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Overview 
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Manual Block System (MBS) 
 
•Brief Layout Description 
•Prototypical MBS 
•Model Version MBS 



FMRR Background 
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• Class 2 railroad  
• Free-lanced based on Canadian National Railways practices 
• Year – Summer 1977 

 



Layout Facts 
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• N scale  
• 13ft x 14ft room 
• 100 ft. of single track mainline 
• Point to point 
• 4 Towns, 2 Yards, 3 Track Staging 
• DCC - Digitrax Simplex Radio 



The Layout Room 
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Layout Plan 
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Operational Notes 
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• Operating Crew Size: 3 Road Engineers 
 2 Yardmasters 

1 Yard crew 
 1 Dispatcher 

• All trains are run as Extras 
• Dispatching using Manual Block System (MBS) clearance 

forms and JMRI Panel Pro 
• Communication: Telephone System 
• 6:1 Fast Clock (4 hour session) 
• Operational Absolute Block Signal (ABS) System 
• Car Forwarding: JMRI Switch Lists and Manifests 
• 250 railcars and 18 locomotives on the layout 
• About 22 Trains are run per session 

 
 



Prototype MBS 
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• Similar to Direct Traffic Control (DTC) and Track Warrant Control (TWC). 
 

• Used on lower volume sub-divisions. During 1970s and 1980s there 
were a mixture of TT&TO and MBS sub-divisions. 
 

• CN and CP used MBS from the early 1970’s to December 1990 at which 
time they converted to Occupancy Clearance System (OCS) which is 
governed under the Canadian Rail Operating Rules (CROR).  
OCS is currently used today. 

 
• In the mid 1980s onwards utilized computers (CAMBS) to aid assigning 

clearances. 



UCOR 
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CNR Timetable #12 - 1981 
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CPR Manual  Block System Forms 
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CNR Manual  Block System Form 



Why MBS? 
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1. A lot of people in this area want a Throttle job. Few want to be a 
Dispatcher, and even fewer want to be an Operator copying orders. 
 

2. There is always a trade off on how the prototype does things and what 
works best in a model railroad environment. 
1. Size of layout 
2. Number of people 
3. Cost 
4. Fun - not work 

 
3. Needed a system new operators and dispatchers can understand easily. 
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Model Version of MBS 
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FMRR Mini Timetable 
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FMRR Mini Schematic 
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Dispatcher 



Dispatcher’s JMRI Panel 
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Crew Call in 
• Road crew initiates call to 

Dispatcher using the phone system. 
The system is based on Seth 
Neumann’s DO articles in 2011. 
 

• Crew fills in MBS forms based on 
instructions from Dispatcher. 
 

• There are typically 4 types of 
clearances given….. 
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Proceed 
Clearance 

X53W (FM-121) is going 
from Grande Cache to 
Smokey in order to do some 
switching work there. It can 
only travel forward in one 
direction with this clearance 
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Proceed Clearance 
(Dispatcher Panel) 
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Meet 
Clearances 

X53W is going from 
Grande Cache to 
Smokey. It has been 
instructed to Clear 
Main Track in Smokey.  
X45E (FM-232) is 
travelling from Welden 
to Grande Cache.  It 
can only go as far as 
Smokey and has been 
instructed to Take Main 
Track at Smokey 
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Meet Clearance 
(Dispatcher Panel) 
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Work 
Clearance 

X53W is switching both trailing point 
and facing point spurs in Smokey.  It 
will require use of the Main Track  for 
run around moves.  X53W can move 
back and forth between MP 10.1 and 
MP 13.8 as many times it is required 
to complete the switching. When 
complete this MBS is cancelled and a 
new Proceed clearance will take it to 
the next town. 
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Work Clearance 
(Dispatcher Panel) 
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Proceed with 
Restrictions 

X5932E (CN-402) is going from Beechy 
to Grande Cache. In order to get by 
X53W switching at Smokey it will need 
a “Protect Against” Restriction between 
the work limits that X53W is currently 
in possession of.  It will be up to the 2 
trains to coordinate passing 
movements. 
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Proceed with Restriction Clearance 
(Dispatcher Panel) 
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MBS Bulletins 



Pros 
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1. Simple instructions for train crews. 
 

2. With JMRI Panel Pro the Dispatcher has a visual of the trains on the layout and the 
clearances in effect. 
 

3. The JMRI computer does not need to be connected to the layout. 
 

4. With Extra trains running sequentially there is minimal consequences if a session runs 
behind schedule. 
 

5. Makes shorter runs seem longer.  Add about 5 minutes. 
 

6. The yards can keep up (sometimes are ahead) with the arriving and departing trains. 
 

7. Dispatcher writes between 45 and 55 clearances in 4 hrs.  (not too busy) 
 

8. I can use my ABS signals (a signal system is not needed) 
 



Cons 
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1. Era specific – 1962  to 1990 (in Canada) 
 

2. A phone or radio system is required. 
 

3. A computer is required 
 

4. Less challenging than TT & TO. 
 

 



End 
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Websites: 
 
Northern Rails: 
http://www3.telus.net/public/ulvestad/NorthernRails 

 
Layout: 
https://www.operatingsessions.com/Layouts/Sabo 

 
 

http://www3.telus.net/public/ulvestad/NorthernRails
https://www.operatingsessions.com/Layouts/Sabo
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