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ROAD TRANSPORT

IF ATRUCK DRIVER HAS AN ACCIDENT
WITH A CONTAINER, WHO IS AT FAULT? IN
JAPAN, ROADTRANSPORTCOMPANIES
ARE AUTOMATICALLY HELD
RESPONSIBLE. SHOSAKU MACHIDA
ARGUES FOR INTERNATIONAL
STANDARDS OF SAFETY AND
ACCOUNTABILITYTO APPLYTO THE
WHOLETRANSPORT CHAIN

By Shosaku Machida (left)

In Japan, trailer
truck drivers are

often unaware of the content or weight of the
containers they are carrying. They have no
way of making sure that the cargo inside is
securely lashed. They are not informed as to
whether there is any dangerous cargo inside
or how to take precautionary measures to
prevent an accident. In the event of an acci-
dent, they do not have the information they
need to reduce the risk of injury, explosion or
other hazard from any cargo spillages. 

Yet when accidents happen, the road
transport company and the driver are held
fully responsible.

Essential information about the goods –
such as their weight, danger factor and lash-
ing arrangements – is given to the shipping
company and the port terminal which is to
handle the cargo. But this is not forwarded to

the road transport company, or the driver
who will carry the container from the port to
its final destination. Even basic information,
such as what kind of cargo it is, and how it is
loaded, is not available to road transport
companies.

In the US, legislation promotes the safe
transport of containers by sea and road. The
law obliges shippers to submit specified
information on the cargo, as well as the cer-
tificate confirming the weight and safe lash-
ing of the cargo. The law also stipulates ship-
pers’ responsibility for proper container
loading and identifies the extent of responsi-
bilities of the undertakings. 

In 1995, a product liability law was enacted
in Japan, but the law does not cover container
transport. The National Council of Dock-
workers’Unions of Japan (Zenkoku-Kowan) is
now lobbying for a bill to make shippers
responsible for safe container transport
throughout the transport chain. Following a

request from the union, ITF general secretary
David Cockroft wrote to Japanese prime min-
ister Junichiro Koizumi, urging him to intro-
duce such a bill.

Thirty years have passed since containeri-
sation started. Today, most of the regular
cargo lines have been containerised, and
global “intermodal transport” has become
the norm. There is, however, no international
regulation to ensure safe container transport
both by sea and road. We believe an interna-
tional instrument or standard to secure safe
container transport is needed.

Risks from unknown cargo
There have been many accidents involving
containers in Japan. Most are caused by shift-
ing cargo, overloading, inadequate docu-
mentation, or hazardous or dangerous
goods.

In the decade from 1991 to 2000, there
were 64 accidents in which container trailer

DANGER:
MYSTERY
CARGO

A dedicated transport safety
station (TSS) has been created
for training purposes in Sweden,
by the Vocational Training and
Working Environment Council of
Transportation (TYA). TYA
worked in partnership with trade
unions (including the Swedish
transport workers’ union STF)
and other interested groups in
Germany, the Netherlands,
Denmark and Estonia. 

The TSS provides hands-on
training in the securing of cargo

onto load carriers, via transport
companies and training
institutes. It aims to address the
generally poor levels of training
in load management, and the
correspondingly high rate of
accidents involving containers,
with lives and billions of dollars
lost each year.

It consists of two main
elements: a hi-tech, low-noise
tilting frame with built-in safety
features and a training container,
equipped with special load-

securing equipment, and a
removable side.

The equipment allows trainees
to simulate loading cargo as
follows: 

■ the operator loads goods into
the container and secures the
load;

■ the whole container is tilted
using the tilting frame (the
capacity of the tilting frame is
some six tonnes) up to 60

degrees backwards and up to 40
degrees sideways. Such
situations correspond to the
actual forces involved during
transport.

Dedicated training in securing ofloads

                   



trucks overturned because of the shifting of
the cargoes inside the containers while being
transported. In six of them, passenger car
drivers got injured. Of course these accidents
are only those that have been reported to the
union. There may have been many other
unreported cases.

Security issues
Container transport is one focus of new inter-
national regulations aimed at improving
security on ships and in the ports. Seafarers,
port workers and truck drivers clearly have a
common interest in ensuring the security of
the containers they handle, and it is hoped
that the new regulations will be observed at
national level. However the need for onward
communication from the port to the road has
yet to be recognised in countries such as
Japan, or on the international stage. At the
same time there are unresolved issues, for
example over the need for inspection of

empty containers at the ports, which has
been overlooked even by tough stipulations
from the US for its trading partners.

In the meantime, the number of illegal
entries to Japan using sea containers contin-
ues to rise. Illegal immigrants have been
found in many containers, which were not
checked against documentation at the point
of loading. This means that even terrorists
can move across borders very easily if they
use a container as a means of travelling. 

Containers cannot be opened in Japan
without the presence of a customs officer.
Thus, even if something abnormal is suspect-
ed at a port or during road transport, port
workers or container trailer truck drivers can-
not open the container and correct the situa-
tion. Even if they inform customs of their
concerns and ask them to open the container,
nothing would be done. Delivery schedules
are often prioritised over preventing an acci-
dent.

During the period 1991 to 2000, deregula-
tion spurred an increasing tendency among
shippers to omit content certification proce-
dures and to conceal cargo information in
order to avoid restrictions and costs. In one
reported incident, the excessive weight of
cargo caused the bottom of a container to fall
out – in this and other similar instances, no
doubt the actual weight of the cargo was dif-
ferent from the weight declared in the docu-
ment.

Currently our experience is that if a ship-
per conceals cargo information, there is no
way for a road transport company to find the
truth without the backing of law enforce-
ment.

Even if a road transport company discov-
ers instances of overloading, it is very diffi-
cult for the company to tell the shipper to
reduce the weight. The shipper would simply
take his custom elsewhere. 

Hazardous and dangerous goods
The Fire Protection Law in Japan requires the
labelling of dangerous goods only on cargos,
not on containers. Consequently, any con-
tainer can be handled as “general cargo”, no
matter what kind of cargo is inside the con-
tainer. Truck drivers are not informed of
what type of cargo is inside the container
they are carrying.

Designating a cargo as hazardous or dan-
gerous costs additional money and requires
complex procedures, including submission
of necessary documents to the government
agencies concerned, which shippers tend to
avoid. Another problem is that domestic reg-
ulations and procedures vary among differ-
ent countries, so that the same cargo can be
termed “dangerous”in one country and “gen-
eral”in another. 
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Typical accidentscaused byshifting cargo
■ A container’s floor is oiled in order for the cargo (eg gravestones) to be easily loaded. As the
gravestones are not securely lashed, however, they move on the slippery floor during road
transportation, resulting in the overturning of the container trailer truck.

■ A machine, whose centre of gravity is on its upper side, collapses inside a container, which
causes the trailer truck carrying the machine to overturn on the road.

■ Spaces created by round-shaped loads inside the container are not properly filled, and the
loads shifts easily because of the empty spaces, which cause the truck to overturn. 

■ A container trailer truck, which is carrying a liquid substance packed into a drum, overturns
due to the contents shifting.

A salvage operation gets underway after
a trailer truck overturns on a bridge in
Japan

                  



There is an international rule regarding
the sea transport of dangerous cargo, but this
rule does not cover road transport. Therefore,
a label of dangerous cargo put on a container
from abroad can be removed when it arrives
in Japan.

Thus for example, if a container ignites
during transportation by road, the truck driv-
er does not know whether to use water to
extinguish the fire – on some dangerous
materials the water can actually intensify a
fire.

Shippers should be legally obliged to dis-
play cargo information, such as the type and
quantity of dangerous goods on the surface
of a container, with a UN-recognised danger-
ous goods classification number. Our union
also argues that trailer truck drivers should
be obliged to keep a merchandise safety
information sheet with them.

Ensuring safe container transport
In an era of intermodal transport, cargo infor-
mation should be shared by all the transport
companies involved in the transport chain.

Shipping companies and shippers pos-
sess potentially vital data about container
cargoes. It is essential for them to pass accu-
rate and detailed documentation to port and
road transport companies involved in the
transport process. Furthermore, safety can
be fully secured only when the objectivity
and accuracy of the information is verified by
a third party such as a tally clerk or measurer. 

In comparison with other countries,
including the US and in Europe, the problem
of Japanese regulations is that they do not rig-
orously impose social responsibilities on
shippers. Shippers, who tend to be in a domi-
nant position over road transport compa-
nies, should be strictly punished or fined in
case of the violation of regulations. We would
like to see the establishment of an interna-
tional standard to secure the safe road trans-
portation of containers, thus bringing it into
line with the other links in the transport
chain. X

Shosaku Machida is ContainerTransport Section
Secretary of the National Council of Dockworkers’ Unions
of Japan (Zenkoku-Kowan).

www.itf.org.uk24 | Transport International | 4.2004

ROAD TRANSPORT

▲

Accidents
involving
dangerous
goodsin 2000

1In April 2000, a freighter carrying containers
of waste contaminated with polychlorinated

biphenyl (PCB) returned to Yokohama after local
authorities in Canada and the US refused to
allow the cargo to be unloaded. The ship had
departed from a US military base in Yokohama
without its cargo being screened. This episode
revealed the lack of a mechanism in Japan to
check US military cargoes, which are
unconditionally shipped without content
certification procedures at customs.

2In July, a container stacked in the hold of a
cargo ship staying at the Port of Yokohama

exploded. The explosion was caused by a
chemical reaction in a bag between hydrochloric
acid left on a stainless steel sheet and a copper
sheet, which liberated hydrogen gas in the
container. In the meantime, computers loaded
in the same container collapsed, giving out
sparks, which ignited the hydrogen gas, causing
the explosion. The hydrochloric acid, which is
used to clean the stainless steel sheet, should
have been removed completely.

3In October 2000, at the Port of Nagoya,
rare earth metal in a bag ignited when it

was unloaded. There was no indication or label
of dangerous goods on the container, and the
container was handled as “general cargo”.
External shock given to the rare earth metal is
believed to have caused the ignition.

4 In September 2000, a container with
highly dangerous monochloroacetic acid

leaking from it was found abandoned on a
berth at the Port of Kobe. The captain of the
ship carrying the container had decided to
unload the container in the port, because he
had found the acid liquefying in the container
due to the rising temperature at sea. The
container had been abandoned on the berth
for two months.

5In April 2000, neutron radiation was
detected in scrapped stainless steel at a

metal factory in Wakayama. The contaminated
steel packed in a container was unloaded at
the Port of Osaka as “general cargo” and was
transported as such by a trailer truck from the
port to the metal factory. As it is not rare for
scrapped metal to emit radiation, the factory
had a radiation detector installed.

6Yellow phosphorous in a container self-
ignited while being transported by road,

and totally destroyed the container.

The Road Transport Reform
Bill includes chain of
responsibility provisions,
which will enable each party in
the logistics chain to be held
legally accountable for on-
road compliance with the road
transport mass and loading
laws. This will reduce
pressures on on-road parties
and ultimately lead to
improved compliance and
safer roads.

The draft Bill also introduces
the idea of a “responsible
person” with specific duties to
ensure that the driver and
operator are not misled by any
false information about a
consignment. This person is
also required to provide
information about the load

and about the identity of other
parties in the chain when
requested to do so by
authorities.

Current laws in the States
and Territories apply either
“absolute liability” or in at
least one case “strict liability”.
This means that even if a driver
or vehicle owner didn’t know
or intend to overload a vehicle,
for example, they are still
liable. The draft Bill retains this
approach.

However the Bill ensures
fairness by including new,
special defences that are
tailored to the role and
responsibility of each of the
parties in the chain.
– Extracts from a fact sheet
produced by the National

Road Transport Commission
in 2003. The Bill will apply
from July 2005.

“The TWU of Australia
commenced lobbying for
chain of responsibility
legislation some 10 years ago.
It has been a fairly long haul
but the results are
worthwhile.The legislation will
now make all parties in the
transport chain responsible,
whereas in the past it was the
drivers who bore total
responsibility, even if they
were operating under the
employers’instructions.”
– John Allan, Federal
Secretary, TWU, Australia.

New lawsin Australia
extend accountability

                           




