Metro protest largely peaceful; 3 leaders held
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JEEPNEY drivers angered by rising fuel prices struck yesterday, disrupting public transport in a wide area of Metro Manila, as oil firms again pushed prices up in a move that could further stoke the unrest.

Up to 70 percent of public transport was crippled in the west of the metropolis, 60 percent in the north, and 30 percent in the east, south and central areas, the office of the Philippine National Police director for operations said.

The stoppage was largely peaceful, but three protest leaders -- Rafael Gonzales, Atanacio Botana and Mark Padlan of Migrante -- were detained after a heated argument with police in Caloocan City.

Television reports said up to 90 percent of jeepney routes in some areas was crippled.

About 50 percent of the 90,000 jeepney units operating in the metropolis was reported to have joined the stoppage, said executive director Angelito Vergel de Dios of the Metropolitan Manila Development Authority (MMDA).

In Manila, the strike paralyzed 30 percent of the routes, according to Western Police District Director Chief Superintendent Pedro Bulaong.

Less than 50 percent of public transport in Muntinlupa was affected, said Colonel Roberto Rongavilla, in charge of peace and order in that city.

MMDA Chairman Bayani Fernando downplayed the effects of the strike, claiming it only affected 10 percent of public transport.

New kings of the roads

Hundreds of tricycle drivers ruled the roads in some areas, taking advantage of the situation by jacking up their own fares.

The strike, launched by several jeepney groups also to back up demands for fare hikes, stranded thousands of commuters.

The groups were the Federation of Jeepney Operators and Drivers Association of the Philippines (Fedjodap), the Philippine Confederation of Drivers and Operators-Alliance of Concerned Transport Organizations (PCDO-ACTO) and the Pagkakaisa ng mga Samahan ng Tsuper at Opereytor Nationwide (Piston).

Also involved were the Alliance of Transport Operators and Drivers Association of the Philippines and the National Transport Union.

Over the weekend and also yesterday, oil firms again raised the prices of their gasoline, diesel and kerosene by 75 centavos a liter and of their liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) or cooking gas by 75 centavos a kilogram.

DOE wants explanation

The Department of Energy asked them to justify the increases.

The increases, implemented at different times from Saturday to Monday, were announced by Pilipinas Shell Petroleum Corp., Caltex Philippines Inc. and Total (Philippines) Corp., as well as new players Eastern Petroleum Corp., Flying V, Seaoil Petroleum Corp. and Unioil Petroleum Philippines Inc.

Shell, Caltex and Total also jacked up the prices of liquefied petroleum gas by 75 centavos a liter. They cited the still high prices of crude and finished products as well as of LPG in the regional and world markets as the reason for raising prices anew. But Energy Secretary Raphael Lotilla said world prices, while still high, were already lower than prices in the last two to three weeks as prices had started to ease.

He said the oil firms should "explain under oath" why the increases were not unreasonable.

Under oath

In a letter to them, Lotilla said: "Memorandum Circular No. 2001-05-002 states that oil companies are required to file a notice with the department at least one day prior to its effectivity. You are hereby directed to explain in writing under oath your compliance with the memorandum circular.

"While world oil prices are still high, the upward trend seen early this month has eased since April 4," he said. "The public wants to know why our domestic prices have increased. Oil companies should explain this."

Since the start of the year, gasoline prices have gone up seven times by a total of P3.85 a liter, while prices of diesel fuel have increased eight times by a total of P4.05 a liter.

LPG prices have risen thrice by a total of P2.15 per kg.

No disruption

Fernando said only a few areas were affected by the transport stoppage.

"All in all, the effect was not so much felt, because offices, malls and other commercial establishments were still open," Fernando said.

"What we look at is whether the strike disrupts economic activity, but in this case, it [transport holiday] did not disrupt anything. I think they weren't able to paralyze the system," he said.

Fernando said those affected included major intersections, particularly in the Cubao and Muñoz areas in Quezon City, Blumentritt and Divisoria in Manila, and the Bonifacio-Monumento Circle in Caloocan City.

Number coding suspended

The MMDA lifted the Unified Vehicle Volume Reduction Program, or number coding system, several hours after the strike began to fill up the lack of jeepneys in some areas.

"There were many requests from callers in radio stations for us to suspend the number coding," said De Dios.

As of yesterday afternoon, the MMDA Metrobase traffic monitoring center noted a lack of jeepneys in routes such as the Navotas-to-Monumento and Malabon-to-Monumento, Pasig-to-Marikina traversing Shaw Boulevard, Camp Crame-to-San Juan, and those going into the University of the Philippines campus in Diliman, Quezon City coming from Katipunan Avenue and Philcoa.

The MMDA, which had readied more than 100 vehicles to assist stranded passengers, fielded its units in Divisoria, the UP area and J.P. Rizal Street in Makati.

Metrobase also received reports of stranded passengers in other areas.

In Manila, the city government and police fielded more than 100 trucks and 30 multicabs for affected commuters.

Strikers claim success

Piston chapter president Emeterio Santos claimed the strike was a success. "We were able to paralyze the Camanava area," he said.

Thousands of commuters from Caloocan City, Malabon, Navotas and Valenzuela were stranded despite the deployment of government vehicles giving free rides to commuters.

Tricycles, prohibited from cruising along major thoroughfares, freely roamed the streets in the Camanava area at the height of the strike.

"We can't apprehend them today and they are raking it in," a traffic enforcer said.

Commuters had no choice but to pay whatever amounts the tricycle drivers were demanding, he said.

Not all were angry

"Drivers charged a minimum of P20 per passenger from the usual P5.50," said Marivic Mendoza.

But not all were angry. Nita Beltran rode a tricycle from Blumentritt to Monumento.

"Thank God for the tricycles. Otherwise, I can't go to my sister's house in Sangandaan," she said.

Tricycle drivers were glad at the chance to earn extra money.

"We don't mind if they do this daily, we are happy," said Rene Reyes, who plies the Caloocan City Hall-10th Avenue route.

On the heels of the strike, Bayan Muna party-list Representative Teddy Casiño accused the country's Big 3 oil companies of overpricing their pump prices by as much as P1.16 per liter.

"This is obscene, and dramatically shows that the oil deregulation law should be scrapped," said Casiño. He charged that Caltex, Petron and Pilipinas Shell were operating as a "cartel."
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