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In the realm of scaled agile frameworks like SAFe (Scaled Agile Framework), the Agile
Release Train (ART) functions as the primary value delivery mechanism, orchestrating
multiple teams working in harmony to deliver complex solutions. At the helm of this
intricate operation is the Release Train Engineer (RTE), who acts as the servant leader
and facilitator, ensuring that the ART adheres to agile principles, stays on schedule, and
continuously improves. However, what happens when the RTE cannot fulfill their
responsibilities—be it due to absence, incapacity, or unforeseen circumstances? This
situation can threaten the smooth functioning of the ART, potentially delaying delivery,
disrupting coordination, and impacting overall business value.

This article explores the critical actions that the ART should undertake when the RTE
cannot perform their duties. We will delve into the responsibilities of the RTE, the
importance of proactive planning, and the specific steps the ART can implement to
maintain momentum and ensure sustained delivery. Understanding these measures is
essential for Agile teams and stakeholders aiming for resilient, self-sufficient, and
adaptable ARTs.

Understanding the Role of the Release Train
Engineer (RTE)

Before addressing the actions to take when the RTE cannot perform their duties, it is vital
to understand their core responsibilities within the ART:

Key Responsibilities of the RTE

- Facilitating Program Increment (PI) planning and execution

- Ensuring alignment across teams and stakeholders

- Removing impediments that hinder progress

- Promoting continuous improvement practices

- Coaching teams on agile practices

- Managing ART-level ceremonies such as Scrum of Scrums and System Demos
- Tracking and communicating progress and risks

The RTE acts as the backbone of the ART, coordinating efforts, fostering collaboration,
and ensuring adherence to SAFe principles.



Why Might the RTE Be Unavailable?

Several scenarios can cause the RTE to be unavailable, including:
- Sudden illness or personal emergencies

- Unexpected travel or scheduling conflicts

- Transition periods between RTEs

- Organizational restructuring or leadership changes

- Technical difficulties or communication breakdowns

Regardless of the cause, the key concern is maintaining ART stability and momentum
during the RTE’s absence.

Immediate Actions When the RTE Cannot Perform
Their Duties

In the event of RTE unavailability, the ART should implement immediate measures to
prevent disruption. These include:

1. Identify an Interim Facilitator

- Appoint a temporary acting RTE from existing ART members who possess a good
understanding of SAFe and facilitation skills.

- This could be a senior Scrum Master, a seasoned team lead, or a designated Scrum of
Scrums facilitator.

- The interim facilitator's primary role is to ensure continuity of ceremonies,
communication, and impediment management.

2. Communicate the Situation Transparently

- Inform all stakeholders—including teams, Product Management, and leadership—about
the RTE’s absence and the interim arrangements.

- Clear communication minimizes confusion and sets expectations for the duration of the
absence.

3. Maintain Critical Cadence and Ceremonies

- Ensure that key ART ceremonies such as PI planning, Scrum of Scrums, System Demos,
and ART Sync are scheduled and facilitated.

- The interim facilitator should coordinate with teams to keep these ceremonies productive
and aligned.



4. Use Existing ART Artifacts and Tools

- Leverage existing tools like Jira, Azure DevOps, or Rally to track progress, impediments,
and risks.
- Maintain transparency through dashboards and reports.

5. Encourage Self-Organization

- Empower teams to self-manage their work and escalate issues as needed.
- Reinforce the principle that high-performing teams can operate effectively even in the
absence of a formal RTE.

Long-Term Strategies to Address RTE Absence

While immediate actions are crucial, the ART should also establish longer-term strategies
to mitigate risks associated with RTE unavailability and to promote resilience.

1. Cross-Train Scrum Masters and Key Roles

- Develop a culture of shared responsibility by training multiple team members in
facilitation and servant leadership.

- This cross-training ensures that the ART can swiftly assign interim facilitators in future
scenarios.

2. Define Clear Escalation and Succession Plans

- Document procedures for appointing interim RTEs or acting leads.
- Establish criteria for selecting suitable candidates based on experience, knowledge, and
leadership skills.

3. Promote a Self-Organizing and Autonomous ART

- Foster an environment where teams proactively manage their work, impediments, and
coordination.

- Encourage continuous improvement practices that reduce dependency on a single
individual.

4. Implement Robust Communication Protocols

- Utilize multiple communication channels—such as Slack, email lists, and video calls—to
ensure information flow even if formal ceremonies are disrupted.
- Maintain updated contact lists and escalation pathways.



Leveraging Organizational Support and
Governance

The success of an ART during the RTE’s absence also depends on organizational backing:

1. Executive Sponsorship and Support

- Leadership should recognize the importance of ART stability and empower teams to
operate independently when necessary.
- Providing clear authority to interim facilitators ensures smooth decision-making.

2. Continuous Improvement and Retrospective Feedback

- After the RTE’s return, conduct retrospectives to assess what worked well and what
could be improved during their absence.
- Use insights to refine contingency plans and training programs.

Best Practices for Maintaining ART Effectiveness
Without the RTE

To ensure that the ART remains productive and aligned, consider integrating these best
practices:

¢ Regular Check-Ins: Encourage teams and interim facilitators to hold regular syncs
to monitor progress and address impediments.

e Documentation: Maintain up-to-date documentation of processes, decisions, and
action items to facilitate continuity.

 Empowerment: Promote empowerment at all levels so that teams can make
decisions and adjust workflows as needed.

¢ Feedback Loops: Establish feedback mechanisms to quickly identify issues caused
by the RTE’s absence and address them promptly.

Conclusion

The absence of the Release Train Engineer (RTE) presents a challenge for the Agile
Release Train, but it also offers an opportunity to reinforce resilience, promote self-
organization, and prepare the organization for unforeseen circumstances. By swiftly



appointing interim facilitators, maintaining transparent communication, leveraging
existing artifacts, and fostering a culture of shared responsibility, the ART can continue
delivering value without significant disruption.

Long-term planning, cross-training, and organizational support are essential to ensure that
the ART remains robust and capable of operating effectively in the absence of its RTE.
Ultimately, the goal is to cultivate an environment where agility, adaptability, and
collaboration thrive—even during times of leadership transition or unexpected
unavailability.

By proactively implementing these strategies, organizations can safeguard their agile
initiatives and sustain high-performance levels, ensuring continuous delivery of value to
customers and stakeholders.

Frequently Asked Questions

What steps should the Agile Release Train (ART) take
when the Release Train Engineer (RTE) is unavailable or
unable to perform their duties?

The ART should identify an interim RTE or designate a qualified Scrum Master or Release
Train Engineer surrogate to ensure continuity. Additionally, the ART can escalate issues to
senior management and utilize documented escalation paths to maintain momentum.

How can the ART maintain alignment and progress if
the RTE is temporarily unable to facilitate ceremonies
or coordinate activities?

The ART can leverage other trained leaders, such as Product Management or Scrum
Masters, to facilitate key ceremonies and maintain communication. Using shared
collaboration tools and clear documentation can also help keep the train aligned.

What should be included in contingency planning for
scenarios where the RTE cannot perform their role?

Contingency plans should define backup RTESs, escalation procedures, delegated
responsibilities, and communication protocols to ensure that ART activities continue
smoothly without interruption.

Can other team members assume the RTE
responsibilities temporarily, and what are the
considerations?

Yes, trained Scrum Masters or experienced team members can assume RTE duties
temporarily. Considerations include their understanding of ART processes, ability to



facilitate ceremonies, and maintaining objectivity and neutrality in coordination efforts.

What impact does the absence of an RTE have on PI
planning and ART synchronization, and how can this be
mitigated?

Absence of an RTE can delay or disrupt PI planning and synchronization. Mitigation
involves assigning facilitators, pre-planning activities, and ensuring clear communication
channels are established for smooth coordination.

How does the ART ensure continuous improvement and
retrospectives when the RTE is unavailable?

The ART can conduct retrospectives led by Scrum Masters or other team members,
documenting action items, and sharing insights via collaboration tools. Post-PI, the ART
should review and adjust roles as needed to prevent recurrence.

What role does leadership play in supporting the ART
during the RTE's absence?

Leadership should provide guidance, support resource allocation, facilitate
communication, and possibly appoint interim leadership to ensure the ART remains
focused on delivery and continuous improvement.

Additional Resources

What Action Should Be Taken By The Agile Release Train (ART) When The Release Train
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In the dynamic landscape of scaled Agile frameworks, particularly the Scaled Agile
Framework (SAFe), the Agile Release Train (ART) functions as the heartbeat of delivering
value across multiple teams. Central to the success of an ART is the Release Train
Engineer (RTE), who acts as the chief facilitator, servant leader, and coordinator.
However, what happens when the RTE cannot fulfill their responsibilities—whether due to
absence, incapacity, or other barriers? This question is critical for maintaining the
momentum, alignment, and effectiveness of the ART.

This article delves into the roles and responsibilities of the RTE, explores the implications
of their absence, and provides comprehensive strategies and actions that the ART should
undertake to navigate such situations effectively. Drawing from SAFe principles,
organizational best practices, and practical insights, we aim to offer a detailed guide for
stakeholders to ensure continuity, accountability, and sustained value delivery.



Understanding the Role of the RTE in an ART

Before examining actions to take when the RTE cannot perform their duties, it is essential
to understand their core responsibilities within the ART.

Key Responsibilities of the RTE

- Facilitating Program Events: Including PI Planning, ART Sync, System Demos, and
Inspect & Adapt workshops.

- Coordinating Cross-Team Dependencies: Ensuring teams collaborate effectively and
impediments are addressed.

- Managing Program Backlog & Prioritization: Supporting the Product Management team
in backlog refinement and prioritization.

- Tracking ART Metrics: Monitoring progress, flow, and delivery metrics.

- Promoting Continuous Improvement: Facilitating retrospectives and lessons learned.

- Servant Leadership & Culture Building: Fostering an environment of transparency,
collaboration, and relentless improvement.

The RTE acts as the glue that binds the teams together, ensuring alignment with strategic
goals and facilitating the flow of value.

Implications of an Absent or Incapacitated RTE

When the RTE cannot fulfill their role, several challenges emerge:

- Disruption of Scheduled Events: Program increment planning, ART syncs, and
retrospectives may be delayed or poorly facilitated.

- Loss of Cross-Team Coordination: Dependencies may go unmanaged, risking delays or
quality issues.

- Decreased Transparency: Without someone to synthesize data and progress, visibility
diminishes.

- Decreased Morale and Clarity: Teams may feel directionless or unsupported.

- Risk to Delivery Commitments: Without effective guidance, commitments may be missed,
impacting stakeholder trust.

Addressing these issues proactively is essential to prevent cascading failures.

Actions the ART Should Take When the RTE



Cannot

The following strategies outline a comprehensive approach to mitigate the impact of an
absent or incapacitated RTE.

1. Establish a Temporary Leadership Structure

Objective: To ensure continuity of leadership and decision-making.

- Identify a Deputy or Acting RTE: If the organization has designated deputies or deputies-
in-training, they should step into the role temporarily.

- Create an Interim ART Leadership Team: Form a small team comprising senior Scrum
Masters, Product Owners, and other key stakeholders to coordinate core activities.

- Define Clear Roles and Responsibilities: Clarify who will facilitate events, manage
dependencies, and communicate with stakeholders.

Best Practices:

- Clearly document the interim leadership structure.
- Communicate the temporary arrangement transparently to all ART members.

2. Delegate Facilitation of Key Events

Objective: To maintain regular cadence and momentum.

- Rotate Facilitation Roles: Assign experienced Scrum Masters or team leads to facilitate
upcoming Program Increment (PI) Planning, ART Syncs, and retrospectives.

- Use Standardized Templates and Agendas: To ensure consistency and effectiveness
despite the change in facilitation.

- Leverage External Facilitators if Necessary: In larger organizations, consider engaging
external SAFe coaches or facilitators temporarily.

Considerations:

- Ensure facilitators are briefed on ART goals and current challenges.
- Maintain open channels for feedback on facilitation effectiveness.

3. Strengthen Cross-Team Collaboration Mechanisms

Objective: To keep dependencies visible and managed.

- Implement or Reinforce Dependency Boards: Use visual tools to track cross-team



dependencies.

- Encourage Regular Informal Check-ins: Teams can coordinate directly to resolve
impediments.

- Establish a Dependency Coordination Group: A subgroup with representatives from
teams to oversee dependency management.

4. Enhance Communication and Transparency

Objective: To keep all stakeholders informed and engaged.

- Use Dashboards and Metrics: Share real-time progress metrics accessible to all ART
members.

- Schedule Regular Status Updates: Via emails, instant messaging, or short stand-ups led
by team leads.

- Document Decisions and Action Items: Maintain a shared log to track unresolved issues
and follow-up actions.

5. Maintain Focus on Continuous Improvement and
Quality

Objective: To foster resilience and sustain momentum.

- Conduct Mini Retrospectives: At regular intervals, even informally, to identify issues
caused by the RTE's absence and address them.

- Prioritize Impediment Resolution: Empower teams to escalate impediments directly to
leadership.

- Encourage Empowerment and Autonomy: Teams should be supported to make decisions
within their scope.

6. Develop a Contingency and Succession Plan

Objective: To prevent future disruptions.
- Document RTE Responsibilities: Clearly define key duties and decision points.
- Identify Potential Successors: Train backup personnel to assume RTE responsibilities if

needed.
- Implement Cross-Training: Ensure multiple stakeholders understand core RTE functions.

Long-Term Organizational Strategies

While immediate actions are critical, organizations should also adopt longer-term



strategies to mitigate risks associated with RTE absence.

1. Formalize the Role of Deputy RTEs or Co-RTEs

- Establish clear succession plans.
- Provide training and certification to potential deputies.
- Rotate responsibilities periodically to build capacity.

2. Foster a Culture of Shared Responsibility

- Encourage Scrum Masters and Product Owners to develop facilitation skills.
- Promote cross-functional understanding of ART processes.

3. Implement Robust Communication Protocols

- Use collaborative tools that allow asynchronous updates.
- Ensure documentation is centralized and accessible.

4. Regularly Review and Update Contingency Plans

- Test the resilience of ART processes.
- Adjust plans based on lessons learned from previous disruptions.

Conclusion: Ensuring Resilience and Continuity

The success of an Agile Release Train hinges on effective leadership and facilitation. When
the Release Train Engineer cannot perform their duties, the ART must act swiftly and
decisively to maintain momentum, transparency, and alignment. Establishing interim
leadership, delegating responsibilities, leveraging existing processes, and fostering a
culture of shared ownership are critical actions.

Furthermore, organizations should embed contingency planning into their operational
fabric—training multiple team members, formalizing succession plans, and promoting
shared responsibility. Such proactive measures not only mitigate the immediate impact of
RTE absence but also strengthen the ART’s resilience over the long term.

In the fast-paced world of scaled Agile delivery, adaptability and preparedness are
paramount. By understanding the roles, implications, and strategic actions outlined above,
organizations can navigate disruptions effectively, ensuring continuous delivery of value



and sustained agility.

In summary, when the RTE cannot fulfill their responsibilities, the ART should:

- Establish temporary leadership structures.

- Delegate facilitation of key events.

- Strengthen cross-team dependency management.
- Enhance communication and transparency.

- Focus on continuous improvement.

- Develop contingency and succession plans.

Implementing these actions fosters resilience, maintains momentum, and upholds the
principles of Agile at scale, even in challenging circumstances.
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