Strike paralyzes public transport nationwide
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The nationwide mass action yesterday succeeded in paralyzing public transport after jeepney and bus drivers from various transport groups launched a strike to protest the soaring oil prices, which have risen 13 percent since December last year, and the oil deregulation law.

According to the Pinagkaisang Samahan ng Tsuper at Operators Nationwide (Piston), the strike paralyzed almost 90 percent of transportation in almost all major thoroughfares in the country.

The Department of Transportation and Communications (DoTC) and the Philippine National Police (PNP), for their part, yesterday claimed that by noon, public transport was crippled to close to 70 percent.

Piston president Mar Garvida said the mass action should be a signal to the government to act on the drivers and operators' concerns.

“We are not happy staging this transport holiday. We are forced to do this because the government still refuses to heed our concerns. It is up to the government to act,” he told radio station dzRH yesterday morning.

Garvida said the transport strike would continue unless President Arroyo resolves what they claimed as injustice to the poor due to the series of oil price adjustments.

Piston spokesman George San Mateo, in a separate interview, also yesterday told reporters that “Most of Metro Manila and other provinces have been paralyzed now.”

“We are demanding an immediate stoppage of further oil price increases and for the government to repeal the oil deregulation law,” which allowed oil firms to dictate pump prices, he noted.

Aside from Piston, the Federation of Jeepney Operators and Drivers Association of the Philippines (Fejodap) and the Philippine Organization-Alliance of Concerned Transport Organization (PCDO-Acto) also joined the strike.

Fejodap president Zenny Maranan said the “transportation service has stopped.”

She added the mass action was their only way for the government to hear the grievances of the transport sector as she apologized to the commuters for their action.

Maranan stressed the government, for years, has promised them that it would look into their requests but it has failed to solve the problems.

Efren de Luna, for his part, told a separate radio interview that transportation had been paralyzed by 85 percent.

Meanwhile, party-list Anakpawis Rep. Crispin Beltran also yesterday said the transport strike was not only successful because of the massive oil price increases but due to the disgust of consumers and the public with the refusal of the Arroyo administration to raise wages and salaries.

“This strike may be prodded by economic reasons, namely the high prices of diesel and petroleum products, but the orientation is highly political,” he noted.

Beltran stressed that the government should implement a P125 across-the-board wage adjustment for workers and a P3,000-salary increase for the private sector.

He said the public is also calling on the government to scrap the oil deregulation law.

“More than a rollback in prices, transport groups and private vehicle owners and consumers are demanding the immediate junking of the oil deregulation law. It's long overdue that this treacherous piece of legislation be scrapped, and its impact reversed,” Beltran added.

In Malacañang, a senior Cabinet official also yesterday assured the protesting members of the transport sector that their petition for fare adjustment would be addressed the soonest possible time.

Executive Secretary Eduardo Ermita, during a radio interview, said the government recognizes the needs and issues raised by the transport groups but they should understand that these are beyond the control of local authorities.

He asked the public utility drivers not to resort to violence when airing their concerns as it will only cause inconvenience to commuters.

Ermita stressed the concerned government agencies have started addressing the issues raised by the transport sector such as a more lenient enforcement of traffic laws and discounts from oil companies, among others.

Press Secretary and concurrent presidential spokesman Ignacio Bunye, for his part, also yesterday said Energy Secretary Raphael Lotilla will talk to the oil firms, particularly the “Big 3,” to know the basis of their latest price adjustments.

Lotilla wanted the petroleum companies to submit their letter of explanation on their “unreasonable” pump price increase implemented over the weekend.

The Energy chief directed the oil companies to explain in writing under oath why their recent price increase is not reasonable.

Bunye, in a statement, said they appreciate the concerns being raised by the transport group but launching a transport stoppage he added, has never been a wise and reasonable action in addressing the problem.
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