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Allow me first to introduce the Transport Rolling Stock Section to you.  Within East Japan Railway Workers’ Union, this Section is composed of drivers, conductors, maintenance workers, and clerical workers working in the transport and train operation divisions.  The Section has a membership of 18,000.  We focus on improving working conditions.

I. Factors Behind the Train Derailment Accident on JR West’s Fukuchiyama Line

The death of a train driver in the train derailment and overturning accident that occurred on April 25, 2005 came as a great shock to us workers in the railway industry.  This accident has made us acutely aware of the responsibility of train drivers as well as the importance of human life.

The causes of the accident are yet to be confirmed, but the direct cause is believed to be speeding by the train driver.  However, some factors behind the accident that forced the driver to speed have been uncovered.  These include a severe punishment in the guise of nikkin kyoiku, a day-to-day in-service re-education program that is imposed on workers who have caused accidents, and West Japan Railway Company’s (JR West) corporate policy of placing profit before safety.  

At this point, there is something I have to make clear.  That is, JR West brought pressure on the trade union to refrain from taking part in the First International Railway Safety Conference, contending that safety is an issue for management and has nothing to do with the trade union.  Company executives deliberately pressured union members to block them from attending the conference.  Underlying the recent train crash is this oppressive attitude of the company.

Facts that the recent accident has unveiled are that the company is pursing a profit-first policy and that the workplace environment does not tolerate train drivers making even a one and a half minute delay.  It is quite apparent that the driver of the ill-fated train was not in a normal state of mind but was under considerable pressure to make up for the delay.  This is the direct result of their profit-before-safety policy.  The recent train crash has served as a warning to the transport industry concerning their enforcement of the on-schedule operation rule – demanding that it ask itself whether reliability comes before safety.

II. JR East also causing Incidents due to the On-schedule Operation Rule

Much to our regret, at East Japan Railway Company (JR East), we have also had incidents that occurred because safety came second.  Let me outline one such incident.

An Outline of the Incident:

· After a train left Kobuchizawa Station on JR East’s Chuo Line, the driver used the engine brake to slow the train from approximately 75 kph to 60 kph.

· As the train was entering Nagasaka Station, the driver found the straight brake failed to function, so he used the emergency brake to stop near the stop mark; when the straight brake was returned to the straight position, it functioned normally.

· After the train left Nagasaka Station, the driver used the engine brake and the train slowed down; the driver reported this to the command center.

· In a subsequent development, the straight brake did not activate as the train was entering each station, so the driver used the emergency brake to stop it.

· The train arrived at Kofu Station ten minutes behind schedule, an assistant boarded the train, and when the driver applied the straight brake, it still functioned irregularly.

· The driver notified the command center of this situation at Sakaori Station.

· Instructions from Enzan Station designated the train as a deadhead and the train arrived at Otsuki Station 25 minutes behind schedule.

· A malfunction of the brake occurred twice subsequently.

The driver asked the command center to take this train out of service time and time again, but the command center directed the driver to continue running the train using the emergency brake, which the driver continued to do.

Some problems can be highlighted in this incident.  These are that (a) the driver, despite his concerns, continued to operate the train under the command center’s direction, and (b) the driver did so because he was anxiously trying to minimize the delay or make up for the delay.

III. Prioritizing Safety and Train Drivers, Not Operations First

Japanese trains are currently renowned for their punctuality – typically operating to the minute.  The public has come to consider it a de facto obligation of the railway industry.

Train drivers are accordingly required to manage their train runs to the second.  Even if a train is just three minutes behind schedule, a conductor apologizes to passengers for the delay, announcing, “Please accept our sincere apologies for inconveniencing you when you are busy.”  During the rush hour, passengers often express their irritation at station attendants even for a five-minute delay.  In the Tokyo metropolitan area, the news media prominently emphasizes a ten-minute train delay.  Japanese railway workers are thus confronted with these social conditions.  As a result, Japanese railway management sticks to this on-schedule operating policy.

This on-schedule operating rule imposes tremendous stress on train drivers, compelling them to tax themselves heavily.  Train dispatchers require drivers to ensure an early resumption of train services if trains are running behind schedule due to a train accident involving human life or train failure.  Priority is therefore placed on keeping trains running over stopping them.  The incident mentioned in Section II is a case in point.  The driver asked the command center to take the train out of service, but in the end he followed the command center’s directions and continued to run the train despite his apprehensions.  This instance is the very embodiment in the workplace of a corporate structure that places train operations before safety.  We can state here that safety was completely ignored.  What fate awaited a train that had malfunctioning brakes (even though the emergency brake worked)?  It can easily be imagined that the train could run out of control into disaster.

The on-schedule operating rule can be enforced only if safety is ensured and all risk factors are eliminated.  If on-schedule operation is one side of the coin, an emergency is the other side.  No one knows when the one side will flip to the other side.  In order to ensure safety, hardware measures – in other words, safety devices and equipment – are crucial, but in most cases, it is the workers’ attention that counts most.  Eliminating safety risk factors depends largely on how workers view safety.  “If we notice a danger ahead, we must stop the train – we must stand still.”  Cultivating independent train drivers who can follow this practice is sought.

(1) Skull Sessions between Train Drivers (the Transport Rolling Stock Section) and Train Dispatchers (the Office Workers Section)

Skull sessions between train drivers and train dispatchers are organized at headquarters and local levels.  At a skull session, train drivers point out that priority is given to operations and question whether arrangements are really made for placing trains under control.  Train drivers contend that company executives and passengers demand prompt resumption of train services and that they are concerned about how they are viewed by executives.  

JR East train dispatchers have had experience as station attendants, conductors and train drivers.  The recent trend is toward assigning young train dispatchers.  And there is a simple reason for this trend.  About 25 years ago, in the terminal days of the former Japan National Railways, the company hired no new recruits for the last decade.  The result is fewer employees in their thirties.

What is apparent at the present moment is that in an emergency, weight is attached to how to resume train services promptly.  Safety is played down as a result.

How we can safely operate a train or, in other words, how we can stop a train safely in an emergency, is the major question that both train drivers and train dispatchers commonly believe should be answered.  This is the point.

What is evident here is that trains are controlled by the train schedule and this train schedule is managed by train dispatchers at the command center.  Train dispatchers have a vital role to play.

As members of the trade union, we intend to continue providing a forum for discussion in order to ensure train dispatchers know the conditions under which train drivers work and to encourage dispatchers to give directions based on this understanding.

(2) A Safety Convention with 200 Participants

On August 27, 2005, we called a Safety Convention under the auspices of the Transport Rolling Stock Section.  The convention focused on protecting life and establishing a safety culture based on the safety-first and workers-first principle.  We discussed three challenges, which are (a) The lessons from the train derailment/overturning accident on JR West’s Fukuchiyama Line; (b) Breaking away from the Operations-First Practice and Establishing a Safety Culture in the Workplace; and (c) Mustering Up Courage to Stop the Train.

IV. Our Efforts

The company safety mission statement, adopted during the era of the former Japan National Railways, says that (1) Safety is the transport industry’s most important mission; (2) Safety begins with compliance with rules and strict performance of duties and is established through persistent effort; (3) Confirming safety and reporting are two of the most important practices to ensure safety; (4) You must work together beyond the bounds of your responsibilities in order to ensure safety; and (5) If you have any doubt, you must think deeply and carry out the safest possible action.  We have been educated about safety in accordance with these guidelines.

We are now working to set up a Cause-Finding Committee in the workplace.  The Cause-Finding Committee that we are working on is a committee that would technically analyze accidents that have occurred in our own section (our own workplace) or in other sections, discuss them, identify contributory factors and causes of the accidents, and work out remedial measures.  The JREU encourages trade unions to create such committees in all workplaces.  Our committee is to be composed of train drivers, conductors, maintenance crew and representatives of the workplaces.

An accident doesn’t occur on paper but in reality.  We look into the cause or causes of actual accidents, identify factors behind the accident (whether human, environmental, corporate or trade unions), solve the problems and devise and implement countermeasures.  Ensuring safety is a challenge common to both labor and management.  It is neither a matter of concern for the trade union alone, nor for the company alone.  This is one lesson we must learn from the train derailment/overturning accident on JR West’s Fukuchiyama Line.

How should we establish a safety culture in the workplace?  We must respect human life before anything else.  Train drivers are constantly faced with potentially life-threatening situations while on duty.  For this reason, drivers must take the best possible and the safest possible measures in order to protect their own lives, their fellow workers’ lives and passengers’ lives.  To achieve this, we must encourage train drivers, above all, to be capable of (a) issuing a protective radio message and (b) stopping a train upon perceiving a danger.

In closing, let me quote a passage from Mr. Isao Kuroda’s book entitled “Safety is a product of humans (an organization),” which says: “Safety is a product of humans.  An organization should assume responsibility for safety.”  It is train drivers who driving the trains.  It is JR East that manages train operations.  The company is responsible for train operations.  A train driver must also accept their responsibility for an accident, but the blame should not be placed solely on the driver.

Train drivers who are working hard to drive trains safely in the face of deadly challenges should be afforded greater powers.  As train drivers, we will work to improve our skills as professionals.

In order to establish a Safety-First and Workers-First culture in the workplace, we are determined to cultivate train drivers who are well versed in their duties, and in an emergency, are able to take action for safety not just by following the command center’s directions but by making their own decision.

In order to nurture such train drivers in the workplace and to achieve the development of the railway industry, we will be working to establish a culture that respects human life and safety in cooperation with people concerned with railway industries all over the world.
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