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How many times have you either asked or been asked, ‘Why can’t we have the shinkansen in this country?’ Certainly it is a question that I have been asked on many an occasion, and that was even before I started writing a book on the subject. It was also one of the first questions I asked JR Tōkai when I visited their office in London at the start of my research on the shinkansen. Well, although the shinkansen is not coming to the UK yet, after many failed bids, the shinkansen is finally being exported. But problems with its export raise questions about whether we could ever see the shinkansen – other than the one at the NRM – in the UK.

When looking at the High Speed Railway in Taiwan, the comparisons between it and the Tōkaidō Shinkansen are obvious. Indeed, it is something which the Taiwan High Speed Railway Corporation (THSRC) are keen to promote as they see the line as being a key to economic development between Taipei and Kaoshiung. The line will be 345km in length and have 12 stations. This is similar to Tōkyō – Nagoya (342km, which currently has 13 stations (8 in 1964)). The route, if you look at Taiwan as if standing in China (i.e turning the island 90º anti-clockwise), looks, according to THRSC, like a smile and they certainly are hoping for a bright, happy future.

I visited Taiwan and THSRC in April 2004. It was an interesting trip and THSRC is an interesting company – being based in the heart of Taipei’s new business district, away from the railway line itself, and made up of a lot of young staff, many of whom have no experience in railways (many train staff are coming from the airline industry) as the company itself is not involved at all in the running of conventional trains in Taiwan (which is done by the Taiwan Railway Authority, who are less than keen about the new line). In visiting Taiwan, I was told to expect to encounter what Japan was like 30 years ago. Based on what I saw, Taiwan is nothing like Japan has ever been. Even to suggest it is a Hong-Kong or Chinese version of Japan would be an over-simplification. Let me give some examples of how I found Taiwan to be so different. On my first evening I went to have Japanese food (behaving like a typical Japanese tourist would do, no doubt!). At the restaurant, the person on the table next to me immediately began to talk to me. But rather than, ‘Where are you from?’, ‘Do you speak Chinese?’, ‘Why are you visiting Taiwan?’ and such questions, the equivalent of which is what I would not only expect, but tends to be the limit of what I am asked by the few Japanese who summon up the courage to speak to me if I am sat near them on a train or at a restaurant, I was questioned about why passports are not needed for travel between Canada and USA, the problems of terrorism, and my views on Taiwanese-Chinese relations. As I had been told that Taiwanese are not concerned with tatemae as Japanese people are, I gave my frank opinions, which were then applauded by others in the restaurant who were now listening in on our conversation! Then, there is the way people drive. When wishing to turn left (remember they drive, in theory, on the right in Taiwan), rather than waiting for a gap in the on-coming traffic, drivers tend to play chicken and go head-to-head. Should the oncoming vehicle not yield, rather than moving back into the main column of traffic on their side of the road, most drivers then proceed to drive up the pedestrian crossing until they are then able to make the left turn!

Why are these stories relevant? In the process of my research on the shinkansen, I have had it emphasized to me on a number of occasions that it is the people that make the shinkansen work so well, not the technology. The shinkansen reflects the culture of Japan, and of the respective JR companies. Although the cultures of the four shinkansen-operating JR companies are very different, they all have a focus on the need to train their personnel to the highest level, and a belief that the technology is there as a back-up. All of them have a safety and punctuality record that any company would be proud of. It is no wonder, then, that some Japanese people I have spoken to in relation to the high speed railway line in Taiwan are becoming concerned as the culture there is very different. Taiwan is a country that likes is technology. The underground line, for example, is almost entirely automatic. Some may suggest that this is a good thing, but the difference in emphasis is a concern for those brought up on the Japanese way.

One of the Japanese involved in the Taiwan project is Shima Takashi. He is the son of Shima Hideo, one of the key men in the original shinkansen, who, in turn, was the son of Shima Yasujirō, who worked on the shinkansen project (the original bullet train – see earlier Bullet-in article) during the Pacific War. Shima Takashi was also involved in the original shinkansen, helping to design some of the bodywork of the trains. Now he is an advisor to THSRC. Meeting him was certainly an honour and extremely interesting.

The project is the world’s largest BOT (Build – Operate – Transfer) project. THSRC, after being selected, are now to operate the stations and trains for 35 years. They also have some land around the station for 50 years. These deals may be extended, otherwise it will be transferred to the government – who have underwritten the project, but provided none of the finance, which is being raised through private investments.

The project has not been without its problems already. Originally the preferred bidder was the European consortium. However, THSRC changed its mind. This may have been due to pressure from the Japan-phile President of Taiwan. Taiwanese people, it should be noted, seem to love Japan – despite the colonial past. Indeed, older Taiwanese look back on this time with nostalgia and appear to have forgotten some of the harsh treatment that the island received. Japanese restaurants, karaoke, music and other cultural exports are everywhere and a visit to Taiwan’s main railway station further demonstrated this interest, as a shop there was full of Japanese-language magazines on trains and travel around Japan, and toy trains in the shape of 300 series shinkansen (albeit in the wrong colour). At that time there was also a poster of a 0-series shinkansen (with a red rather than blue stripe) promoting human rights in the station’s main concourse!

The official reason for the change in bid, however, was that the shinkansen is better suited to coping with earthquakes, which became an issue following a large quake in Taiwan. However, as some construction work was already under-way, and in an attempt to placate the ‘losers’, the system has ended up as a hybrid. Tunnels are built to European specifications (which are bigger than normal shinkansen tunnels). Trains will be able to operate in either direction on the two lines, so that maintenance work can be done during the day. Trains will be fully automated with the driver there as a back-up. The conductor will be able to open/close doors from any door on the train. Points have been designed to European specifications. Despite these changes, THSRC was still taken to court and ordered to pay $73m in compensation to the European consortium.

The train itself, however, is all Japanese. It is the 700T series, based on the 700 series. Like JR Kyūshū’s 800 series, which is also essentially the same as the 700 series, the new owners have decided that the duckbill platypus face of the 700 series is not particularly appealing and so it has been given a face lift. The interior will be familiar to any who have travelled on the shinkansen, however. The colours of the 700T shinkansen are worthy of mention. The main colour is white, but there are orange and grey/black stripes along the lower half of the body work. Why these colours? Well, the official reason is that they are the colours of THSRC and that they are colours liked by its president. However, it should also be noted that these are politically neutral colours – as green and blue are associated with Taiwan’s two main political parties. Orange, of course, is also the corporate colour of JR Tōkai who are the main JR company involved in the Taiwan project, but of course whom still use the blue-striped shinkansen on their route.

The Taiwan High Speed Railway is meant to open in October 2005, but comments from some I have spoken to suggest that this is likely to be delayed. Once it is operational it is surely going to be worth a visit to see what it is like, but the experience is likely to be very different to that in Japan. Whether the concerns of some Japanese will be borne out, we will have to wait and see. Of course, one hopes not as what happens in Taiwan may have a bearing on future shinkansen exports.
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