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1. Introduction

My name is Toru Miyano, the chairperson of the JREU Rail Infrastructure Workers Section. In June 1975, I entered the former Japanese National Railways, assigned to work in the Kesen-numa Locomotive Depot, and worked firstly as a train mechanic and then as a locomotive engineer. 

When the former JNR privatized in April 1987, I transferred to the electric power depot and became a union officer in my workplace. I soon engaged in a trade union movement, became a vice chairperson of the JREU Electric Power Group in 1995, and was elected as a chairperson of the JREU Infrastructure Workers Section last year.  

The Infrastructure Workers Section consists of 8 groups: track maintenance, electric power, signal & communication, architecture, civil engineering, machines, construction and administration.

Since 1987, when the JR East Company started, business managers have stated that safety was a top priority for their management and aimed at a goal of zero fatal accidents for both passengers and employees, everyone from the worker level to sub-contract level. As the result of a huge investment in railway safety, incidents and accidents decreased by one forth from 1987.

However, evacuation error and delays that risk lives of employees, especially workers working in infrastructure sections, have never been eradicated. From the 2006 to 2007 fiscal year about 40 incidents and accidents that might kill workers in worksites occurred, as you can see in the attached sheet. Also, in the station yard, which is in a different management section from infrastructure, serious evacuation delays that could have lead to fatal accidents occurred recently.

The JR East Company put a priority on safety and invested a huge amount of money for it, but such incidents and accidents have occurred often. We must investigate the causes and take the proper measures. Otherwise, a serious accident that will result in employee and passenger death will occur in the future. I am afraid of that now.

2. Evacuation Delays in Stations

On 28 February 2008, an accident occurred in the station yard of Minakami Station on the Jyoetsu line. Seven employees including one of deputy station master went to remove piled snow in a passage for an employee. They noted piled snow on the #47 point machine, so they started to work with it first after consulting on the issue, but that work did not exist in their original work schedule. 

They chose a watchman from their group of seven and started their work. However,, the watchman did not fulfill his watch duty and instead joined the work of removing the snow. As the result of that, they were not aware of an approaching tarin. One of the workers noted it and shouted., At the same time they heard the whistle from the train as well, and evacuated at once. The train stopped passing the point machine from 30 meters away. The deputy station master, who is responsible for this work, could not evacuate to a proper safe place, so he stuck to the wall to avoid the train. It was likely that all eight people might be killed at once.

Regarding the system and mind on work in the tracks, the station section is different from the infrastructure section. It does not fall under the “Principle of Railway Track Closing” in the station yard. This is one of the causes of this accident. In other words, if we established a safety system to cover all sections uniformly, this accident might not have occurred. Of course, taking this opportunity, our members from the Station Staff Section are discussing a proposal to the company to make guidelines for the protection of man-vehicle collision accidents in the station and to improve safety education.

3. The Reality of Our Workplace (Cases of Employees from JR East Company)

We can abstract a common characteristic from the two following accident cases in track maintenance sections directly controlled by the JR East Company.

The first case occurred in the track maintenance site in the Oou main line on April 26, 2006. Two track maintenance workers worked in the tracks. One worker, who did not have a handy train approach alarm, was installing a rail bond and the other, a watchman, had an alarm with a depleted battery. Usually, this work requires rail track closing.

As the installing worker did not have safety equipment and the watchman did not concentrate on his duty, they were not aware of an approaching train until they heard the whistle. Although the train driver applied the emergency brake, the train stopped only 60 meters from the work site. The two workers escaped by a hairbreadth.

The second case occurred in the Tohoku main line work site on September 20, 2007. 17 maintenance workers were repairing cracks in rail tracks found by a rail flaw detection car. They fixed slice bars to the cracks during a rail track closing. However, they could not finish the planed work within the track closing time, and continued to work after the track was opened. They placed a watchman on the site. This work required rail track closing. They violated the rules of JR East Company.

These two mistakes show that the maintenance workers themselves ignored the “Principle of Railway Track Closing” and put priority on “accomplishment of work” rather than “rules.” They thought that they wanted to accomplish their duty and had to do their jobs as soon as possible. They chose the most dangerous way to complete their tasks.

Why do workers at the work site try to accomplish their duties without prioritizing safety? 

I feel that the following four reasons are the cause of this choice. 

(1) They have scheduled tasks that they cannot postpone to tomorrow. In other words, they have other work that must be done tomorrow.

(2) They have to repair the defects in front of them because no one will plan to repair it and each worker works under pressure and is too busy. In general, contractors do not want to take on small repair work which is not profitable, so employees from the mother company should repair it in addition to their original assigned work.

(3) They are worried about their superior’s opinion about their performance.

(4) There is not enough working time for the maintenance work because the number of passenger and freight trains run at night.

4. Accidents before Rail Track Closing (The Case of Contractors)

On November 22, 2007 a train that started from the Kanayazawa station on the Ominato line was delayed 115 minutes. When it was running at the speed of 80 km/h, a driver noted a worker lamp. Immediately he whistled and applied the emergency brake, but the train collided with two trolleys at the crossing and stopped 60 meters ahead of it. Workers from a sub-contracted company were within an inch of being hit by the train.

Because the workers were working at a time of day when the last train has usually already passed by that work spot, they did not close the rail tracks. They assumed that a train would not come, and put the trolleys on the tracks for their work to change the rails. However, such a violation took place not only that day but also almost everyday when the supervisor from the contracted company was absent. The director at the work site was a man who came from the contracted company. This director was loaned to the contracted company from the sub-contractor. That night he was in an inferior position among the workers concerned, but he was appointed director by the contracted company. Because of his position, he could not point out their rule violation.

I conclude,

(1) The command-order system for implementing rail track closing was confused.

(2) Workers from the sub-contracted company prioritized changing as many sleepers as possible over safety procedure to make profits.

5. The origin of the “Principle of Rail Track Closing"

A fatal accident occurred before dawn on the morning of November 22, 1999 on the Yamate-Freight line in Tokyo. Five workers from a sub-contracted company of signal and communication were hit and killed at once by an off-duty train that approached from behind the group of workers.

A director at the work site from the sub-contracted company came to work late. He did not have enough time to confirm the ongoing train operation and special train operation. Assuming that there would be no train operation that day, he started work. This belief led to the accident.

We at JREU discussed how to prevent accidents to protect the lives of our members and workers from sub-contracted companies and what we should do to work safely in the tracks after the above shocking Yamate-Freight line accident.

We decided the following and reached an agreement with the company.

(1) To secure lives of the workers, we will not work depending only on the attention of a watchman.

(2) While working in the rail tracks, trains should not enter the work area. In other words, rail track closing is always required when working in the tracks.

On the basis of labour and management agreement, we continued discussion inspiring members to protect their lives.

At first, members complained. One member said that applying the “Principle of Railway Track Closing” would mean that they could not work effectively, could not accomplish work, and that the tasks would pile up. Another member said that if they applied rail track closing, constructing and maintenance work concentrated on night time. As a result, the workload of the station staff and operation dispatcher, who are responsible for closing, increase and the number of possible closings become limited, decreasing the amount of work that is possible.

However, the Union persisted in its philosophy that “Life is precious for all” and decided that when we work in the tracks, we must apply for rail track closing to protect the lives of the workers.

6. Remaining Problems

Nine years have passed since the Yamate-Freight line accident. Many mistakes related to rail track closing in our work places have occurred in that time. Workers themselves ignored the “Principle of rail track closing” that we learned lessons from the past accident and did not follow the rules. They chose to prioritize finishing work above keeping safety.

Five workers’ lives were lost. From this we concluded that a “Principle of rail track closing” was necessary to prevent such tragedy. Rail track closing is the ultimate safety system for workers working in the tracks to prevent accidents. And that is why we must use this security system.

If this system works perfectly, your safety will be ensured. If workers concerned do not apply rail track closing, they will be exposed to danger. We should be workers who always think of our safety at work.

When labour and management agreed on the “Modernization and Out-sourcing” of the infrastructure section, the “Safety leadership group” and “Expert in safety at work” were newly-built in positions due to the Union’s proposal. However, this system became eroded after seven years, and has not worked well. At that time, we thought that the safety issue is the most important, but changed experts in safety at work did not play their role.

For years there has not been a big accident in our workplaces and due to this, workers have become lax on the issue of safety. This tells us that our safety philosophy, “Life is precious for all,” has not taken root in our workplaces. It is risky for us that relief spread in throughout the work sites. We cannot neglect such a situation. So, the Union needs to discuss about it with the management seriously.

7. Future Action and Conclusion

Our Section Policy 2008 is to re-establish a safety culture via discussions with the “Safety leadership group” in all work places. At first, in each regional section, we started to talk with them about activity and philosophy of the “Expert in safety at work.” I think that safety experts should dedicate themselves to their duty under our philosophy of, “Life is precious for all.”
The work sites are full of danger. The expert always watches and continues to observe to prevent accidents for workers at work. Managers in work palace should not constantly be worried about their superior’s opinion and play armchair theory. In work sites, workers from contracted and sub-contracted companies work hard on real maintenance work. So, managers should understand the situation of not only JR East Company employees, but also contractors. Members of the “Safety leadership group” should go to work sites to observe, inspect and talk with workers to grasp troubles and problems. Then they will be real experts of safety at work places.

Meanwhile, we are tackling the problem of a shortage of workers and an increase of the quantity of maintenance work, we appeal to our members to learn lessons from Yamate-Freight line accident again. We will be workers who refuse dangerous work. 

We, the workers, sell our labour force, but do not sell our lives. On February 21, 2006, seven years after the Yamate-Freight line accident, we established a “Stone monument for the oath of endeavoring towards safety” near the site of the accident. Every year on February 21, we take an oath for endeavoring towards safety in front of the monument and have a gathering organized by my section. We can educate young employees who entered the company after the accident by sharing the lessons from the past accident. We believe that railway safety will be kept by challenge and alert from workers at work place.

On February 21, 2009, the 10th anniversary of the Yamate-Freight line accident, we are having a safety meeting gathering safety experts at work from each region and young members. By the day of meeting, we will continue discussions with safety experts to clarify about their duty. 

Safety is secured by workers at the work place. As a union leader, I will continue to create movements to prevent accidents and protect the lives of our members.

