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Save Public Transport! Save State Transport Undertakings!

Affordable transport is people’s right. Soon after Independence, in 1950 the RTC Act was enacted and many state governments constituted State Road Transport Corporations to provide cheap transport facilities to citizens. 
The State Road Transport Undertakings (STUs) connected the interior villages including remote tribal areas and hamlets with the towns and cities. Many of the rural routes, particularly those connecting to the interior areas like the tribal hamlets, are not profitable. They are unviable. But still the STUs have been operating in these routes as a social responsibility. In several states the State Road Transport Corporations also provided concessional fares to the school and college students, the disabled, old etc, as per the decisions of the concerned state governments. They provided an affordable mode of transport to the thousands of workers, daily wage labours, fishers, vendors etc who have to commute every day from their villages to the towns and back. 
Despite facing many difficulties, STUs have been rendering immense service to the common people, particularly the poor and people in the rural areas. They have been providing the safest mode of transport with the lowest accident rates in the country. Several STUs were awarded for their fuel efficiency, mainly due to the dedication and commitment of their workers.
But all this started changing with the advent of neoliberal policies in our country in 1991. Under the neoliberal regime, transport, along with other essential services like education, health etc, is seen as an avenue of profit for the big corporates. While these policies were officially initiated under the Congress government, successive governments at the centre, Congress or BJP or coalition of different parties, continued these policies. These governments committed to neoliberalism have been increasingly intervening in favour of the big corporates, domestic and foreign, instead of protecting the interests of the common people. They have been formulating policies that would increase the profits of the private corporates at the cost of the workers and other sections of toiling people.

Many state governments headed by these parties, except the Left parties, also started implementing these policies. They started adopting policies that weaken and ultimately dismantle the State Road Transport Corporations. Private companies are being increasingly promoted in the transport sector. State Road Transport Corporations were consciously pushed into financial crisis in order to close them. 

Today, all the STUs in the country are in serious financial crisis. Abnormal hike in diesel prices, motor vehicle tax, sales tax, excise tax have imposed huge burdens on their financial condition. The state governments often do not reimburse the travel concessions declared by them to various sections of society. The state governments have been looking the other way while the private operators run their fleet illegally. In several states, the private transport companies are being run either by persons close to the major ruling class parties, either in power or in opposition. In some states, even ministers, their family members or close relatives have been running fleets of buses. There is obvious clash of interests between these companies being run as for profit businesses and the STUs started as a social responsibility of the government.
The workers and employees of the STUs are made scapegoats for the crisis in the STUs. They are blamed of inefficiency. They are compelled to bear the burden of the financial crisis. In several states, salaries of the workers are not paid for months at a stretch. Terminal benefits and pension etc to the retired employees and workers are kept pending for long periods. Vacancies are not filled up. Staff strength is drastically reduced increasing workload on the existing employees. The adverse consequences of such increased workload on the safety of the workers, including the drivers and conductors and the passengers, are totally neglected. 
Attempts are also made to shift it on to the passengers by increasing the fares, withdrawing services to the interior villages creating difficulties to the poor. In Odisha and Bihar, STUs have been reduced to nominal services, the fleet strength coming down to a few hundred in the entire state. In Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand and Chattisgarh STUs have been totally wound up. While thousands of workers have lost their jobs, hundreds of thousands of passengers are left at the mercy of private operators.

The BJP government led by Modi has been implementing the neoliberal policies with much more vigour since coming to power. Soon after assuming office it has started measures to improve ‘Ease of Doing Business’ for the private corporates.  The Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill is one such measure to promote private interests as part of its neoliberal agenda. Though the government is spending huge amounts of money on advertisements to project the Bill as one intended to reduce accidents and promote safety, the real intention is to dismantle the STUs and hand over the sector to giant private corporates. 
Implications of MV (Amendment) Bill on the STUs
Under the present Motor Vehicles Act of 1988, two different types of permits are granted for the contract carriages and for the stage carriages. The private operators were granted contract carriage permits. But, many of them were illegally operating as stage carriages, picking up individual passengers, violating the permit conditions, with the connivance of the government and transport authorities. They were, thus, looting the legitimate revenues of the STUs. Now, the MV (Amendment) Bill seeks to legitimise this illegitimate practice of the private operators. It seeks to merge the two types of permits into one. This is nothing but handing over the keys to the thief. Instead of taking strict measures to ensure enforcement and punish the violators, the government wants to give them a free hand and close the STUs.
Till now, the STUs were exempted from third party insurance as the accident rate is very low. The MV (Amendment) Bill makes third party insurance mandatory. This will impose a heavy burden on the STUs which are already in crisis. They will have to pay hundreds of crores of rupees in the form of premium to boost the profits of the private insurance companies. 

In the form of last mile connectivity, the MV (Amendment) Bill authorises the transport authorities to waive any permit condition for the route or for the vehicle. The owner is allowed to operate at his/ her discretion. This, again, is nothing but giving a blanket exemption to the private operators. 

In a nutshell, all these measures are aimed at further weakening the STUs ultimately leading to their dismantling, and handing over transport sector to the big private corporates

Because of its majority in the Lok Sabha, the BJP government was able to get this Bill passed in the Lok Sabha. But, it has not yet been passed in the Rajya Sabha as the BJP does not yet have a majority there. The strong resistance of the transport workers, the solidarity of the central trade unions and trade unions and workers in the other sectors, support of the common people in general and the strong opposition of the Left parties in the Parliament, have stalled the Bill from getting passed in the Rajya Sabha, till now. 
What will happen if the STUs are closed down? 

· The workers will be subjected to increased exploitation by the profit greedy private operators; thousands of employees at present working in the STUs will lose their jobs

· The people, particularly in the interior villages and tribal hamlets etc will be deprived of affordable and reliable transport

· Students will lose concessions; this in turn will pose an additional burden for the poor students, particularly girls; many poor children are likely to drop out
· SC/STs will be deprived of the reservation in jobs

· Accident rate, traffic jams, pollution levels will worsen

· Not only the workers, but also the common people will be deprived of affordable transport
It is necessary to save the STUs from such onslaught. It is necessary to stop the MV (Amendment) Bill from getting passed. It is necessary to direct our struggle against the neoliberal policies, of which these measures are an integral part.

The road transport workers have been strongly opposing these measures. In several states the road transport workers have conducted huge struggles to save the STUs in addition to the struggles on their other demands. They have conducted several joint struggles at the national level including unprecedented country wide joint strike. They are again preparing for another country wide strike.  

But this struggle to save the STUs, the struggle against the dangerous MV (Amendment) that sounds the death knell for the STUs that have been serving the common people is not the struggle of the road transport workers alone. It is the struggle of all sections of toiling people, the workers, farmers, agricultural workers, the migrant workers, the fishers and others. It is the responsibility of all of us to save the STUs that provide affordable and safe transport for millions of the poor. 
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ at Parliament on 5th September 2018 is to demand withdrawal of the anti people Moor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill. It is to demand measures to save and further strengthen the STUs. It is to demand reversal of the neoliberal policy regime that showers the private corporates with concessions, exemptions and favours to multiply their profits and imposes huge burdens on the common people, the workers, peasants and agricultural workers. It is to warn the government that such anti worker, anti farmer and anti people policies will no more be tolerated.
Unite! Fight! 
· Against governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
