in Department-

sponsored programmes including school-

building across Malawi. Parry Associates 

have specifically asked for the agenda to 

include practical intervention into the 

longer-term activities arising out of the 

Haitian earthquake. There are several 

questions to address. 

Improving Building Methods, page 4 On 12th December 

2009, the Class 139 

railcars at Stourbridge 

carried their 200,000th 

passenger. Left to right: 

John Parry;  

Lynda Waltho MP;  

200,000th passenger 

Gloria Buckingham; Ian 

Jenkins of Railfuture;  

200,001st passenger 

Grenville Buckingham;  

Mr and Mrs Marsh

(200,003rd and 

200,004th passengers);  

Geoff Lusher of PMOL 
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200,000th PASSENGER ON STOURBRIDGE SERVICE 

HAITI CATASTROPHE SPARKS CALL FOR 

CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY INTERVENTION 
Aid experts and Parry assess work with local partners for long-term support 

Heavy concrete construction and inappropriate methods allowed tremors to destroy buildings 

(Photo © BBC News) 

PPM Ltd ASKS FOR MORE 

CASH FROM SHAREHOLDERS 
High-interest, asset-backed 

loanstock launched 

WITH PPML finding itself squeezed from 

several directions ñ including cost 

overruns on the Stourbridge project, slow 

payments from customers and with the 

bank trimming back its overdraft facilities 

ñ in December 2009 the company 

consulted its shareholders on the 

acceptability of a special fundraising 

exercise. The proposal was to replace a 3-

year duration, asset-backed loan from a 

financial services company, now almost 

fully redeemed, with an ôinternalisedõ issue 

using a similar interest rate and 

repayment procedure. In a letter to 

shareholders and loanstock holders, PPML 

chairman John Parry sounded out views on 

whether it might be acceptable to the 

companyõs wider support base to continue 

with the same high interest rate formula, 

but to transfer the benefits to existing 

investors. With agreement secured, the 

issue was launched in January 2010 and 

the companyõs supporters demonstrated 

their interest by subscribing right from the 

start. A security of this kind is appropriate 

given the risks of a small company 

bringing new technology into the rigorous 

business environment of the railways. 
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THE ADVOCATES of appropriate  

technology and intermediate technology 

ñwhich roughly define the same 

approach to practical activity aimed at 

poorer, developing countries ñ have 

tended to rail against the business 

approach which plays a part in most 

economic activity. 

Pride in efficiency 

Parry Associates have gone further than 

most organisations working in this field 

by producing sales literature, appointing 

agents and maintaining promotional 

websites. We are unashamed of taking 

customersõ money for our machines as 

long as these are made fit-for-purpose 

and, we trust, good value for money. 

However, we cannot also escape feeling 

pride in being able to produce for very 

little money something that usually costs 

a mint. 

Should this apply to the railways? In the 

case of the Stourbridge project, as the 

new railcars progressed nearer to 

becoming operational, one item was left 

behind: the completion and fitting out of 

the maintenance depot. Interminable 

negotiations between the operating 

company and a public sector body which 

had offered to provide finance repayable 

over the life of the franchise fizzled out, 

leaving the operation with virtually the 

same unfinished and poorly equipped 

premises which had existed before the 

order under the franchise was won. 

Because we had neither the money nor 

the permission to build a road access 

into the depot site, virtually all of the 

materials in the building have to be 

manhandled in using the station lift or, 

with large objects, up the stairs! 

A system as a whole 

The outcome was a poor match. While 

the railcars were scrutinised to the last 

nut and bolt ñ which was appropriate 

considering that they were being built 

with real money ñ depot work has had to 

be performed in a building constructed 

ôon a shoestringõ. 

However, what our companies are 

offering to the worldõs transport 

industries is not just a new type of rail 

vehicle, but a system comprising a plain 

non-electrified railway line, even one 

which is old, but with improvements 

made to the condition of the track so as 

to provide a smooth running surface.  

Better performance 

The Stourbridge operation is intended to 

be a showcase. Any seriously interested 

party will wish to know not just what the 

vehicles run like and look like but, once 

bought, how they will be supported 

technically so as to continue in service 

for years to come. But the very limited 

amenities available at the Stourbridge 

depot hardly constitute a showcase. The 

railcars, nevertheless, have been doing 

well once the worst of the features of the 

track, causing damage to the running 

gear and drivelines, had been improved. 

But it has required considerable fortitude 

by the maintenance team, working 

sometimes in sub-zero temperatures 

because of the open sides and the lack 

of mains power in the depot, to perform 

all the maintenance tasks needed to 

keep the railcars operational. 

Nevertheless, the operating company 

has been able to provide an increasing 

proportion of scheduled services. By the 

last two reporting periods this proportion 

has risen as high as between 98 and 99 

percent. 

And, whereas previously the heavy rail 

Class 153 diesel units normally ran 

around 860 services a week, the new 

lightweight Class 139s are now usually 

providing over 1,300 services a week. A 

50% increase! 

Confidence needed 

The Class 139 railcar development is, for 

serious railway and tramway operators, a 

ônew kid on the blockõ and so part of the 

confidence in it must come from the 

performance record, the comprehensive 

information in manuals and the retention 

of full training facilities and staff at the 

home base. Potential operators of PPM 

railcars in developing countries will 

regard the self-build, low-cement, low-

tech depot building as an asset, as it will 

be easily reproduced in virtually any 

tropical developing country. Not so 

potential customers from Britain and 

other industrialised countries. If, as 

seems to be on the cards, the railway 

industry is to step in and create a 

modern UK-style compact traincare 

facility at Stourbridge, then the 

showcase will be complete. 

Plans for upgrade at Stourbridge, page 7 
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SHOWCASES AND SHOESTRINGS 

ASSOCIATES, AGENTS AND REPRESENTATIVES 

The ôhard landingõ at Stourbridge is helping us raise our game and 

redefine our approach ñ with an eye to expansion 

Comment 

by John Parry 

mailto:estherdavi@googlemail.com/davheb@googlemail.com
mailto:estherdavi@googlemail.com/davheb@googlemail.com


ANTIGUA Customers on the Caribbean island 

of Antigua have asked if the Parry concrete 

formwork system for bridge abutments can 

be used for sea defences. This has been 

referred to JPAõs civil engineering specialist 

in Nairobi. 

CAMBODIA Geoffrey Wheeler, JPAõs associate 

in Thailand, has relayed a request for the 

supply of Roman II roof tile moulds from a 

customer in Phnom Penh: the first interest 

shown from this country for many years. 

SIERRA LEONE Genesis Farms have supplied 

photographs of a newly completed house 

with Super Roman micro concrete tiles 

showing an ingenious design for continuing 

the roof at one pitch over an adjoining 

verandah at a lower pitch. 

Recent enquiries have come in from Chad, 

Somalia, Uganda and the Irish Republic 

TANZANIA ORDERS 

MARK RESURGENCE IN 

CLAY TECHNOLOGY 

ONE OF Parry Associatesõ more recent 

recruits, designer Will Jarman, is 

building up a reputation for good work 

over a wide range of graphic design and 

technical drawing, building on the past 

work of the versatile but now retired 

Derek Oldfield. Working closely with 

Parry engineering designer Paul Davis, 

Will produced a library of ôdigitisedõ 

drawings of the Class 139 vehicles to be 

held in the records of the owners, 

Porterbrook Leasing. On leafleting, he 

has undertaken the research and 

subsequent design of the highly 

effective ôSimple Question - Simple 

Answerõ pamphlet, which reviews railway 

reopening prospects. 

Outside JPAõs and PPMLõs normal scope 

of work, Willõs leisure time interest in 

historic aircraft has yielded externally 

financed briefs for the design of 

advertisements and editing of ôThe 

Meteorõ, the house magazine of the 

Classic Flight Club. 

PARRY DESIGN UNIT 

ACTIVITY TAKING OFF 

NOVEMBER 2009 brought in two 

considerable orders for clay tile 

and brick equipment, with a large 

order for a Florida based 

company, Willistar Construction, 

for a clay crusher and equipment 

for clay tiles, clay bricks and 

compressed soil blocks for 

shipment out to Tanzania. 

The second order came in from a 

Netherlands-based customer,  

Mr Akinrogunde, for a clay tile 

plant and clay brick machine for a 

final destination in Nigeria. 

The Netherlands order was 

despatched in December and the 

Tanzanian order went out in mid-

January. 

Whilst most Parry building 

equipment orders are for the concrete 

technology, it is good to see a renewed interest in the clay side of the business. 

NEWS FROM southern Georgia 

concerning the development at Laurel 

Island (see Parry News 55) is 

increasingly promising from the financing 

point of view. A surprisingly large 

element of the investment that has gone 

into the development of coastal resorts 

in nearby Florida over recent years has 

come from northern Europe.  As 

observed by Chip Drury, the owner of the 

Laurel Island real estate, the 

enhancement of the euro/dollar 

exchange rate, coupled with reduced 

land values in the United States, 

provides extra incentive to euro 

investors.  Florida, however, is described 

as losing some of its appeal due to 

overcrowding, crime and all-too frequent 

hurricanes ñ none of which apply to 

anything like the same extent in Georgia. 

The involvement of a large specialist 

ôhybrid-retailõ firm, RED Developments of 

Kansas City, has increased the prospect 

of funding the non-resident element of 

the project, but they seem unlikely to 

wish to prioritise the trolley system. 

However, solid commitment of Deutsche 

Bank, with the prospect of greater 

German and German-Swiss investment, 

will be exploited because people from 

that part of Europe appreciate more than 

anybody the positive features of 

tramways. 

The project is still some way from placing 

orders for rolling stock, but elsewhere in 

the US interest continues from the ôshort 

lineõ sector of Americaõs freight railroads 

in their use as streetcar lines. 

JPAõs finance adviser Ian Massey, who 

plans to be in the US during much of 

February and March, hopes to be able to 

call in on prospective customers, 

collaborators, suppliers and investors in 

different parts of the country. 

GEORGIA PROJECT NEARER TO SECURING FUNDING 

Final check of clay product 

machine before packing  

JOURNEYS ON THE Stourbridge railcar 
service are usually routine affairs, but 
in recent weeks two incidents 
challenged the resources of the 
vehicle crews. On both occasions 
liberal consumption of alcohol or 
other substances probably played a 
part. 
On 21st January, two aggressive male 
passengers without tickets demanded 
to be taken to Stourbridge Town 
causing a stand-off as the crew 
refused to depart with them on board. 
The imminent arrival of British 
Transport Police officers resulted in a 
rapid exit by the two men from the 
railcar. 

An earlier incident on 4th January was 
more dramatic. Two equally anti-social 
male passengers approached a third 
smartly-attired passenger leaving the 
railcar at Stourbridge Town, 
threatening violence in order to take 
away his wallet and mobile phone. 
Quick thinking by operations 
supervisor Chris Chivers, who opened 
the doors and ushered the victim 
inside leaving the muggers on the 
platform, averted a crime. 
The two set off towards the bus 
station to try to do better with waiting 
passengers there, but the police had 
already been called and both were 
detained. 

QUICK THINKING BY CREWS IN FACE OF CRIMINAL ACTS 

IN BRIEF 

Parry clay tiles in use in Magima, 

Tanzania (Photo Alice McFarlane) 
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FOR A SMALL, impoverished Caribbean 

nation, the effect of the recent 

earthquake makes the word 

ôcatastropheõ an understatement. But 

earthquakes happen and they recur. 

California, meanwhile, is ready for 

earthquakes of magnitude 7.0 on the 

Richter scale, but at considerably greater 

expense to the construction industry 

than if the seismic threat were not 

present. 

Is there another way?  

The following overview considers the 

realities of rebuilding in circumstances 

where imposition of Californian building 

codes will exclude much self-building 

activity. In the end, bad habits will 

resume. The answer lies with 

ôlightweightingõ, coupled with sparing use 

of reinforcing steel where its use is 

essential. 

1. Reducing the weight of concrete 

Use of aeration, internal cavities and 

lightweight aggregates is commonplace 

in industrialised countries. In Haiti, 

cavities can already be seen in ordinary 

concrete blocks, but columns, upper 

floor slabs and flat roofs tend to be solid. 

Heavy slabs coming down, trapping 

people underneath, were a particular 

feature of the January 2010 õquake. 

2. Manufacture of lower weight products 

Using vibrating machines to enhance the 

compaction of the concrete is already 

being achieved in labour-intensive plants 

on the large scale needed for Haiti. 

3. More stable columns supporting roofs 

Columns which resist side loads can be 

produced using individual hollow core 

column blocks with their reinforcement 

at each corner rather than down the 

centre as is conventionally achieved. 

This design can also save weight.  

4. Hollow rather than solid slabs 

In place of solid slabs it is practical to 

cast similar slabs on a matrix of micro-

concrete forms which can be locally 

made. Instead of casting the slab on to 

plywood shuttering (present practice) the 

precast forms are held in place on 

temporary props until the concrete sets. 

The props are then removed, leaving the 

forms in place, creating a ôwaffle-likeõ 

under-surface and saving between one-

half and two-thirds of the concrete in the 

slab. 

   Solid slab: 

 

   Hollow slab: 

 

5. Improving the stability of walls 

A common instance of damage in the 

January 2010 earthquake was where 

much of the building stayed intact but 

sections of blockwork in between 

columns fell out. 

This is a result of sideways movement 

during the ôquake. A measure to combat 

this damage occurring is to introduce a 

type of block which interlocks at the 

ends and can also key into framing 

columns in the wall if these are also 

designed for this purpose. The Parry 

product which has this feature is 

described as the ôJigblockõ, as the 

interlocking shape is the same as that 

used in a jigsaw puzzle. 

These columns are made more stable 

without the penalty of extra weight. This 

technique is the one introduced into 

Mozambique and Benin ñ constructing 

school classrooms on columns raised 

above likely flood levels. The typical 

reinforced concrete column used in low 

cost construction in Haiti is a solid unit 

cast around four re-bars in the centre. 

The alternative is to form the column 

with a hollow core and the re-bars 

positioned at the corners. For a similar 

amount of concrete the column can have 

a bigger cross-section, making it better 

able to resist side loads. 

 

6. Local production of 

lightweight aggregate for concrete 

Possibly the most helpful change in 

construction methods, which can result 

in new buildings being less heavy than 

they are now, would be the introduction 

of technologies to reduce the weight of 

the concrete being used. 

In industrialised countries the 

introduction of voids in various forms is 

commonplace but requires 

sophistication and major capital 

investment. Options include the use of 

expanded clay aggregates manufactured 

on ôsinter strandsõ and then put through 

crushing plants. This system is energy 

intensive, as is cellular concrete with 

voids created by bubbles of gas 

generated within the concrete while wet. 

This requires aluminium powder ñ a 

commercial import. 

HOW HAITIõS CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY CAN IMPROVE ITS METHODS 
Lightweight building systems not only make buildings safer but bring economic and environmental advantages 

The large piece of six-inch thick 

concrete is part of the middle floor 

(Photo Agencia Brasil) 

Mass production of hollow concrete 

blocks in a simple workshop in Kenya 

A typical Haitian house with a flat concrete 

slab roof (Photo Reuters/Eduardo Munoz) 
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The interlocking 

blocks have deep 

voids which are 

laid underneath 

Collapse of centre of the walls  

(©Photo British Red Cross) 

Central 

reinforcement 

(left) 

compared to 

corner re-bars 

(right) 

http://www.agenciabrasil.gov.br/media/imagens/2010/01/19/190110mca0874.jpg/view


Recent developments in the US and UK 

have indicated that a waste product, 

expanded polystyrene, when suitably 

processed, can serve as an aggregate in 

concrete. This is used for packaging and 

other throw-away items. 

In order to create voids in concrete it 

needs to be reduced to small particles, 

sized from sand down to dust.  

The basic waste material can reach Haiti 

and other countries in standard sea 

containers, which are frequently 

despatched with spare space over the 

top of heavy materials such as tinned 

food. Use of 

polystyrene 

aggregate 

can reduce 

the weight of non-load bearing, infilling 

concrete by as much as two- thirds. 

It is estimated that such changes to the 

building elements could at least halve 

the weight of a concrete building without 

loss of amenity or durability. 

In the event of earthquakes or 

hurricanes, and with the same or even 

lower amounts of steel reinforcement, 

the new type 

of buildings 

will have far 

better 

prospects of 

surviving and 

protecting 

their 

occupants. 

THE YEAR 2010 may go down in history as 

the year after ôthe Great Come-Uppance.õ 

During 2008-9 a financial spasm, easily as 

great as the 1929 Wall Street Crash, exposed 

criminal negligence, rapaciousness, dreamy 

complacency, unrealistic expectations and 

well-remunerated contemplation and 

procrastination on a grand scale. 

Right from its earliest manufacturing days in 

the 1980s, JPM Parry & Associates Ltd 

adopted the three-word motto ôActions Speak 

Louderõ, saying that it is better to get on with 

things rather than just talking about them. 

At the time this could be considered as rather 

naive. Before ôThe Great Come-Uppanceõ, a 

smart movement of an accountantõs pen or 

some splendid rhetoric from a skilled 

advocate seemed to be able to turn bad into 

good, loss into profit ñ  whatever the reality. 

Now more sensible times have returned, 

Parry Associates has examined its core 

competences and past achievements to see 

if they might provide a ôlaunch platformõ for 

expansion. The decision: Now is the time to 

boost its activities around the world. This will 

involve strengthening the capital base 

through the issue of shares. 

Five achievements 

Preparation of a Business Plan calls for 

truthfulness but not for false modesty and so 

the companyõs starting point could be to 

claim proudly: 

1. That it has a fine track record of practical 

achievement dating back to the mid-1970s 

and can be described as a ôserial survivorõ 

with a flair for original ideas and 

innovation. 

2. That it is one of the pioneers of responsible 

environmentalism, ensuring from the 

beginning that all initiatives kept energy 

conservation in mind. 

3. That it has had the ability to influence 

policy in several areas of manufacturing 

and urbanisation. 

4. That it has been skilful in working with the 

media to get its message across. 

5. That its record of innovation has been 

responsible for the design and 

development of world products. 

Five sectors 

With sufficient resources behind it, the 

company can trade successfully in five areas: 

- Working with official or charity partners in 

developing countries to supply equipment 

and technical support to activities such as 

building schools and new housing 

settlements, which exploit to the full local 

resources of labour and raw materials in 

construction activities. 

- Making practical interventions after natural 

and man-made disasters, creating the means 

to begin reconstruction activities whilst 

generating livelihoods from new enterprise 

creation. 

- Through a network of agents and 

representatives, supplying a wide variety of 

manufacturing packages enabling production 

of elements for walls, roofs, floors and paving 

in local plants. 

- Providing technical support to light rail 

operators working with railcars developed by 

the company. 

- Providing project management, research 

and development services to partners in the 

transport industry and construction trade. 

For a small company with turnover 

considerably less than US $1million a year, 

Parry Associates have assembled a board of 

active directors and advisers who have great 

depth of experience and expertise. 

Directors 

Nick Evans (non-executive): civil and 

structural engineer based in Nairobi, Kenya. 

30 yearsõ experience in Africa, designer and 

project manager of housing  schemes, 

schools, factories, roads, bridges. An 

internationally-recognised expert in causes of 

building failures. 

Stuart Glendenning (non-executive): 

manufacturer, designer and business 

manager, Chief Executive of family-owned 

Glendenning Plastic Mouldings Ltd, one of 

Britainõs leading precision injection moulding 

businesses. 

Maureen Freeman: executive director, 

handling the companyõs commercial 

transactions and overseeing the activities in 

the engineering factory with several decades 

of industrial experience behind her. 

Kevin Hart (non-executive): architect with 

additional structural engineering training in 

seismic design, based in Michigan, USA. 

Leader of a highly regarded professional firm 

of architects and engineers, Kevin Hart 

Associates. 

Jeremy Burden (non-executive): building 

materials specialist, Chief Executive Officer of 

Burdens Ltd, merchant specialists in subsoil 

civil engineering products with 40 distribution 

depots around Britain and Ireland. 

Mark Parry (non-executive): physicist, 

mathematician and energy expert with 15 

yearsõ industrial experience in consulting and 

manufacture, now senior science teacher in a 

Midlands high school. 

John Parry MBE: Chairman and Chief 

Executive of JPM Parry & Associates Ltd, has 

almost unparalleled experience with 

international development of building 

materials, transport and process engineering. 

Innovator of several patented engineering 

products. Has worked in over 50 tropical 

developing countries as well as in the UK. 

Advisers 

Ian Massey OBE: senior financial executive 

with significant international experience 

having spent 30 years in the aviation 

manufacturing and leasing industries. 

Ian Marsh: accountant with local firm Neal & 

Co, long experienced in accounting and 

auditing of UK Midlands engineering firms. 

PARRY ASSOCIATES PREPARES INITIAL PUBLIC OFFERING  
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SHORTLY AFTER the news came in from Haiti 

outlining the huge reconstruction task facing 

the country, Parry Associates were in touch 

with Build IT International, the charity with the 

widest experience of using lightweight 

construction technology based on Parry 

systems. 

The purpose was to ascertain the prospects 

for joining forces to assist the work in Haiti. 

Up until now, Build IT have concentrated their 

efforts in southern Africa, particularly Zambia, 

with an impressive success story in building 

schools and setting up small-scale 

manufacturing enterprises in several parts of 

the country. Outside Africa, Build IT personnel 

and Parry have previously collaborated in 

smaller programmes in Vanuatu and 

Honduras. 

An e-mail from Andrew Jowett, Director of 

Build IT, contributed the view that it would not 

be possible to intervene ôstarting from 

scratchõ. Instead he suggested direct contact 

with a large NGO ñ either a charity or a 

church network now becoming involved in the 

reconstruction process ñ which will already 

have facilities on the ground.  

BUILD IT INTERNATIONAL 

SUGGESTS APPROACH FOR 

HAITI RECONSTRUCTION 

COLLABORATION 

Waste lumps of expanded polystyrene (left) 

are reduced to lightweight ósandô in the 

specially designed chafing machine (right) 

Share issue on basis of major achievements and innovations 

BEING BETTER PREPARED FOR DISASTERS 



THE STOURBRIDGE TOWN branch now 

has its best-ever rail service. The quicker 

turn-around and improved acceleration 

of the Class 139s compared to the 

previous heavy rail trains has resulted in 

50 percent more journeys being 

operated, with a 10 minute ôturn-up-and-

goõ frequency in each direction. This is 

attracting growth in passenger numbers. 

Energy consumption has been reduced 

dramatically, with a cut of carbon dioxide 

emissions from over 800kg of CO2 a day 

to around 240kg. 

After all too many ôred faceõ incidents in 

the early weeks of operation, things 

began settling down in the late autumn.  

By January the various adjustments and 

modifications had begun bearing fruit. 

For the main part of December 2009 

and January 2010, between 98 and 99 

percent of scheduled services have been 

run and two serviceable railcars have 

been available for PMOL to use.  

The arrival of the Class 139, or PPM 60, 

railcars at Stourbridge has been 

described as ôa hard landing.õ In briefest 

summary, at the beginning of 2009, the 

maintenance depot was unfinished and 

barely equipped, access to the line for 

commissioning trials was severely 

restricted, a mood of insurgency existed 

among individuals who would have 

preferred the heavy rail facility to have 

stayed in place, and the railway line itself 

was peppered with rotten sleepers, worn 

and distorted rails and some alarmingly 

misaligned joints. Most damaging of all 

was the fact that the ôlessons learnedõ 

from operating the one-year Sunday trial 

in 2005-06 ñ including a procedure 

which had been carefully developed for 

the recruitment and training of crews ñ 

turned out not to fit the requirements of 

the franchised train operator. The 

Stourbridge branch being part of the 

railway, railway procedures must apply: 

back to the classroom, back to the 

drawing board. 

School of hard knocks 

Compared with the one-year trial, the 

seven-day-a-week operation (from before 

6am to midnight Monday-Saturday, plus 

another half-day on Sundays) means 

that the amount of hours and miles of 

wear and tear in just three weeks 

exceeds that of the whole year in 2006. 

Most of Britainõs railways now have 

continuously welded track but the 

Stourbridge Town branch, being a 

ôtraditionally constructed railwayõ, has 

joints which, when not precisely aligned, 

transmit jolts to wheelsets and onward 

to transmission components. These are 

in part protected by having resilient 

mountings attaching them to the 

chassis. Nevertheless, the cumulative 

effect was taking its toll. Then, as a 

result of the response by Network Rail, a 

night-time programme of maintenance 

improved running conditions from the 

autumn onward and problems due to rail 

shock began to ease. 

The wrong kind of grease? 

During the provision of some 40,000 

services between May 2009 and January 

2010, one component in the driveline ñ 

a freewheel clutch ñ proved to be 

susceptible to two different kinds of 

damage. Rail shock contributed to 

earlier problems and a programme of 

preventive maintenance, removing the 

component for 

inspection by 

the 

manufacturer 

ahead of the 

time when it 

might be 

expected to 

fail, seemed to 

eliminate service-affecting incidences. 

However, during the onset of very cold 

weather, failures were occurring at 

shorter and shorter intervals. The 

probable cause was the means of 

lubrication, the grease. When very cold, 

the grease inhibits the action of a ring of 

small cams between the outer and inner 

parts of the clutch. Rather than all 

engaging together, just one or two 

moved into the ôlockõ position first, and 

became subject to the full force of the 

engine powering the flywheel. Result: 

progressive damage leading to total 

failure. Alteration to the design of this 

element of the transmission carried out 

during early January has resulted in no 

further recurrence so far. 

Fewer 5am calls 

As well as Paris/Brussels-London 

Eurostars, many domestic train services 

in Britain were affected by more severe 

winter weather than normal. 

In the case of the Class 139, on several 

occasions at the beginning of the 

operating day the compressed air 

system which operates the brakes was 

unable to function, so the brakes ôfailed 

safeõ and could 

not be 

released. 

Fitters called 

out to attend to 

the problem 

discovered that 

accumulated 

water in and 

around valves 

in the system 

had frozen, 

preventing 

it from 

working. One 

of the Parry 

Associates 

team, Merle 

Craven (an 

American from 

ôup-stateõ New 

York), has 

experience in 

preparing heavy 

trucks for 

operation in the Canadian Arctic. Merle 

noticed similarities with the pneumatic 

systems used there and, by applying the 

methods used to keep the heavy rigs 

moving in arctic conditions, he delivered 

the means to get the PPM railcars 

moving, sparing all concerned the 

aggravation of the ô5am callõ. 

Rubber wears metal 

Potential failures of some other 

components have been headed off ôjust 

in timeõ. The suppliers of the flywheel 

module believed the selection of 

aluminium for the belt driveõs tensioner 

idler pulleys to be adequate. However, 

experience has shown that in the 

intensive working conditions the 

powerful rubber 

belts driving the 

flywheel unit 

actually 

distorted the 

surface of the 

idler pulleys, 

which have now 

been replaced 

by steel ones. By 

January 2010 the 

railcar service 

had not only been provided reliably, but 

ñ apart from when undergoing routine 

examinations and servicing ñ  the 

second railcar has consistently been 

available to enter service when needed. 

Each week, however, the cycle of 

examinations and servicing calls for the 

railcars to be swapped over. When this 

happens during the operating day, up to 

half an hour can be lost due to the 

lengthy routine of shunting and 

manoeuvring involved in getting one 

vehicle out of service and the other one 

in. Plans for a new depot facility include 

parallel adjacent maintenance tracks, 

allowing the railcar leaving service to be 

kept out of the way of the one going in 

and significantly reducing this cause of 

ôlostõ journeys. 

PRAISE FOR CLASS 139 PERFORMANCE AFTER FIRST 40,000 SERVICES 
Improvements in energy performance and service frequency make project a ôstunning successõ 

Applying lessons from 

the ice road trucks - 

Merle Craven 

Freewheel clutch 

Aluminium idler 

pulley, showing 

flywheel belt tracks 
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Snow rescue 

An intermittent binding brake problem 

on 139 002, causing the main driveline 

to work harder than designed, was the 

probable cause of the fluid coupling 

heating up and expelling its oil through a 

ôfusible plugõ on 6th January. 

This was the only incident in over 

40,000 services when a railcar could 

not return to the depot under its own 

power and was stranded at the far end 

of the line. With the other vehicle fully 

operational, a ôrescueõ was arranged 

and 139 001 towed the failed railcar 

back up the line (see photo, right) and 

was then put into service itself. Service 

resumed at 4:59pm, just 21/ 2 hours 

after the failure occurred. 

ôStourbridge can be proudõ 

The Governmentõs deputy minister for 

the West Midlands, Lynda Waltho MP, 

describes the railcar operation on the 

Stourbridge Branch as ôa stunning 

success for the local engineering 

industry because of the clear 

environmental benefits and 

improvements in passenger services 

achieved. People in Stourbridge can be 

proud to be hosting this important 

technical advanceõ. 

ON 22nd SEPTEMBER 2009 a meeting 

took place at Network Railõs London 

headquarters to begin preparations for a 

major initiative. It was convened by the 

senior officers of Network Rail managing 

planning and engineering functions, and 

was attended by PPM Ltd chairman John 

Parry. 

Conclusions reached included that under 

present circumstances the Class 139 

railcar operation at Stourbridge might 

not provide all of the lessons needed to 

be learned by the rail industry. 

This was because under-provision of 

resources for the project could lead to 

incorrect conclusions being drawn. 

External factors have come into play, 

associated with the state of the 

Stourbridge branch track which, though 

mitigated by attention from NR 

permanent way staff, still required 

modifications to the vehicle running 

gear. Therefore steps should be taken to 

rectify this without further delay. 

After the first six months of full time 

operation, involving running 40,000 

services, technical 

experience is being 

gained from operating 

PPM railcars far more 

intensively than ever 

before. Some of the 

driveline elements 

have proved to have 

shorter service lives 

than had been 

anticipated and the 

cost of spares and 

replacement parts 

called for a design 

review of the parts of the 

driveline concerned. 

Under the inter-linking contract 

arrangements of Britainõs rail system, 

several organisations are involved in any 

change to the financing and operational 

arrangements. 

The need for action was recognised by 

all the major rail players involved: 

London Midland (the train operating 

company whose public performance 

measurement figures include the 

Stourbridge Town branch), Porterbrook 

Leasing Company (the owners of the 

railcars) and Network Rail, which 

receives income from the use of its 

track. 

The services of a senior railway engineer 

has been allocated by London Midland in 

order to co-ordinate the involvement of 

major rail industry players in the depot 

enhancement programme. 

TRANSPORT PLAYERS CONSIDER PLAN FOR MAINTENANCE UPGRADE 

Google Earth view of existing depot at 

Stourbridge Junction with lined-in possible 

route of new road access and enlarged facility 

IMPROVED OPERATIONS ON TOWN BRANCH 

Design of optimum train care arrangements for fully-fledged lightweight rail operations  

IN OVER A DOZEN locations in England 

and Wales there are official 

organisations, companies and informal 

groups campaigning strongly for the 

opening of train or tram services for 

which PPML perceive competitive 

advantages in its PPM 50 and 60 

models, or larger versions under 

development. 

In the majority of these there is a 

distinct awareness of what has been 

achieved at Stourbridge, which is 

attracting a constant flow of visitors to 

the West Midlands from different parts 

of the country. 

Planning and campaigning activities are 

taking place in (at least) Kent, Cheshire, 

Northumberland, North Yorkshire, 

Cambridgeshire, Buckinghamshire, 

Staffordshire, Shropshire, Lancashire, 

Carmarthenshire, Gloucestershire, 

Devon, Cornwall, Somerset and Bristol. 

The nature of the various interests 

ranges from regeneration of a 

harbourside (Folkestone) to the use of 

heritage railways to provide public 

transport links to mainline stations 

(Peterborough, Bedale and 

Cheltenham), to upgrading of freight-

only or ômothballedõ rail lines to provide 

public transport to mainline stations 

(Gobowen, High Wycombe, Amman 

Valley and Stourbridge from Brierley 

Hill), and upgrades or new construction 

on the routes of former branch lines to  

 

reconnect a town to the main line 

(Alnwick to Alnmouth, Leek to Stoke and 

Fleetwood to Poulton-le-Fylde). 

Other opportunities for PPM may arise 

on existing Network Rail lines where 

conversion of the rail technology from 

heavy to lightweight rail would result in 

improvement in services as at 

Stourbridge. These include St Albans to 

Watford and Ellesmere Port to Helsby. 
With 40,000 services completed it has 

become more difficult for the sceptics to 

continue to dismiss the light railcar 

concept as ôunworkableõ. 

Negotiations can now progress 

supported by increasingly solid cost and 

performance information based on the 

Stourbridge operation. 

ROUND-UP OF LIGHTWEIGHT RAIL MARKET PROSPECTS IN THE UK ñ JANUARY 2010 
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