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DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONTRIBUTION
_________________________________________________________________________
1. Introduction

My name is Kazuhisa Matsuda, and I am currently a full-time officer of the JREU working as a director in the Negotiations Department. I discuss and negotiate with various managers regarding their company’s policies in order to improve our members’ working conditions.

Last year at the IRSC 2006 held in South Africa, my colleague presented two proposals concerning the fatal derailment that occurred on JR West’s Fukuchiyama line on 25th April 2005 so as not to repeat such a tragedy.

(1) JR West should terminate its punitive re-training program – known as “Nikkin Kyouiku” – of day-shift education for workers involved in any incidents or accidents.

(2) JR West should shift its corporate constitution from “Profit First” to “Safety First”.

We took heed from this tragic accident and set up an “Investigating Committee” in all workplaces in JR East to reaffirm the corporate safety culture across JR East. We continue to campaign and I will report what lessons the JREU has learned from the Fukuchiyama line accident, and how the JREU has put those lessons into practice in the workplace.

2. Cause and measures as recorded in the “Final Report of the Accident” 

On 28 July 2007, the Aircraft and Railway Accidents Investigation Commission, acting under the auspices of the Land, Infrastructure and Transport Ministry, released its final report some two years after the accident.

We must respect the final report as workers in the railway industry, who should solemnly face it, learn the lessons it offers, and take actual preventative measures. This was the most serious accident to afflict JR since its privatization in 1987, and resulted in 107 deaths, including that of the driver.

(1) Cause of the accident on the JR Fukuchiyama line

The section below is quoted from “4. Cause” from page 243 of the Final Report. 

The cause of the accident is presumed to be that the driver applied the brakes too late, as the train entered a sharp right curve with a radius of 304 meters at 116 km/h despite the speed limit on that section being 70 km/h, after which the first car derailed to the left of the tracks, followed promptly thereafter by the second to fifth cars.

The reason why the driver delayed applying the brakes is presumed to be that he thought the conductor on the same train hung up the train-telephone and refused his request to submit a false report, and he then concentrated on listening to the radio exchange between the conductor and the control center. He was likely to have been concerned about “Nikkin Kyouiku” and may have been trying to think up an excuse, which distracted him from his driving duties.

The driver called the conductor to ask him to submit a false report and was distracted from driving. He was probably concerned about JR West’s management method for train drivers whereby the company imposes a punitive re-training program or penalties on drivers involved in incidents or accidents. The company imposes stricter “education” and penalties in the event of any failure to submit a report, or submission of false reports.

In Japan, this Final Report was groundbreaking because it pointed out that the company’s punitive employee management methods affected the driver psychologically, likely causing the accident. There has never previously been such a report that considered the psychological inner conflicts of a driver.

(2) “Structural Accident” – Background to the accident

i) Fear of punishment

JR West demands a report on incidents or accidents from any employees involved in them. Upon submitting such a report, the company imposes “Nikkin Kyouiku” and disciplinary measures on the employee.  However, failure to submit a report leads to even more severe punishment.

ii) Safety education
“Nikkin Kyouiku” constitutes little more than bullying and harassment, and neglects the person’s individuality. For example, during questioning about the incident, superiors have been known to shout at the workers and force them to write a report on their thoughts about the railway, while one worker was forced to do such menial chores as cleaning train ceilings and fans and weeding flower beds for about a month. Although it is termed “safety education”, it is actually punishment.

iii) Worrying about his excuse resulted in late application of the brakes 

The train driver was presumably concentrating on the radio dialog between the conductor and control center and thinking about an excuse for his mistake to avoid or commute the imposition of “Nikkin Kyouiku”. JR West had intended to prevent accidents by blaming and punishing employees involved in accidents. It was actually a “structural accident” caused by the company.

A “structural accident” is a catastrophe or disaster caused by a chain reaction of defects and risks inherent to a corporation or organization. Most accidents are structural to some degree.

(3) Fulfilment of recommendations in the Final Report

As a trade union, we will tackle the fulfilment of recommendations made in the Final Report. Those recommendations are as follows:

i) Improved method for incident reporting and its implementation.

ii) Limitation on train radio communication

iii) Thorough promotion of laws and regulations to contracted manufacturers

(3) Role of trade unions to ensure safety

Mr. Kunio Yanagida, a safety expert, severely criticised West Japan Railway Company in the following terms, “JR West as a corporation did not understand the basis for safety issues.  The JR West management not only lacked a thorough understanding of safety theory that had been internationally established for the last 20 years, but their thought process was anachronistic.”
However, the company consists of both management and labour, so the trade union affiliated to JR West should be questioned about what it did to address any concerns.

JR West Union (an affiliate of JR-Rengo) encompassed 88% of the work force, yet despite being the biggest union in JR West, they did not demand that the company put an end to their punitive “Nikkin Kyouiku” practices. They neglected their union duty to protect their members’ welfare. If union officers do not confront erroneous management policy and cannot submit counterproposals, then I think that they should take full responsibility for that.

I believe that it is a role of the union to point out a company’s misguided labour management policy, such as the punitive “Nikkin Kyouiku” system, and managerial constitution and seek to change them. Once employees can work without being shrouded in fear or anxiety, we can create a reliable and safe railway system for our passengers.

3. The present situation at East Japan Railway Company (JR East), and the union’s tackling of safety issues

After the Fukuchiyama line accident, JREU asked all their members to join the “Whole Action for Safety” campaign, and set up “Accident Cause Investigation Committees (ACIC)” in all our workplaces. Each ACIC is a union committee in which members discuss the causes of incidents and accidents, and appropriate countermeasures. 

In JR East, there is a tendency for some managers to blame workers for mistakes, and this outdated tendency has made us regress to the past. Now the union has seriously and thoroughly discussed some recent incidents and accidents with management. 

(1) Wage-cut for train driver who went to the toilet

On 13th April, 2007 in Sendai, a train driver on duty had a stomach-ache and asked the conductor to report it to the control center, then he went to the toilet once the train stopped at the station. His train was delayed five minutes. For this “transgression”, the company criticized the driver’s 5-minute absence, and deducted 118 yen from his wages for the 5-minute absence.

Another case was revealed. On 18th February, 2007 in Fukushima, a train driver went to the toilet complaining of stomach-ache. He had his wages cut for 2 minutes.

The JREU Operation and Rolling Stock Section which covers train drivers, conductors and railway mechanics submitted a “Petition seeking the withdrawal of train crew wage-cuts for unavoidable absences” to the company president with all 13,000 members’ signatures.    

JREU also submitted an “Urgent proposal for the establishment of safe transport services” to the management, and undertook collective bargaining to demand that the “Company should not cut wages or impose penalties for temporary absences due to unavoidable reasons”.  

About 20 years ago, we seriously discussed the exact same matter with the company and they withdrew both wage-cuts and penalties. As such, the company’s revival of past practices demonstrates the change in their corporate culture towards safety. The management should better appreciate the special nature of train drivers’ work, and their responsibility for so many passengers’ lives. It is inevitable that if a driver urgently feels the call of nature, he (or she) will be distracted from their job and service safety will be jeopardized.

We insisted that “wage-cuts and penalties are inherently wrong, and demand their withdrawal in perpetuity”, and discussed the matter with the company.

As a result, the company withdrew them.

(2) Imposition of penalties under the “Correct report” campaign 

East Japan Railway Company imposed long-term day-shift education, “Nikkin Kyouiku”, penalties, change of job and transfers on employees if they did not report an incident or accident correctly.

Below is one such transfer case in district A.

· Penalty:

Reprimand

   [Reason]
On Wednesday, 7th March 2007, when train driver B was driving the 237D train and approached Takezawa Station without his mind fully on the job, he realized before the switch and applied the brakes but the train passed over the switchgear at a speed of 69 km/h despite the limit being 40 km/h, and then stopped 10 meters passed the set stopping position.

In addition, he did not promptly and correctly submit a report on this incident, which was inappropriate as a member of the company.

· Advance Notice of Transfer

Place of work: Transportation Depot A

Title: Chief Driver

Name: B

Appoint as Chief Driver of Branch A of Rolling Stock Center A

(3) “Glitch” report resulted in wage-cut and penalty

JR East Company demands “Glitch” reports from employees with the intention of nipping incidents in the bud to prevent accidents. Accordingly, both labour and management have tackled the “Glitch” report campaign together. However, on 11th December, 2006 at Mitaka Station, an incident occurred. Initially, a driver was waiting for a train on the wrong down platform, but as soon as he noticed, he ran to the correct up platform. He got to his train on time, but was one minute late for the waiting time.

The train driver submitted a “Glitch” report so as not to avoid him or his other co-drivers from making the same mistake again. The manager at his workplace accepted the report as a “Glitch”.

However, on 6th March 2007, three months after the incident, suddenly, he was asked to submit a 1-minute absence report and had his wages cut for 1 minute. 

Do you follow what happened here?

We pointed out two problems. First of all, the driver was aware of his mistake and went to the right place just one minute late, but the company did not accept his actions as being on working time.

Secondly, the company punished the driver who reported his fault, in other words, the company flouted our common safety principle underpinning JR East’s safety culture of learning from each other.

During the collective bargaining on the above issue, one of the managers said, “Afterwards, I am concerned that employees may find it harder to report their errors or mistakes,” and, “Punishment is a warning and one of the preventive measures against accidents.” He said that from now on, they would cut wages whenever the same thing happened.

Punishment never prevents accidents. Our response is a categorical “No!”
4. Our challenge from the workplace is to re-establish a culture of “Finding the root causes, not blaming the workers involved”.

Let me now wrap up my speech.

In the first instance, the JR Fukuchiyama line accident was a “structural accident” brought about by JR West management’s labour policy. The company should immediately abolish its punitive “Nikkin Kyouiku” policy, the root cause of this tragedy, and then it should shift to a safety and skills training policy to avoid a recurrence. 

Secondly, some facts about JR East that I just showed you burdened workers concerned with undue responsibilities. Workers will shy away from reporting their workplace errors if their managers pursue an attitude of blaming them for their mistakes. As a result, managers oppress their spirit, and force manuals and regulations on the workers instead of conducting investigations.

JREU insists that management place priority on “investigations, i.e. establishment of preventive measures” over “punishment, i.e. pursuit of responsibility”; in other words, we demand that the company reassert the principle, “Don’t blame the workers involved, but investigate the causes” before all employees once again. Only then can we reaffirm a confident relationship between labour and management.

Thirdly, currently in Japan, three parties, namely the Police, the Aircraft and Railway Accidents Investigation Commission, and the Railway Company can investigate an accident. Besides, whenever an accident occurs, in general, there is an inclination to precede any investigation with a search for evidence of criminal responsibility rather than investigating the causes to establish preventive measures. In the United States, they place priority on preventative measures to avoid future accidents rather than establishing criminal liability for the sake of public welfare. They cannot use testimony regarding accident investigations in criminal investigations and lawsuits as an unwritten law.

We demand that the Japanese government establishes a neutral and independent organization like the NTSB in the United States which is authorized to investigate prior to any police investigation with immunity granted for testimony from workers involved in the accident.

Lastly, I would like to tell you what we should do as a union. I stated before that the JREU established “Accident Cause Investigation Committees (ACIC)” and campaigned to re-establish the corporate safety culture in our workplaces. This committee will investigate incidents or accidents in the workplace to determine the causes and background, then establish practices to prevent them.

As a result, all members in the workplace will gain greater awareness about maintaining safety, will feel free to talk about any incidents or accidents that may occur, reinforce teamwork and establish “experience and consciousness” for safety. Through the activities of these committees, we will create a safety culture by learning from accidents as workers.

We are fully aware that we cannot establish a safety culture without co-operation between labour and management. Our situations are different, but we share the need to establish a safe railway system. It is important for us to discuss this honestly and sincerely based on a relationship of trust.

I conclude by appealing to you all not to repeat such a tragedy, and we, both the labour and management, must create a safety culture under which employees can tell the truth and revive the fundamental principals of safety by developing a trustful labour and management relationship.

Thank you for your attention.
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