RAJEEV D. MATHUR

Stop Road Accidents Before They Stop Us

Recently in Jaipur, capital of the state of Rajasthan, India, a senior
serving civil servant was killed early in the morning by a speeding
car that jumped the road ‘divider’ where he was waiting on the
centre median to cross the road. The event has since been hogging
the limelight in the media—action on road safety, particularly
pedestrian safety, has begun overnight—the engineering of the road
and the car has been taken up for action and enforcement of driving
rules is being ensured across the city. Let us pause for a moment
and spare a thought for the 1260 odd similar fatal sacrifices made in
the city over the last two-and-a half years at the altar of poor road
safety governance and whose numbers merely and sadly adorn only
the morbid statistics without any concomitant action. The entire
issue assumes depressing proportions at all-India level.

One in every 10 road death across the globe is reported from
India and every sixth road crash in the world happens here despite
having only one per cent of the global vehicle population. Though
India is a signatory to the UN’s Decade of Action for Road Safety
(2011-2020) programme to reduce road deaths by 50 per cent during
this decade, India has not yet announced its plans to achieve the
target. Road fatalities in India increased from 1.32 lakh in 2010 to
1.43 lakh in 2011—an unenviable annual increase of 8.33 per cent.

Road accidents are a human tragedy involving a high level of
suffering and gigantic monetary costs in terms of untimely deaths,
injuries and loss of potential income, etc. A Working Group set up
by the Planning Commission in the year 2000 had estimated the
cost of road accidents at ¥ 55,000 crore, which constituted three per
cent of the GDP for the year. At present the estimated loss to the
nation on this account is ¥ 75,000 crore.
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An analysis carried out for the year 2010 shows that the main
causes of road accidents are: drivers’ fault (78%); pedestrian/
passenger fault (2.7%); mechanical defect in vehicles (1.7%); bad
roads (1.2%); and other factors (16.4%).

What prompted me to write on this issue for Pradeep’s
Festschrift is a field study conducted by him nearly two decades ago
that brought into sharp focus the need for authentic data on road
accidents, which alone could help prioritise action. His spot survey
at a police station—Dudu, about 70 kilometers from Jaipur on NH
8—revealed under-reporting in number of accidents (23%); deaths
(11%); injuries (33%) and damaged vehicles (20%). The subject of
road safety is close to his heart and what follows is a brief of what
he has been fighting for at various levels based on my years of
association with him and CUTS.

National Road Safety Day

National Road Safety Day to be adopted on May 11 to coincide
with the launch of the Decade of Action for Road Safety (2011-2020)
proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly in March 2010
calls upon member states to implement the activities in a holistic
manner. The National Road Safety Day can now (belatedly) start on
May 11, 2013 and the interim period could be used for preparing for
the same. The guiding principles for this Decade of Action are those
espoused in the ‘safe systems’ approach.

Need for a Policy

International best practices reveal that most countries have a
stated policy to reduce road accidents, fatalities and injuries. India
has not yet formulated such a policy, though a draft has been in
circulation for many years. In fact, the Sundar Committee reviewed
and suggested certain amendments in the draft for adoption by the
Government of India, inter alia, making a commitment to reduce
morbidity and mortality through road accidents. Another four
years have elapsed since then but the draft policy, though adopted,
remains to be implemented.
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Recoghnition of the Fact that Funds are Needed

The earlier it is accepted that to be able to make a dent in road
safety, funds are required, the better. Existing resources and systems
cannot cope with the growing menace. Non-implementation of
some efforts to earmark funds defies logic. The suggestion of the
Committee on Infrastructure headed by the Prime Minister had
suggested long back that a Road Safety Fund should be created by
levying a cess of one per cent on sale of diesel and petrol.

Even more glaring is the budgetary allocation for road safety vis-
a-vis, say road transport or disease-related mortality. For instance,
in the recent budget, the government has proposed about X 27,000
crore for road transport infrastructure whereas in the previous year
allocation for road safety was just ¥ 44.4 crore. There is a crying
need to link the two and upscale amounts earmarked for road
safety. Even a state like Tamil Nadu spends about ¥ 40 crore per
annum on road safety issues.

Focal Point/Nodal Agency

There are a large number of ministries, departments and
organisations working (often in an uncoordinated way) on the issue
of road safety. The need for a centralised agency, though recognised
by the government, has not yet borne fruit and on the contrary,
creation of new agencies is being considered, such as the National
Automotive Board. In the absence of a nodal agency, the dire need
for amendments to various Acts, for instance the Motor Vehicle
Act, is being pursued in a piecemeal manner. Currently, the said
Act’s amendment mainly tackles the increase in fines despite the
fact that an expert committee’s report on overall amendment to the
act is on record. This would necessitate repeated references to the
Parliament.

A recent World Safety Conference organised by the World
Health Organization (WHO) has also urged the Indian government
to make one agency responsible for road safety issues.

Lack of such an agency also results in random and non-
standardised application of rules. Tamil Nadu, for instance has
adopted a State Road Safety Policy, created a State Road Safety
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Council and has put in place a Road Accident Management
System—all excellent measures. Yet there are paradoxes: wearing a
helmet for two-wheeler riders is not visible in the state.

Improving Data Reporting System

The data collection system needs reform and strengthening
by capturing disaggregated data on the cause(s) of accidents. This
should then be used in greater detail for each of the four Es of road
safety. To be able to do so, a high level of investment in technology
would be required.

Catch them Young

For a country with scant regard for discipline, road safety must
be brought in the curriculum of schools as a part of a package on
life/value education rather than as an individual. Taking just one
issue to the over-burdened child will not bear adequate fruits, and
hence road safety should be part of an innovative package of life
skills. Road safety issues must be taught to each age group in a
structured way to dovetail with other skills such as environment,
consumer and healthissues and moral science. This would have a
cascading effect considering the pressure children can exert on their
parents specifically.

Targetting Drivers

The campaign for a road safety decade of action should begin
by looking at drivers as a priority target to focus upon through
better licencing systems, and enforcement along with training and
education. It has been reported that 78.5 per cent of accidents are
caused due to drivers’ fault, hence needs to be tackled on priority.

Ready Availability of Actionable Studies

Over the years, many experts and committees have analysed all
the issues surrounding road safety. The time now is for action. The
need is for the government to analyse each of such studies, see what
action (if any) has been taken and then draw up an action plan.
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Further, a time has come when each one of us should awaken to
the apparent breakdown in all spheres of road safety that is heading
beyond redemption. Let us no more wait for a VIP’s death or that of
a close family member to act. What all of us can do for a start is to
adhere to road discipline while pressurising the government to act
in other areas.
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