Talking Point -30
Can The Proposals In The Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill Reduce Accidents?
The BJP led government at the centre has been spending hundreds of crores of rupees of people’s money on advertisements seeking public support for its Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill, which has already been passed in the Lok Sabha; it is pending passage in the Rajya Sabha. 

According to the government, nearly 150000 people in our country die in road accidents every year. Many more suffer from injuries and related disabilities. Naturally this is a matter of serious concern for all of us. We all agree that urgent measures are required to bring down the number of road accidents and ensure road safety.

But how? What are the measures that need to be taken by the government really concerned with the safety of the people? Do the proposals in the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill include such measures? Whom will the Bill actually benefit?
Let us examine.

The MV (Amendment) Bill holds the drivers to be mainly responsible for the accidents, in around 80% of the cases. This is absolutely wrong and highly misleading. In a study, Geetam Tiwari, professor in IIT, Delhi, proved that only 10% of the accidents occur due to the fault of the drivers. The government seems to suggest that the drivers start their working day with an intention to mow down people on the road. No driver, whether employed or driving his or her own car would like to be involved in accidents, because not only will their own lives be at risk, but also the lives and living conditions of their family members, the future of their children. It is generally seen that almost all the drivers pray to God before starting their vehicles that there should not be any accident. It is a common experience that drivers try their best to save even the stray animals and birds that cross the road.
There are several factors that lead to road accidents. Most important of them are - defects in planning and construction of roads, all types of vehicles passing through the same lane, lack of awareness among the people about road safety and traffic rules etc. 
In addition, under the neoliberal regime, the governments are trying to curtail public transport and wind up the state road transport corporations. Owning individual cars is being aggressively promoted by extending bank loans etc, to benefit the automobile manufacturers, particularly the multinational companies. While the lack of effective public transport is compelling some people to own private vehicles, a section of the neo rich is buying high speed personal cars. As a result, the number of cars has increased while there is no commensurate planning and improvement in the conditions of the roads.
The stress and strain on drivers – employed in the state transport units, or the private passenger buses, or as truck drivers, as well as on private individuals driving their own cars - have also increased many times. Most of the drivers, particularly those of the private passenger buses and the truck drivers are compelled to work for long hours, often 10-12 hours a day. They have no proper facilities to park their vehicles nor for taking rest.  
These are the issues that need to be addressed with due priority, if the government is really serious about reducing road accidents. Holding the drivers alone responsible and imposing penalties and fines on them cannot reduce road accidents. This will only result in escalating corruption. Further, the fines and penalties, imposed whenever necessary, should be aimed to make the culprit realise his or her mistake and not repeat it again. 
But the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill proposes punitive measures which include huge fine to the tune of thousands of rupees, revoking the driving licence, imprisonment etc for various violations. The emphasis is not on creating awareness among the people and helping them correct their behaviour and practices. Instead, it seeks to treat people as criminals and punish them. For example, helmet less driving will attract a fine of Rs 1000 and suspension of licence for three months; not wearing seat belt will be fined by Rs 1000; blowing horn deemed unnecessary will be fined with Rs 1000 on the first time and Rs 2000 for the next. These are violations which can be definitely curtailed by creating awareness among the people, because they pertain to their own safety. But instead of doing that, the government chooses to punish them. Further, these penalties can be enhanced up to 10 times by the state government. 
At present, the owner of a vehicle can directly take the vehicle to the Regional Transport Officer (RTO) to get the certificate of fitness, after undertaking the necessary repairs. According to the amendment proposed in the MV Bill, the owner has to first go to an agency accredited by the government of India to get the certificate. Only then can the RTO certify fitness of the vehicle. This will not only be an additional burden on the vehicle owner but thousands of employees in the transport department will face the threat of being declared surplus. 

The cost of repairs too is bound to skyrocket. At present, most of the automobile spares are manufactured by small and medium enterprises. These are generally preferred as they are cheaper, and are as good as the branded ones. As per the proposed amendment only branded spare parts from Companies approved by the government have to be used. This will practically result in the big corporates dictating terms deciding quantity to be manufactured and the price. The vehicle owners will be compelled to pay the price. The small and medium enterprises will have to either produce for big companies or shut shop with lakhs of workers at the risk of losing their jobs. The big corporates will also utilise the huge increase in unemployment to employ highly skilled unemployed youth at cheap wages. The spare parts of the branded companies will be stocked in the company showrooms only. All types of vehicles have to be given to the authorised showrooms for periodical servicing or for repair. The spare part show rooms have to close down and road side mechanics will also lose their earnings. 

The burden of insurance premium is also set to increase. The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority (IRDA) has been increasing the insurance premium every year. During the last 4 years, the premium has been doubled. But the IRDA does not reveal the details of the amount collected as premium and the amount paid as compensation. The amendment has put a ceiling on the compensation to be paid in case of accidental death at Rs 5 lakhs. If the victim’s family accepts this as interim relief they cannot approach the Motor Accidents Claims Tribunal (MACT) to get better compensation. There have been instances where the MACT has granted compensation which was several times this amount. Now the victims will not be able to approach the MACT once they accept this compensation as interim relief. 
Thus it is clear that the real intention of the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Act of the BJP led government of Modi, committed to the neoliberal policies, is to benefit the automobile manufacturing companies and the insurance companies, both domestic and foreign. This is being presented in the garb of road safety.
What really needs to be done to reduce road accidents?

The All India Road Transport Workers’ Federation (AIRTWF), which organises all segments of road transport workers, has made concrete suggestions to reduce road accidents. These include: 

· Rectify the defects in road construction

· Strengthen state transport units; encourage public transport and car pooling etc to reduce the number of vehicles on the roads
· Discourage personalised transport

· Allot separate lanes for heavy vehicles and other vehicles, to begin with, on national highways/ expressways

· Install prominently sign boards and indicators wherever there is a provision for U turn on the highways

· Update the signalling system with countdown timing at all traffic signals

· Safe passage for pedestrians to cross the road at all junctions

· Include road safety and traffic rules in the school curriculum from Class V, in both central and state syllabus

· Regulate duty hours for drivers of passenger buses and trucks

· Ensure provision of hotels/ motels with parking, fuelling etc facilities and refreshments on all highways for a minimum distance of 100 kms

The road transport workers have been fighting against the draconian proposals in the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill, which if enacted, will impose huge burdens not only on the drivers, but on ordinary citizens as well. They have been fighting for ensuring road safety by making concrete alternative proposals. The road transport workers under the banner of their joint platform have called for a country wide strike on 7th August, against the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill.

But, given the impact of the Bill on all sections of the common and toiling people, it is necessary to broaden and strengthen the struggle with the support of all sections of the people that will be affected once this is enacted. It is necessary to strengthen the struggle not only against the Motor Vehicles (Amendment) Bill but also against the anti worker, anti people and anti national neoliberal policies, of which this is a part.
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is against the neoliberal policies that impose burdens on the toiling people including the road transport workers, drivers and others, for the benefit of the few automobile manufacturers and insurance companies. It is to demand withdrawal of the Bill and reversal of these policies.

Unite! Fight!

· Against governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
