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Safety that JREU has sought

JREU has been working hard for safety as we value it as absolute.  Safety is the top priority for us since the privatization and division of the Japanese National Railways (JNR) in 1987.  We would like to report our struggle for safety to railway workers in the world as well as to managements and other people concerned, since we are the ones who took the initiative for the first International Railway Safety Conference in 1990.  We did this because we believe that safety should be absolute for every railway management and hope from the bottom of our heart for the development of railways in this century.

There were several serious accidents which significantly affected our safety philosophy in these 15 years since JR East began.  On each occasion, we at JREU thoroughly and sincerely discussed probable causes and other matters with management, to eradicate accidents.  In this report I will describe a review of those discussions with case studies, and show you what we have achieved and what tasks are still left.
Struggle to improve workplace atmosphere

Safety measures immediately taken after the privatization largely inherited the way of thinking from the JNR period, which was to put the responsibility of an accident on the person or persons directly involved.  At worksites, the mood of seeking “perpetrators” and the “heavy punishment principle” were rampant, and management tried to strictly control employees psychologically.  

Under such a circumstance, freight train derailments happened one after another.  Therefore we issued our members a statement (attachment 1) where we declared “Please stop your train when you see an accident or a natural disaster about to happen.  JREU will take the consequences. ”  The main purpose of this statement was to separate the real problems from the management nature and worksite climate which were the background of these derailments, and to appeal to our members to work for safety and for eradication of accidents.
However, a rear-end collision happened at the yard of Higashi-Nakano station on 8 December 1988 (attachment 2), killing two people and injuring many passengers.  It was the worst thing to happen.  The direct cause of this accident was believed to be that the dead train driver had proceeded after switching off the ATS because he had been too concerned about keeping to his scheduled time.  This accident strongly inspired JR East labor and management to make a fresh start to tackle safety.  We organized discussions at workplaces to improve the worksite climate, calling for “Follow the basic procedure” “Stop your train without hesitation when you sense any danger” “Do not blame individuals, but investigate accident causes.”  We spread this activity to every corner and gradually improved the situation.
Proposals for safety

We held many discussions on safety with JR East management and reached a recognition that safety is a common issue both to labor and management.

As JREU did not want to limit this only within JR companies or Japan, but wanted to commit itself to railway safety throughout the world, we called for the International Railway Safety Conference.  The first IRSC held from 30 October to 1 November 1990 (attachment 3) recognized achievements and encouraged our workplaces to let safety take root.  In that conference, we proposed our safety thesis as “focus on investigation of accident causes instead of blaming responsibilities on workers for accidents”.  This had grown out of the sufferings at  the workplace as a new way of safety thinking to improve the worksite atmosphere.
Our struggle for safety advanced forward, activating workplaces, wiping out workers’ dispirited feeling and making safety discussions become daily topics.  In fact the number of railway accidents dropped sharply (attachment 4). 
Our struggle for investigation of causes was one-sided
However, we realized our struggle for investigation of causes was one-sided when a train collision happened in the yard of Otsuki station on the Chuo main line on 12 October 1997.  A shunting driver passed a shunting signal at danger and collided into the side of an express train running at about 100 km/h speed.  It was believed that the driver had switched off the ATS-P and passed the signal.
We focused on the fact that our struggle for investigation of causes showed one-sidedness, which was that although we tried to investigate causes we did not require an account for the responsibility.  As I said earlier, we had carried out a campaign, “from blaming individuals to investigation of accident causes” since 1990.  As a result, there was a tendency to think that responsibility for an accident was not required as we focused on investigation of causes.  At the same time leaders organizing workplace discussions took a stance that investigation of accident causes means protecting members.
We appealed to members about the importance of telling the truth, overcoming this one-sidedness.  We recognized that to investigate real causes requires us to become closer and deeper into the inner world of the people involved in accidents, more than blaming individual responsibility requires us to do.  Although we carried out discussions to reveal the truth on the whole, time passed without getting to the bottom of this accident at the driver’s depot.  It was because the driver who passed the red signal had been refusing to tell the truth.  We had to question ourselves on our campaign of investigation of causes and organized intensive discussions how we could really investigate causes and what had been our faults.
On the other hand, it was pointed out in the process of the discussion that there remained an atmosphere at the worksite which made it difficult to express anxieties about work.  Therefore we not only demanded strengthening education and training, but also proposed a discussion to improve workplace atmosphere in which workers could frankly talk their worries.  We aimed that our members would understand that telling the truth allowed the real causes to be investigated, and that it would be assured by vigorous worksite activities.
Old thinking of “Train service first” dies hard

While JREU was addressing such activities for safety, a train hit and killed 5 contract workers on the Yamanote freight line track in February 1999.  We were forced to realize again that we should value protection of workers’ life in absolute priority.  The direct reason for this accident was a failure of checking the train schedule and the overlooking of a special train service while working on the track during the interval between regular trains.  Although it was primarily the contract company’s ignorance of the rule, this also demanded of us that we had to change the climate at maintenance depots, where workers were putting work-first rather than safety-first.  There was a one-sided notion that no accident would happen as long as they were keeping the rules, and when an accident happened, the measures taken were to change the rules but still to rely only on attentiveness.  We suppose that it was the reason that 80 % of the deaths in our company were maintenance workers.  The background of this number was a workplace culture.  An old way of thinking, “train service first”, died hard.  It had an effect not only on management but also, I must admit, on the union and union members.
Therefore we proposed a radical change of the system.  It was that when maintenance jobs were carried out within the construction gauge (the space around the track that is kept clear for trains to run safely), “work only relying on watchers is prohibited” and “should be done under the Track Closure in principle.”  JREU proposed this as an ultimate means to protect run-over accidents, not only to management but also to our members.  It was a fight with our members to change their frame of minds.  It was a turning point which altered the procedures for maintenance work and involved not only JR East workers but also many sub-contracted companies.  It was not an easy task at all to change their artisan attitude at maintenance depots.  It was a matter of how they give up their die-hard working way and clear off their professional pride of “work-first” that was buried deep in their mind.  Unless they set “life-first” as an absolute value, any countermeasure would be fruitless.  JREU negotiated harshly with management and reached an agreement for Track Closure work, which separated the times for train service and on-track work. There were opinions from our members, complaining “We cannot finish our jobs” and “Night shifts will increase.”  However, we thoroughly discussed holding to our principle “No work without safety” and organized the campaign “Protect our lives” at workplaces.
Replying to our appeal, the Maintenance Workers Section, an advisory group for the headquarters, started a discussion.  There were some officers in the Section that disagreed with the system of the Track Closure in principle.  Others thought it was not enough because some work still remained without the Track Closure and relying on watchers.  Under these circumstances, we discussed how we would carry out the current amount of jobs while securing a safe environment for work.
Through these discussions, the officers of the Section reached a conclusion that there was no alternative except the Track Closure in principle to assure safe environment.  They began to discuss with local maintenance section officers and chapter leaders.  As you can imagine, they were not easily persuaded.
However, the officers of our headquarters and district offices and the maintenance section leaders stood face to face with worksite leaders, reiterating that safety should be put first as the premise for work, and asked them to change the worksite culture whose roots were deep at the workplaces.
This was not at all a smooth path.  It took several times as much effort for officers and members alike as a solution of investment for mechanization or systemization.  Through these efforts, the number of jobs carried out under the Track Closure were doubled.

However, there remained problems even after that.  Maintenance carts were hit by a passenger train at Omiya on the Tohoku line in the summer last year.  A person in charge of the Track Closure wrongly reported to a maintenance manager that the Track Closure was taken effect because he thought it was the time when the last train had already passed under the normal timetable.  17 workers took it for granted that it was under the Train Closure and that the train they saw coming from the opposite direction must have been on the other track, until the train was very close.  When the maintenance manager who walked in the front of the file saw that  the train was running on their track, he shouted out to the workers to clear off the track.  Then workers pushing the carts were able to escape from the track by the skin of their teeth, although in a panic.  If it had been a second later or they had been irresolute, it would have been a big disaster with many casualties.  Although we spent lots of time on the Track Closure as the lesson from the Yamanote freight line accident, the procedure of the Track Closure is still thought of by some as a way to do jobs properly, and not as a way to secure safety.
We proposed the Track Closure in principle as the absolute safety measure, but this accident cast a question on the Track Closure work, as the train ran into a supposed Track Closure section.

There would be human errors as long as men work on the track because human beings sometimes lose concentration.  Human tend to lend an ear to the devil’s whisper, “such a small compromise would be all right.”  So long as the change of systems alone cannot assure safety, we have to seek ultimate countermeasures that do not involve human beings instead.  In order to do so, we must get to the bottom of this accident.
Conclusion
Generally speaking, our safety philosophy, “No work without safety” becomes our corporate culture.  However, it is difficult to spread it to every corner of the workplaces.  The “Logic of business” or self-justification is often given preference there.  Safety is the task at the working place and affects workers’ lives.  We have to oppose a mere theory that approaches safety from the direction of “the price of a life – cost and effect”, or that “regards workers as an object to control, not as those who undertake safety.”
JREU would like to propose this to railway workers in the world:  Let us overcome the limited view that safety is the task for management.  It is nothing but the union’s commitment because it deals with workers’ lives.  We have to stand up now to secure railway safety and create the future for railways.

PAGE  
1

