Strike disrupts RP transport

Continued oil price hikes stoke unrest
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THE NATIONWIDE strike yesterday was largely successful, crippling 100 percent of public transport in at least one province in Bicol and paralyzing substantial parts of other regions, police records showed.

But the strike had little effect in a few places in Northern Mindanao, including the cities of Cagayan de Oro and Iligan, and the province of Misamis Oriental, the police said.

In most instances, local governments responded by fielding trucks or buses to ferry stranded commuters.

Yesterday afternoon, after a closed-door meeting with key officials of the Department of Transportation and Communications (DOTC), the strike leaders promised to return to their routes by 6 last night.

But they threatened to hold another strike early next month if the DOTC would not deliver on its promise to grant their petition for a P2.50 increase in the minimum fare by the first week of May.

Transportation Secretary Leandro Mendoza said the government would likely grant the petition for the increase in the minimum fare in the face of the continued increase in diesel prices.

Mendoza directed the Land Transportation Franchising and Regulatory Board (LTFRB) to act on the pending petition immediately. "Within 15 days, there should be a decision on their request for a fare hike," he said.

Jeepney groups are asking for a P2.50 fare increase for the first 4 km and 25 centavos for every additional kilometer. Operators of ordinary buses in Metro Manila want a P3-hike in the fare for the first 5 km and 60 centavos for each additional km.

If the government accepts their petition, the transport groups said they would no longer ask for a P1 provisional increase.

The strike was largely peaceful, with few or little casualties, police said.

The transport strike prompted the government to finally get to the bottom of the continuing surge in domestic oil prices.

Big 3 oil firms

Press Secretary Ignacio Bunye said Energy Secretary Raphael Lotilla had asked the three big oil companies in the country to explain the "basis" or "reasonability" of the oil price increases they were imposing.

"While the price of oil had been increasing in the world market, these three oil companies should justify the actual rate of their increases," Bunye said in a phone patch interview with reporters in Malacañang.

Asked to give an explanation to the Department of Energy were Pilipinas Shell Petroleum Corp., Caltex Philippines Inc. and Petron Corp.

Last week, gasoline prices increased by P3.10 per liter or six times since the start of the year. Diesel prices increased by P3.30 per liter or seven times since the start of the year.

President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, who was in Camarines Norte province, said that one of the measures being worked out by the government to mitigate the impact of the oil price hikes was the continuing research for alternative sources of fuel, such as ethanol diesel and coco diesel.

She said that Brazil and Thailand were already using a blend of ethanol -- sugar alcohol -- in their gasoline.

The President disclosed that in June she will be inaugurating a gasoline station in Batangas province that would sell compressed natural gas (CNG).

Initially, 200 buses servicing the Southern Tagalog region would make use of CNG, she said.

No jeepneys in Laguna

In Laguna, all jeepneys in the fourth district stopped operations. But buses continued plying routes. Public transport operations totally stopped from Sta. Rosa, Laguna, to Muntinlupa City; from Muntinlupa to Pacita Complex, and from Calamba City to San Pedro, Laguna.

Over 30 major federations of jeepney and tricycle drivers and operators within the Calabarzon region joined the nationally coordinated transport strike and crippled 95 percent of public transport operations in the region composed of the provinces of Cavite, Laguna, Batangas, Rizal and Quezon, a regional transport group said.

Headed by the Southern Tagalog Region Transport Sector Organization (Starter), the ralliers manned main towns and cities even as they put up their "strike stations" in front of key terminals in the region.

Jeepney units plying the Calamba-Canlubang route, led by the Mayapa-Calamba Jeepney Drivers Association Inc., also joined the strike.

As of 1 p.m. yesterday, Starter said they were able to paralyze 100 percent jeepney routes in the 25 towns and two cities in the second, third and fourth districts of Laguna, while jeepney operations in the three towns of the first district were paralyzed by 90 percent.

Tricycles join in

Over 30 organizations of tricycle and jeepney operators and drivers joined the strike, which represented about 25,000 people.

In Cavite, the strike crippled 50 to 90 percent of public transportation.

In Rizal, jeepneys in Antipolo City and Angono stopped plying their routes.

In Quezon, all buses except one bus company stopped operations. All jeepneys in Lucena City joined the strike.

In Batangas, jeepneys plying the Tanauan-Calamba City and Balayan-Lemery routes stopped operations. Only 5 percent in Lipa City and 10 percent in Sto. Tomas town continued operations.

Pampanga crippled

In Pampanga province, chapters of the Pinagkaisang Samahan ng Tsuper at Operator Nationwide (Piston) reported crippling 80 percent of transport services in seven Central Luzon provinces.

But police said the strike, the fourth this year in the region, was "not successful."

Piston Central Luzon spokesperson Waldy Santos said transport services were crippled by 95 percent in Pampanga; 98 percent in Bulacan; 90 percent in Tarlac; 70 percent in Bataan, Zambales and Aurora, and 75 percent in Nueva Ecija.

"It (strike) manifested the disgust of drivers and operators against the frequent oil price increases and the cartel behind it," Santos told the Inquirer.

Senior Superintendent Policarpio Segubre, Angeles city police chief, said 95 percent of the public transport system in Angeles City was affected, forcing many establishments to close shop for the day.

The City of San Fernando, the business capital and regional government center of Central Luzon, was not affected as all transport groups there did not join the striking drivers.

Nueva Ecija normal

In Nueva Ecija, the police said only jeeps belonging to the Transport Service Cooperative joined the strike but transport services were "normal."

In Bulacan, 70 percent of transport organizations did not join the strike, according to Superintendent Benaventura Viray Jr., provincial police operations chief.

It was only in San Jose del Monte City and Meycauyan town where transport services were paralyzed.

In Tarlac, 30 percent of drivers participated.

In Pangasinan, minibuses and jeepneys plying the eastern and central parts of the province joined the strike, but they failed to paralyze transport services.

In Baguio City, Piston-Metro Baguio members did not ply their routes for three hours and joined other drivers in a march-rally on Session Road.

Mandaue City paralyzed

In the Visayas, the strike crippled 40 percent of public transportation in Iloilo and 90 in Negros Occidental. In Bacolod City, 60 percent joined the strike.

But the strike had little effect in the cities of Cagayan de Oro and Iligan and the province of Misamis Oriental, the police said.

Public transport was paralyzed 70 percent in Mandaue City and affected some major routes in Cebu City.

In Iloilo, only 10 percent of public transportation in the city was affected because not all members of the Iloilo City Alliance of Drivers' Association (Icada) joined the strike.

No PUVs in Davao

Drivers and operators of public utility vehicles in Davao City yesterday stopped plying their routes. Leaders of the protesters claimed a 98-percent paralysis in public transportation, prompting business establishments to call off work and the city government to declare a half-day workday.

It was the same scenario in the nearby cities of Tagum and Panabo in Davao del Norte and Mati in Davao Oriental.

In Cotabato City, trisikad (pedal-powered pedicabs) and motorcycles-for-hire became "kings of the road" as the operations of some 600 public utility vehicles and vans came to a halt at around 7:30 a.m. yesterday.

But in Malaybalay City, public and private utility vehicles continued to ply their routes. Protesters, however, held a rally at Plaza Rizal to show their support for the transport strike.

Protesters in General Santos City failed to cripple transportation. It was business as usual for the city as only 30 percent of the public utility vehicles stopped plying their routes.
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