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Slogan: “The Mental and Physical Health Care of Employees Ensures the Safety of Railway Transportation”
The Current Situation of the Health Care System and the Roles of Medical Facilities under the Direct Management of JR East 

Miyo Takinami

Chief of Negotiation 

East Japan Railway Workers’ Union

I work as head nurse at Tokyo General Hospital, one of the medical facilities directly under East Japan Railway Company (JR East).

Despite Japan’s reputation as one of the world’s countries with the longest living people, each year a little less than 100 employees of JR East die of cancer and other lifestyle-related diseases. Moreover, the number of people suffering from mental disorders because of various stresses is increasing. Under such circumstances, the role of medical professionals is becoming increasingly important for protecting the health and safety of employees. 

The theme of my paper is “The Current Situation of the Health Care System and the Roles of Medical Facilities under the Direct Management of JR East.” Firstly, let me give you a general description of JR East, a railway company. JR East operates trains, mainly passenger services, on a wide area from Kanto Koshinetsu to Tohoku. It has 70 railway business lines with a total length of 7526.8 km. It carries about 16 million passengers a day, and 65.380 workers are employed as of April 1, 2006.

Secondly, I would like to briefly describe the current health care systems at JR East. The company operates Tokyo General Hospital and Sendai Hospital as medical facilities, the Health Promotion Center in Tokyo and Health Control Center in Sendai (as an annex to the hospital) as the health control department, and also Railway Health Check Centers within the precincts of JR East branch offices in Morioka, Akita, Niigata, Nagano, Takasaki, Mito and Chiba. Tokyo General Hospital and Sendai Hospital are essentially general hospitals. They are designated as emergency medical centers and treat not only employees but local residents as well. The Health Promotion Center and Health Check Center focus on “preventive medicine” such as special health examinations and complete medical checkups. 

Next, I would like to discuss how we have been tackling the challenges of railway safety through monitoring the “mental” and “physical” health of railway workers.

I Health Control and the Medical Care System for Employees at JR East 

More than 60.000 JR East employees are working in the following six areas:

(1) Transport (drivers, conductors, maintenance, repairs)

(2) Commercial Operations (Ticket counters, ticket barriers, transport, travel centers)

(3) Facility Management (track maintenance department, electric power department, signal communication department, civil engineering department, mechanical department, construction department)

(4) Planning (head office, branch office)

(5) Management (managers at industrial civil service department)

(6) Medical Care (hospitals)

The working system is as follows

(1) day shift

(2) night shift

(3) rotating shift system

Employees undergo a regular annual physical checkup at the Health Check Center. In addition, drivers and conductors who engage in train operations undergo a yearly medical examination specified by the National Land and Transportation Ministry. Additionally, as accidents have been caused by SAS (sleep apnea syndrome), examinations were started this September as one countermeasure. 

Moreover, employees working on night shifts receive special night-time checkups. There is a specific health examination for employees who have worked with asbestos. Furthermore, employees can also upgrade their regular health check to a complete medical checkup once every three years, and JR East bears part of the cost. 

As described above, we have various health examination systems, and the diagnoses are sent directly to employees to encourage them to improve their health. If something is found to be amiss, the company recommends a consultation with a doctor, further tests, or treatment.

JR East is quite unique among Japanese companies in promoting the health of its employees using such a variety of examinations. Furthermore the examinations are conducted directly by the company itself. It is an embodiment of the company’s Safety Principle, “Safety Is the Most Important Mission for Transport Operations” and that starts from “People First Philosophy” based on the fundamental standpoint of both the management and the union. 

However, there are some problems with this examination system. Few of the testing devices are fixed in place. Most are portable units, and in many cases we use meeting rooms for examinations. These rooms are not appropriate places for such tests. For example, excess noise can hinder proper check-ups. And also, because the preliminary check for SAS is a very basic, it is said that approximately 30 percent of people who have SAS get a false negative diagnosis. We at JREU need to negotiate with JR East in order to solve such problems. 

II Mental Care

I have just explained our health care system. Next, I will move onto the main issue, “Mental Health Care.” 

Since the collapse of the bubble economy in Japan, the suicide rate has surged, and more than 30.000 people commit suicide every year. In the first three months of this year, over 100 people have killed themselves each day. 

Many companies are getting rid of more highly paid regular employees and replacing them with contract workers, dispatched workers and casual staff as a means to cut payroll costs. In addition, seniority wage system is being destroyed, and the performance system has been adopted. Workers have suffered economically and their mental lives have been devastated as well. We can say that the increase in suicides stems from these problems. 

Of course, JR East is not completely immune from this situation. There have not been specific changes such as dismissals or the introduction of performance systems. However, under the effect of the chaotic situation in Japan, violent outbursts by exhausted passengers who are engaged every day in competition among companies are increasing. Our staff in charge of commercial operations work each day under the threat of such outbursts. The management urges drivers and conductors to provide stable operations and to be on time every day. Our maintenance employees work to maintain the infrastructure around the clock. Under such circumstances, their anguish is mounting. 

One driver, who was distressed at being suspended after an accident, tried to commit suicide. Fortunately, he lived. However, employees do sometimes experience serious mental distress and are forced to take long medical leaves, and in recent years, more than a dozen employees have committed suicide each year. We are worried that this situation make trigger mental troubles in on-duty workers, and that this could lead to a major accident. 

Based on this status quo, the need of mental health care is heightened. We must eliminate causes of stress at workplaces and provide counseling for workers who require mental health care, medical aid, support and guidance for adjustment to work. In response to individual cases, doctors and qualified nurses or hygienists should work closely together to provide counseling. 

Here, I would like to briefly describe our “Counseling Room,” which plays a key role in the mental care system at JR East. This system was launched 25 years ago and is available not just for workers in the Tokyo area but for all those working at JR East. Workers can receive professional counseling any time, face-to-face or by telephone. If needed, they can be hospitalized or receive regular outpatient treatment at the hospitals managed directly by the company.

The “Counseling Room” is open to families of employees and it treats problems concerning work, household worries or mental issues. Furthermore, employees can receive counseling at health check sites or when inspection tours of workplaces are being carried out. Of course, they can speak with counselors over the phone. Family members and fellow workers can talk with counselors about workers if they have concerns. The Health Insurance Association also provides telephone consultation services. In fact, employees at JR East can receive counseling from various quarters. Unfortunately, the number of those seeking counseling is increasing year by year.

Let me now give you a more concrete image of the system. The following figure shows the usage of the “Counseling Rooms” It gives the number of cases, contents of counseling and recipients. The number of cases of counseling was 1,658 (with 1,162 taking place in the Tokyo metropolitan area) in 2004; 1,691 (1,122, or two thirds of the total, in the Tokyo region) in 2005, and 1,859 (1,245 cases, or three fourths, in the Tokyo region) in 2006. The number has consistently risen year by year. 
The contents of the counseling were nearly unchanged over the three years. Most of the problems involved mental disease, worries at the workplace, or personal problems. While the numbers of other problems have decreased, those of the main three are increasing. It can be said this increase has been caused by changes in workers’ own positions at their worksites and their job descriptions.    

The number of cases of counseling requested by employees is decreasing, while on the contrary, the number requested by fellow workers is increasing. It appears that colleagues become suspicious that something is amiss with their fellow workers, even though the individuals concerned are not aware of the problem, and come to counselors to talk about these problems. Thus, this system contributes to early detection and rapid care, and there is a critical need to establish a system to ensure a rapid response. Our research for this paper was limited to areas around Tokyo. We believe, however, that local areas have the same problems. 

Next, let me touch on our efforts to tackle PTSD. First, I would like to give a brief explanation of PTSD. People can be greatly traumatized by witnessing inescapable, grotesque events. People’s symptoms are different, but can be generally divided into two types: “acute stress disorder” and ”delayed stress disorder”. Basically, it is said that the causes of these conditions are wars, earthquakes, floods, fires, traffic accidents and violent crimes. 


Next, I will discuss the details. Because this kind of matter involves private information, we could not examine specific data. However, we were able to learn about several cases in which fatal or serious accidents triggered PTSD. 


The first case  concerns a driver who was involved in an accident when his train struck a person(In Japan, such incidents are called “accidents,” but in many cases are actually suicides or attempted suicides). Fortunately, the victim did not die, but lost a leg. The driver went back to his depot and informed a manager about the accident. Observing the driver’s behavior, the manager began to suspect that the driver was suffering from acute stress disorder. He advised the driver to go see a doctor. 

The role of the medical agency started here. Treatment was initiated, with close contact maintained between the driver, the manager, and the staff of the Health Promotion Center. The driver recovered after five months of treatment, and continues to work diligently. 

Awareness of the function and role of the “Counseling Room” is clearly growing among union members and within the company. Union members who are involved in medical care have a definite awareness that they should “treat patients quickly,” and also we have the system that deepens mutual trust. This all has a positive effect on us. 

I am proud to work at a medical facility of JR East. Needless to say, this is because the philosophy of JR East is based on safety. However, the biggest reason is that JR East respects its employees who make efforts to ensure safety. This can be seen from the fact that the company has a well-developed health care system and direct medical facilities. My aim in publishing this paper is to inform the participants from various trade unions and railway companies around the world about the systems that we are so proud of. Recently, train schedules have become very tight and transport companies are trying to speed up their services. Work in commercial operations has become increasingly complex to meet customers’ demands. With the installation of various systems, employees in other sectors also need to upgrade their skills. In fact, employees feel stressed by the heavy work and promotion of streamlining. Above all, drivers are working long hours under tense conditions, and feel heavy stress from the promotion of safety and stable train operation or injury accidents and other accidents. Their heavy work is followed by the risk of developing PTSD.
Under such circumstances, what can we do as workers at directly-managed medical facilities? Discussing our role with all the railway-loving participants here will help us establish a core feature for ensuring railway safety. I plan to make the most of my experience at this conference to advance our activities in medical care facilities in Japan. I hope more union members will come to the health classes organized in order to promote awareness of preventive medicine and of the importance of smoking cessation. I’m determined to make further efforts to create a safer and better working environment while building more effective relations with more union members.
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