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Taxiing Towards

CHAITANYA KALBAG

The prime minister,
fresh from hisown
memories as a state
leader, appearstobe
tryingtoforgea
consensus (on GST
and other Reform:s).
That may not happen
until Modi actually
~winshimselfa
Congress-mukt

: Bharat

Ithasbeenaratherbewildering
week, with things not what they
seem to be. The two Rohtak sisters
who beatup theirmolestersonabus:
did the incident really happen? The
Uber cabrapeallegation: should all
web based taxi services be banned in
India orshould we strengthen our
technology, our telecommunica-
tions, and our duediligence? The vi-
ciousattackon the daughterof a -
former Bangalore police commis-
sioner who happens tobefrom
Mizoram: are Indiansreally a peace-
ablenon-racist people who feel
threatened by ‘Chinese’ fromthe
North-eastand only occasionally at-
tack Africanstudents ina Delhimet-
rostation? And finally, the prime
minister's Srinagarrally: was itreal-
ly ahistoric election meeting attend-
ed by all peace-loving Kashmiris that
proved democracy had firmly
trumped terrorism?

Security isvery importantas our
bigger cities, yet to smarten, wel-
come hundreds of thousands of citi-
zens from the hinterland in search
of abetter economic future. Inthe
middle-class neighbourhood where I
live, as ordinary homes get hemmed
in by the highway; the chaotic road
running parallel to it, the metro
arching overhead, and a gaggle of
hulking, menacing office buildings,
several people have installed closed-
circeuitcameras. People have begun

tomistrust one another. Thejustice
system seemsto be running itself
ragged keeping the floodwaters from
coming in and plugging the holes in
the crumblingdikes of governance,
Iknow itdoes notseem that way if
youareaSalman Khanora
Ramalinga Raju. If westrengthen
duediligence who should webe
checkingoutbesides Uber drivers?
Busdriversand conductors? Metro
traindriversand metrostation at-
tendants? All taxiand auto-rickshaw
drivers, maids, chauffeurs, waiters,
supermarket cashiers, toll collec-
tors, sweepers, security guards, elec-
tricians, plumbers? Is itnot better to
provide vocational training and im-
plementa proper certification proc-
ess? Public-transport companies of
all stripes ought to fully vetall cus-
tomer-facingemployees. Drivingli-
cences ought to belinked to good be-
haviour, with points deducted for
traffic violations and for causingac-
cidentsand licences cancelled for re-
peat offenders. Have you ever heard
orread of anybody losing their
driver’s licence for reckless or
drunkendriving?

This isnot to say that a disruptive
taxiapplike Uberis blameless. Ithas
proven to be controversial in several
countries. Ithasjust beensued in
Portland and banned in Spain. A
French promotion appeared to offer
to pair customers with ‘hot chick’
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drivers. A senior executive wasre-
ported as saying the company would
spend large sums of money in inves-
tigating journalists who were bad-
mouthingit. Uber drivers have been
accused of attempted rape and fon-
dling in Washington D.C.and
Chieago. Itfaces many taxiappcom-
petitorslike Lyft, Curb, Sidecar,
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Hallo, and Flywheel. It claimsitdoes
athree-step screening process for
drivers in citieslike New York but
that isdebatable. Uber hasprovento
beaboon for immigrants like the
young Pakistani who droveme in
New York. Hesaid he was pursuing
apart-timedegree at Brooklyn
Collegeand did not seem to be very
conscientious about sticking to his
bookings, which a sarcasticdis-
patchermade clear inaradio conver-
sationIoverheard. Anotherdriver,
aTunisian, got the address for pick-
ingme upwrong. Buthere'sthe
thing: in New York you can book
your Uber car based on a five-star
ratingsystem; youare asked fora
ratingof theserviceand driverafter
every ride. The passenger can track

the carshehires by itsdriver’s first
name, ratingand locationona
Google map linked to the Uber app.
Still, some young women prefer to
hail an old-fashioned yellow cab late
atnightratherthan bookan Uber

‘ride. So the technology is important

—~merely downloadingan Uberapp
onyour Indian phone is not enough;
connectivity isimportant through-
outahuge, sprawling megapolis like
Delhi NCR, and this is where our tel-
ephone companies fall down. The
biggest ones have appallingcall-drop
rates, blackout patches throughout
the city, and download speeds that
makeboasts of 3G conveniencea
joke, Thefactremains that if youare
awoman, takinga taxioranautor-
ickshaw aloneatnight isa dark, po-
tentially terrifying experience, a lot-
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Urban transportation is unlikely to
have been on the agenda when Prime
Minister Modimet chief ministers
bothata formalmeetingandatare-
treatearlier this past Sunday.
‘Cooperative federalism’ isthenew
phrase, Wedidnot hearmuch about
KARMA, the Knowledgeand
Reforms Management Agency
which we weretold might soon re-
place the Planning Commission.

Instead there was talk of Team India,:
where the prime minister and the
chief ministers would meetatregu-::
lar intervals. Mamata Banerjee, who-
didnotattend the meeting, had writ- .
ten to Modi pointing out that there is-*
already an Inter-State Council with
its owri secretariat that hasbeen de-
funect. The National Development
Council wasreduced toa rubber

. stamp by the UPA regime. At Modi’s

meeting, the chief ministerspredict-'
ably splitalong ideologicallines,
withnon-BJPruled statesobjecting
toawholesale overhaul of the plan-
ning process. Butthat is indeed what
may berequired, asThavesaidin
pastcolumns. Anequitable parcel-
lingof fundsliesatthe heartof re-
formslikethe Goodsand Services
Taxwhich will benefit both the states:
and the centre. Atleast the prime
minister, fresh from hisown memo-
riesas astateleader; appearstobe
trying toforgea consensus. That
may not happen until Modiactually
wins himself a Congress-mukt
Bharat. Atthemomenttheclockis '
ticking on the reforms calendar: elev-
enweekstotheannual budgetthat;
forreasonsthatarenot very clearto
me, is held outas adefiningevent

in this government’s effort to refash-
ionIndia.
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