
SIGNAL WORK IS SYSTEM WORK 
An Arbitral Reference for Signal Rules and Discipline Cases

Signal disputes present a unique analytical challenge: the physical task, individual component, or observed 
condition may not reveal the work’s function or what occurred within the larger system. The following considerations 
highlight features of Signal work that may be important when evaluating rules claims and discipline cases.

WHEN THE CASE INVOLVES DISCIPLINE 
 

Before evaluating responsibility or penalty, consider: 

WHEN THE CASE INVOLVES RULES 
 

Before applying the Agreement, consider: 
1.	 A later failure does not necessarily describe the 

earlier condition. 
Signal equipment can test or operate properly and 
later fail because of an intermittent defect, another 
component, or a changed condition.

2.	 System response does not necessarily identify 
individual cause. 
A restrictive indication, failure, alarm, or improper 
condition establishes what the system detected or 
did, not necessarily who caused it.

3.	 Electronic records require technical interpretation. 
Logs, timestamps, alarms, and test records may 
record different events and conditions. Know what a 
record actually captures before drawing conclusions 
from it.

4.	 The apparent point of failure may not be the 
source. 
Because Signal components interact, a condition 
observed at one location or component may 
originate elsewhere in the system.

5.	 Testing is evidence of a condition at a particular 
time. 
The significance of a test depends on what was 
tested, what the test was capable of detecting, and 
what could have changed afterward.

6.	 An inaccurate record does not explain why it is 
inaccurate. 
System limitations, entry practices, timing, error, 
or other technical circumstances may need to be 
understood before an inconsistency is treated as 
proof of intent.

1.	 The physical task may not define the work. 
“Electrical,” “mechanical,” “communications,” or 
“software” may describe how work is performed 
without identifying its function within the Signal 
system.

2.	 A component may be only one part of the 
assignment. 
Installation, configuration, testing, verification, and 
placement in service may be related activities, 
but their relationship does not by itself determine 
contractual ownership.

3.	 Shared technology does not resolve contractual 
treatment. 
Other crafts may use similar tools, components, or 
skills. Capability and technological similarity do not 
establish how the work has been allocated under 
the Signal Agreement.

4.	 Similar railroads may administer similar work 
differently. 
Signal technology can be substantially alike across 
properties while Agreements, organizational 
structures, and historical work allocations differ.

5.	 New equipment may perform old Signal functions. 
New technology may create genuinely new work 
or move an established function to a new device, 
platform, or process.

6.	 Shared equipment may serve multiple system 
functions. 
Shared power, communications, or infrastructure 
may require examining both its Signal and non-
Signal functions before characterizing the work.

SIGNAL WORK IS SYSTEM WORK 
Do not assume the physical task identifies the work, the component identifies the craft, the point of failure 

identifies the cause, or the system record explains itself.


