Tuesday, April 19, 2005

Strike cripples Metro

‘Successful,’ says Piston as Palace hints at fare hike

TENS of thousands of commuters were stranded Monday as bus drivers struck across the country to protest rising oil prices, officials said.

The Philippine National Police admitted that although the strike was generally peaceful, it affected significant parts of the country.

Almost half of the transportation system in Metro Manila, particularly the Caloocan, Malabon, Navotas and Valenzuela (Camanava) area, were paralyzed.

In Malacañang, Executive Secretary Eduardo Ermita hinted that transport groups’ petition for a fare increase will soon be granted.

Ermita asked, however, for more patience and understanding from the transport organization, saying the government can only attend to their needs “one at a time.”

Lomibao said the strike affected 70 percent of transportation in Manila, 60 percent in the Camanava area, 30 percent in Quezon City and 30 percent in the eastern and southern parts.

The figures were based on the monitoring conducted by the five police districts in Metro Manila.

The Department of Transportation and Communications said that by noon, public transport was paralyzed in Metro Manila.

The department reported that jeepney operations were completely paralyzed in Baclaran, Quiapo, Marcos Highway, Santa Lucia; Malanday, Sucat, Ayala Avenue, Balik-Balik and Quntin Paredes in Manila; Katipunan, UP; Pateros, Pasig and Shaw Boulevard.

In Guadalupe Nuevo, Makati City, jeepneys plying between Taft and Quiapo also joined the strike, stranding hundreds of passengers.

Police reported a tire-piercing incident on General Tinio Street in Monumento as protesters strew metal spikes on the road.

Radio reports in Manila said strikers in some areas of the metropolis were harassing those who did not join the protest and puncturing tires with metal spikes.

There were no immediate reports of violence or arrests, however.

The Metropolitan Manila Development Authority said initial reports indicated that throngs of office workers were stranded in areas leading to Makati in the early-morning rush hour.

Fifty government buses were deployed to ferry stranded commuters, but many others were still seen walking and jostling for limited seats on the few jeepneys that defied the strike call.

Extra coaches were also pressed into service on Manila’s Light Rail Transit and Metrorail system as the strikers vowed to continue the strike into the evening.

In the southern city of Iligan, strikers blocked buses and other public utility vehicles, forcing commuters to walk several kilometers to the city center, police said.

“There was a total cessation of public utility vehicle operations in Iligan City and surrounding suburbs,” said Inspector Rio Don of the city police operations center.

The strike was led by the left-wing Piston, one of the country’s largest public transport unions with a membership of 250,000 drivers and mini-bus operators.

“Most of Metro Manila has been paralyzed by now,” Piston spokesman George San Mateo said.

“We demand an immediate stoppage of further oil price increases and for government to repeal the oil deregulation law,” San Mateo added.

Piston official Mar Garvida also warned of more strikes in the future unless the government heeded the strikers’ demands.

The organizers apologized to the public for inconvenience, but said they were forced to take action because high world oil prices “have put us all in dire crisis,” said a strike leader, Armando Naul.

They demand a P2.50 increase in the basic transport fare, now at P5 as well as the repeal of the oil deregulation law, which gives oil companies freedom to set fuel prices. The strikers were also protesting heavy fines imposed by traffic officers.

The main streets of Manila, usually bustling with noisy traffic snarls, were almost empty of public utility vehicles, including jeepneys—the brightly colored open minibuses—motorcycle taxis and buses. Jeepneys run along fixed routes, like small buses, for prices affordable to millions of Filipinos.

But the much-hyped nationwide transport strike failed to cripple Central Luzon anew, proving the deep division among transport leaders.

In Bulacan the protest hardly made a dent as the stronger Bulacan Transport Federation (BTF), led by Danilo Ignacio, refused to join Piston.

On March 16 BTF members joined Piston, but on April 11 Piston ignored BTF’s call for a strike that paralyzed Bulacan.

In Pampanga the cities of San Fernando and Angeles were equally paralyzed, but tricycle drivers did not join the protest.

In the provinces of Zambales, Bataan, Nueva Ecija and Tarlac, transport groups also ignored the Piston-led protest, noting that the group’s rank is infiltrated by leftists.

Effects of nationwide transport holiday

Metro Manila:

Manila: 70 percent

Northern Metro Manila: 60 percent

Quezon City: 30 percent

Eastern Metro Manila: 30 percent

Southern Metro Manila: 30 percent

Region 1 (Ilocos region):

Pangasinan: 70 percent

Region 4 (Southern Tagalog region):

Fourth District of Laguna: complete paralysis

Santa Rosa-Muntinlupa route: 100 percent

Calamba to San Pedro: 100 percent

Cavite: 60 percent

Antipolo and Angono in Rizal: 100 percent

Quezon province: 99 percent except for JAC Liner, which continued plying between Manila and Lucena

Batangas: Jeepneys on the Tanauan-Calamba City and Balayan Lemery routes: 100 percent.

Santo Tomas: 90 percent

Lipa City: 5 percent

Region 5 (Bicol region)

Albay: 86.5 percent

Camarines Norte: 100 percent

Sorsogon: 100 percent

Region 6 (Western Visayas)

Iloilo: 40 percent

Negros Occidental: 90 percent

Bacolod City: 60 percent

Region 7 (Central Visayas)

Mandaue City: 70 percent

Region 10 (Northern Mindanao)

The cities of Cagayan de Oro and Iligan and the municipality of Tagoloan in Misamis Oriental experienced partial paralysis.

Region 11 (Davao region)

Davao City: 78 percent

The strike failed in Davao del Norte, Davao del Sur, Davao Oriental and Compostela Valley. 

Region 12 (Soccsksargen)

General Santos City: 90 percent

--Anthony Vargas, Ma. Theresa Torres, Anthony Vargas, Jefferson Antiporda, Ronnie Calumpita, Jonah Hicap with Ben Gamos, Celso Cajucom, Dino Balabo, Analiza Leyba and Joey Aguilar

