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A] PREAMBLE

ALL OF BEST’s problems in recent years have been created by (1 ) government pol icy

that is single minded in the encouragement of private automobiles creating

unbearable congestion on roads, (2) lack of investment in upgrading and improving

BEST fleet and operations, and (3) repeated fare hikes that have led to a drop in

ridership. The real crisis of BEST is the decline of public bus ridership, and the

ruinous expansion of private transport, which has led to the growth of traffic

congestion, pollution and deterioration of public welfare (as those who can least

afford it are made to pay more for an essential service, or give it up). Ridership of BEST

buses has fal len by a third, from 42 lakh to 28 lakh or even less, in the space of a few

years. If we continue on the present path, Mumbai’s publ ic bus system, once the pride

of the city, wil l soon be irrelevant.

The Municipal Commissioner has defined the crisis of BEST bus services as a purely

financial one: the ‘losses’ of BEST, which are merely the subsidy always provided to

BEST bus services since 1 948. His solution is therefore addressed simply to reducing

BEST’s expenditures and raising its revenues, by handing over operations to private

operators and raising bus fares. This amounts to applying a shopkeeper’s mental ity to

the running of a metropol is. Whether or not this actual ly reduces the subsidy paid for

bus services remains to be seen: Publ ic subsidies for transport have been known to

rise in the wake of privatisation, as in the U.K.

Frequent, affordable, speedy, decent and safe public transport is a basic right of

all citizens. Publ ic transport is a far more economical ly efficient and rational mode to
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transport the mil l ions who must travel every day in the city. Private motorised modes

consume vastly more fuel , compel mil l ions to waste precious hours in commuting,

waste civic funds in road building and repair, cause road accidents, and poison the air.

Private automobiles occupy valuable urban land in the form of parking space and road

space. They occupy the largest share of road space, and move a very smal l percentage

of commuters. The city is not adequately compensated for either the use of its space

or for the other negative external ities of private automobiles, such as pol lution. These

much more serious costs are not even mentioned by the civic authorities. At the same

time, the environmental benefits conferred by publ ic transport are not calculated and

taken into account.

  BEST provides, l ike al l publ ic transport, positive external ities in the form of

environmental benefits (reduction of pol lution), welfare benefits (inexpensive

transport to low-income citizens), and enhancement of the city’s economic efficiency

(reduction of travel times of employees to and from their workplace). These

substantial benefits to the citizens and the economy as a whole must receive publ ic

FIG 1: WHICH WOULD BE THE MOST EFFICIENT TRANSPORT ALTERNATIVE? *

*A comparision of various transport alternatives to improve Mumbai's traffic system.

**Peak Hour Peak Direction

**
Possible Alternatives

Upgraded bus system / BRTS
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funding. This plan aims to advance the objective of increasing the share,

reliability, quality and extent of public transport in Mumbai, and if this is the goal ,

the performance of BEST wil l be evaluated on the basis of ridership, qual ity,

integration and service coverage, and measures to improve the physical efficiency and

financial performance of BEST should serve, not confl ict with, this end.

B] PLAN OBJECTIVE

The objective of this plan is to seek to increase the share, reliability, quality and

extent ofpublic transport in Mumbai.

C] PLAN PRINCIPLES

To achieve the objective, it is essential to adopt the fol lowing principles:

1) Public Service and subsidy

Nearly al l cities, national ly and international ly, subsidize publ ic transport, including

buses. This is done for the health of the city. Recently, Paris made its publ ic transport

free for three days to reduce severe pol lution, and is also considering making publ ic

transport permanently free. While good financial management is important, BEST

ought to be operated as a service, and not as a profit-oriented business enterprise.

2) Accessibility and Affordability

It fol lows from the above that as a service, BEST wil l have to be both affordable and

accessible. This means that fares wil l need to be low, and that physical and social

factors that inhibit use of publ ic transport wil l need to be overcome.

3) Disincentivizing private transport
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The pol icy of favouring private cars exacerbates the city’s traffic congestion and the

performance of bus systems. It makes waiting times for buses longer, and forces

people to move to alternatives that worsens overal l traffic congestion. Transport pol icy

wil l need to overcome the fixation with car-centric mega-projects that induce demand

for private vehicles, and move towards approaches that make private transport

expensive and unattractive.

4) Accountability and deliberative decision making process

Consultation with unions, urban affairs experts, transport experts and people’s

organisations to understand the social , organizational and operational performance of

BEST must be institutional ized. BEST wil l only benefit if it draws from the insights and

experiences of various groups that use, operate and manage the service.

D] ASSESSABLE TARGETS

Set quantitative and qual itative targets for the fol lowing:

1) Increase BEST ridership

2) Improve BEST service quality

3) Improve BEST service coverage and access
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FIG 2: BEST PERFORMANCE OVER THE YEARS (1990 - 2017)

FIG 3: BEST RISING FARES, FALLING PASSENGERS
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FIG 5: SPACE CONSUMED BYDIFFERENTVEHICLES OF
TOTAL SPACE CONSUMED

FIG 4: SPACE USED BYPRIVATE AND PUBLIC VEHICLES BYSIZE

Source: Fig 4
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E] PLAN PROPOSALS

1) Increase BEST ridership

a) subsidy, tax waiver

With the discontinuation of the cross-uti l ity subsidy, BEST needs to build a new

financial model . BMC should provide for losses caused by BEST’s unplanned fleet

expansion of 2006-1 0 by writing off its ‘loans’ to BEST, and paying off the other

borrowings BEST has had to make in the recent period. This wil l clear the backlog and

help BEST start with a clean slate. BEST bus transport must now be subsidized directly

by the owner of the whole undertaking, namely, the BMC.

BEST’s bus division projects a deficit of around Rs 1 ,000 crore in 201 8-1 9. Although this

can be brought down, given the important role BEST plays even now in publ ic

transport, this is not a large figure for the BMC to bear. The BMC enjoys an annual

Budget of over Rs 27,000 crore, a significant part of which remains unuti l ised at the

end of each year. The richest municipal ity in the country, it also has a staggering Rs

69,000 crore in fixed deposits.

Taxes account for about 20 per cent of the gross operating costs of urban publ ic bus

services in India (see: "Urban Publ ic Transport Systems: Are the Taxation Pol icies

Congenial for Their Survival and Growth?" by PS Kharola and G Tiwari, EPW, 2008). Al l

taxes on BEST, motor vehicles tax, nutritional cess, VAT on fuel and tol l tax should be

waived by the Maharashtra government. (Maharashtra is providing airl ines aviation

turbine fuel at a concessional VAT

rate of just 1 % in airports covered under the UDAN scheme.) The Maharashtra
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government should also compensate BEST for the GST on purchase of buses (@ of 43

per cent), since publ ic transport is a publ ic good.

Greater Mumbai accounts for more than one-fifth of l ight motor vehicles in the state.

Maharashtra is estimated to have earned Rs 7200 crore in 201 7-1 8 from one-time

taxes on new motor vehicles. The portion of revenues col lected on vehicles registered

in Mumbai should be devoted to the creation of a publ ic transport fund for the city.

Raising the tax rates on motor vehicles wil l a lso disincentivize ownership of private

automobiles.

b) bringing down fares

Reduce bus fares for short-distance routes. This wil l improve ridership. The fares for

the three shortest distances should be reduced to Rs 4, 6, and 8. (In fact BEST bus

fares have risen multiples of the Consumer Price Index, making it unaffordable. For

example, the CPI-IW for Mumbai rose by 77 per cent between March 201 0 and August

201 7, but the bus fare for the shortest distance, 2 km, rose by 1 67 per cent. Meanwhile

the number of bus riders for the 2 km distance fel l by 40 per cent.)

c) introduction ofbus priority lanes

The goal is to reduce road space for cars, distribute it more equitably, and make buses

more efficient. Bus priority lanes on at least two North-South routes (Western Express

Highway and one eastern route), with buses at a frequency of 30 seconds must be

introduced. Mumbai Environmental Social Network (MESN) has provided a concrete

plan for WEH with 300 buses. The investment would be of the order of only Rs 1 00

crore per route, if not less. Each such North-South route can raise ridership by several
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lakhs.

d) manage private traffic in transit nodes and on feeder routes

Increase short-distance buses on feeder routes to train stations. Regulate traffic at

train stations to ensure buses get priority.

e) parking and traffic controls

In 201 5 the BEST management had pointed out that the BEST had suffered Rs 400

crore losses in the previous 3 years due to traffic congestion. Traffic congestion is an

outcome of poor management of private vehicular traffic. An appropriate parking fee

regime needs to be introduced to create an income stream for BEST. MESN has shown

that these can yield Rs 400 crore a year even at moderate rates. Futhermore, private

automobiles must be taxed and charged for the multiple costs they impose on the city

in terms of road maintenance, congestion, and pol lution.

The financial measures we have l isted above are capable of meeting the bulk of BEST’s

requirement of funding. The financial crisis of BEST can be dissipated without putting

a burden on the bulk of the citizens, while adhering to the principle of “pol luter pays”.

2) Improve BEST service quality

a) retain high service standards

BEST has a reputation of providing good qual ity of maintenance and in-house services.

It pays decent wages to its experienced staff, and has a high number of personnel per

bus. This is what has made BEST rel iable. The performance and service qual ity of BEST

is predicated on the wel l -being and working conditions of its staff and employees, and
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FIG 6: INCREASE IN PRIVATE TRANSPORT, MORE INCREASE IN FUEL CONSUMPTION

FIG 7: INFRASTRUCTURE SPENDING FOR PRIVATE VEHICLES IN MUMBAI

*

*the growth rate of BEST buses has now turned negative, with the figure for 201 7 down to 3096 buses
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this tradition and practice must be retained and improved as much as possible.

b) Refurbish the existing BEST fleet

Though BEST has a fleet of acceptable qual ity, it requires upgradation in terms of

technology as wel l as comfort and design. Introduction of app-based technologies,

more safe and accessible designs as wel l as comfort level of passengers must be

introduced. Service indicators must be introduced to assess qual ity and rel iabi l ity of

the service.

c) improve bus stop and communication design

In addition to the fleet, BEST must improve the design of bus-stop areas, bus stations

and its communications. Ensuring that BEST is accessible and friendly requires it to

work actively to remove the various physical and psychological barriers that are faced

by its users.

d) Improve BEST service integration

There is a serious need to integrate BEST with other modes of transport. Almost al l

major suburban rai l stations have bus-stations proximate to them, but these are often

poorly integrated. As far as possible, there must be a seamlessness between suburban

rai l , metro, bus, intermediate publ ic transport and non-motorized modes from the

perspective of the commuter. This may require replanning and redesigning most of

our transport nodes, which is the responsibi l ity of the BMC.

3) Improve BEST coverage and access

a) reintroduce routes that have been discontinued

The discontinuation of routes, justified as a way of cutting down ‘losses’ is an outcome
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of a flawed paradigm – that is based on financial viabi l ity and not on publ ic service

provision. Al l discontinued routes must be restarted.

b) introduce new routes in unserviced areas

Ideal ly, every part of the city must have walkable access to some form of publ ic

transport. Buses are most effective way of enabl ing access to publ ic transport – hence

a careful assessment of areas that are i l l -served by publ ic transport must be made and

bus services must be extended to such areas.

c) introduce more inclusive policies to support vulnerable groups

Students, the elderly, chi ldren, and disabled groups depend more heavily on publ ic

bus systems, and therefore more inclusive pol icies must be introduced by BEST for

them. Futhermore, it is very important to understand the gendered nature of

transport system and how it impacts women commuters, their access to faci l ities and

opportunities in the city. The BEST must ensure that its pol icies encourage groups that

rely more extensively on publ ic transport.

FIG 8: COMPARISION OF CITYBUS SERVICES

(PPP)
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d) Increase size ofbus fleet in a planned and phase-wise manner

The experience of bus services in other major cities around the world suggests that

optimum ratio is about 800 buses per mil l ion population. However, for Mumbai to be

able to move in the direction of this standard would require at the same time a

number of measures to considerably decrease private vehicle use, such as parking

and congestion charges, and the introduction of dedicated bus lanes. Over the course

of a few years, these measures wil l create the road space necessary to expand the bus

fleet to an optimal size, and al low more people to enjoy frequent and speedy publ ic

bus service. .






