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C

entre for Public Policy Research (CPPR), Kochi, in collaboration with the Council on Energy,
Environment and Water (CEEW), New Delhi, organised a half-day workshop in Kochi, Kerala
on 13th July 2022 from 9:15 am to 1:30 pm. The theme of the workshop was “Creating Policy
Pathways with the Fourth Estate: Towards Achieving Sustainable Mobility in Kerala.” The rapid
urbanisation in Kerala has come with a set of challenges including high vehicle density, traffic
congestion, less optimisation of KSRTC and less efficient last mile connectivity. The workshop was
aimed at building the expertise of journalists, who regularly write on issues related to transportation
in the state, to analyse various challenges faced by the transport system critically. It encouraged
them to look at the larger picture of sustainable mobility, the role of KSRTC, private operators, etc.
in the expansion of public transport, the coming of private players in the sector, and how mobility
contributed to the socio-economic development and progress of the state. The workshop aimed to
provide a new narrative in the mobility discourse in India through informed media.

INAUGURAL SESSION
The inaugural session was initiated with a welcome address by Ms April Suzanna Varkey, Research
Associate at CPPR, with an introduction to CPPR and CEEW. She established the aim of the workshop
as rethinking the public transport dialogue with sensitised media.
Dr Dhanuraj, Chairman, Centre for Public Policy Research, Kochi, set the tone of the workshop with
his opening remarks. He began his speech by reiterating the significance of the workshop as it tries to
address the transport issues from a concrete scientific and technical perspective. He said that today,
the transport sector is identified as the major area of concern in Kerala which makes it critical to
analyse these issues through the agents of the fourth estate. The workshop, as he underlined, aimed
to look at the transport sector from a non-conventional perspective by analysing the issues ranging
from metro connectivity to auto-rickshaws to public transport infrastructure. He acknowledged the
importance of journalists in making informed decisions to drive improvements in the public transport
sector. He welcomed the Chief Guest, Shri Hibi Eden, Kochi MP, the speakers of the workshop, Mr G P
Hari (Executive Officer, Kochi Metropolitan Transport Authority), Mr Jiji Paul (Special Correspondent
with Malayala Manorama), Mr John Paul (Special Correspondent with The Hindu) and Ms Greeshma
Giri, former Principal Correspondent with Times of India, and the participants to the workshop.
Following the welcome address by Dr Dhanuraj, Shri Hibi Eden, Member of Parliament, the Chief
Guest of the workshop, began his speech by acknowledging the role of CPPR as a facilitator of the
cultural transition in public transportation. He appreciated the contribution of CPPR in creating a
healthy and sustainable transportation culture in Kerala. Today, there is a need for a behavioural shift
in maximising the utilisation of public transport for commuting in urban areas. Kochi has benefited
from a very modern mode of public transportation, especially with the arrival of metro transport and
it has familiarised the people with a culture of utilising public transport on a daily basis. He noted
that the current discourse on transport in Kochi is revolving around the question of whether Kochi
needs a metro in a society that still depends on private vehicles for last-mile connectivity. He opined
that water transport has huge potential in a city like Kochi which has waterways connecting to almost
every corner of the city. Water metro should be developed tremendously by taking advantage of
these geographical features to the benefit of every individual, even on the outskirts of the city. He
emphasised that last mile connectivity is another important concern that needs to be addressed
because, in spite of metro, water metro and public buses existing, people are still dependent on
their private vehicles to travel the intermittent distance to these areas. He also emphasised the need
for an active discussion on JNNURM buses and their utilisation in the city system and the routes of
metro transport. He believed that the civic sense needs to be awakened for the cultural transition
to a public transport system. In this matter, the role played by the media is unchallenged. He called
for all the journalists to take up their words to fight for the interests of public transport. He also
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shared his experience in submitting a paper on sustainable mobility at a conference in Leone, France.
He inaugurated the workshop by lighting the lamp along with Dr Dhanuraj representing CPPR, Mr
Aravind Harikumar, representing CEEW, and fellow speakers. Dr Dhanuraj also presented a memento
to the chief guest as a token of appreciation.

The workshop on “Creating Policy Pathways with the
Fourth Estate” was inaugurated by Shri Hibi Eden,
MP from Ernakulam, by lighting the lamp along with
CPPR and CEEW representatives and speakers of the
sessions.

PLENARY SESSION Panel Discussion on Sustainable Mobility in Kerala: Perspectives and Contexts
Dr Dhanuraj, Chairman, CPPR, Kochi, initiated the plenary session by introducing the agenda of
the session to look at what public transport is, identifying the fundamental issues of the sector
and understanding the root causes of these issues. He noted that around 200 JNNURM buses are
rusting away in bus depots without being utilised and in spite of the discussions, there are certain
fundamental issues that convince people to still drive private vehicles during their daily commute.
The questions that were emphasised during the workshop included - why there were a few efforts in
last mile connectivity and how to enhance the efficiency of the public transport in Kerala.

Dr D Dhanuraj, Chairman of CPPR, gave his opening
remarks.

Mr Karthik Ganesan, Fellow and Director - Research Coordination at CEEW, New Delhi, the moderator
of the plenary session, set the tone of the session by noting how the youngsters in Kerala associate
KSRTC rides with nostalgia. He introduced the importance of a public transport system in the Indian
economy and how private transport staggers the growth of the economy. He defined an advanced
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society as one where even the richest take public transport for commuting, yet, unfortunately, Kerala
is moving towards a private transport system. He also gave a brief on the collaborative work CPPR
and CEEW have been doing in the field of electrification of auto-rickshaws. He raised the question
of what challenges need to be considered while reporting on transport issues, whether it is the cost
or mobility challenges.

Mr Karthik Ganesan, Fellow and Director - Research
Coordination at CEEW, moderating the panel
discussion.

Mr Jiji Paul, the Special Correspondent with Malayala Manorama, one of the speakers of the session,
responded that, to him, lack of data while reporting the issues in relation to transportation is the
primary challenge. Journalists are often pushed to focus on other issues of political nature that get
the attention of a wider audience than the news relating to transport in a particular region. The
sustainable mobility aspects of transport are often not looked at while reporting. The next concern
is people’s receptivity to public transport. He added that our public transport, unfortunately, has not
yet achieved the accuracy, efficiency and comfort offered by private vehicles.
He also emphasised the need for an efficient water transport system to take advantage of the
geographical features of the land we live on.

Mr Jiji Paul, Special Correspondent with Malayala
Manorama, shared his thoughts on the challenges
faced by the media in reporting transportationrelated issues.

Mr Karthik Ganesan raised the question of whether a provision of distinguished services based on
different levels of service provided for different prices would help. He added that one can learn from
the proven models of practices in the New Delhi transport system by way of illustration, affordability,
reserved seating, shuttle services and the like; these mechanisms incentivize people to take public
transport. He raised the questions to the speakers on what areas should be the focus of media while
making a case for public transport.
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Mr G P Hari, Executive Officer, Kochi Metropolitan Transport Authority, suggested that these
workshops should be a continuous mechanism to address the transport issues. Often the news related
to transport is always reported in the last pages of newspapers with the least importance given and it
is extensively trimmed down by the editors as other topics usually get significant attention. He noted
that oftentimes the media is less critical when it comes to public transport and society, in general, is
less active in raising its demands for the sector.

Mr G P Hari, Executive Officer, Kochi Metropolitan
Transport Authority, gives his views on the
inadequacy of media coverage of transport issues.

Ms Greeshma Giri, former Principal Correspondent with Times of India, commented that one area
that is overlooked while discussing the transport sector is rash driving and the increased number
of road accidents. The obstacles that the drivers face on the roads like poorly maintained roads,
construction debris, encroachment of roads and traffic block lead to drivers not being able to keep
up with time and hence, forcing them to drive rashly. Then there is an inherent aversion to public
transport. She voiced the concerns of island dwellers in the region as they feel discouraged to take
up water transport because they feel that they would be left out in the race for development. Faster
transport with the least obstacles is the demand of the people as they do not want to waste their
time commuting and only when that demand is met, people would respond positively to the sector.
She also highlighted the importance of the affordability factor in considering transportation reforms
and the issues of narrow roads and lanes of Kochi also should be considered in the question of last
mile connectivity.

Ms Greeshma Giri, former Principal Correspondent
with Times of India, provides insights on the
obstacles faced by the state in the transportation
sector

Mr John L Paul, the Special Correspondent with The Hindu, shared his experience reporting various
types of issues in the transportation sector. He remembered how a few major accidents reported in
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the first few days of metro transport inauguration in Kochi affected the popularisation of the metro
among common people. He noted that the number of accidents that happened in relation to KSRTC
is alarming and KSRTC is facing issues of driver shortage, low fleet utility and lack of accountability.
These issues often point to the need for middle management in KSRTC, soft skill upskilling among
the employees, etc. He suggested that to improve the efficiency of buses, one can adopt digital
technology into the functioning like GPS tracking as well as for the upskilling of the bus crew.

Mr John L Paul, Special Correspondent with The
Hindu, expressed his ideas on improving public bus
transportation.

Mr Jiji Paul commented that there would be strong opposition from the Union of KSRTC workers
against any news reports on issues related to them. Secondly, Kerala is a highly politicised society
where the news reports are assumed as politically motivated and prejudiced. This forces the
journalists to prefer a neutral as well as less critical tone in their articles. Public transport is working
profitably in around 6 states in India where they use market management measures to increase their
profitability. States like Madhya Pradesh lease out public transportation facilities but these models
are not feasible in Kerala. In Kochi, there is a pressing need for re-routing and planning to increase
the efficiency of the sector. For example, the maximum number of buses are from regions like Vyttila,
Thrippunithura, through Menaka to Aluva and the metro has also been constructed on the same
route without considering the demographic distribution of people. As a result, both buses and metro
are plying without enough passengers. In the case of KSRTC, the resources are mostly spent on
providing salaries and pensions to the employees and not on building the efficiency of the system.
Ms Greeshma Giri shared her views on the question asked by Mr Karthik Ganesan on the gender
aspect in the transport discourse. She admitted that oftentimes gender is rarely discussed in the
transport discourse other than on days like women’s day. Yet, it’s the truth that a women-centric
public transport would not only enhance the productivity of this huge workforce of the economy
but will also incentivize more people to use public transport services. Women are a huge section of
public transport users. They have to depend on buses which are overcrowded and are exhausted just
by travelling to work. There are a lot of medical issues women face due to driving two-wheelers like
back-aches but they are left without options. If there is a proper and well-planned public transport
network, it would benefit women the most and they would be comfortably able to travel. Gender
aspects need to be considered and analysed while transport policy is being drafted.
Dr Dhanuraj spoke on how the discourse on the significance of public transport, in general, started
with the planning of the Vyttila mobility hub. Kerala has a dominating culture in the state, which
translates to the Transport Minister being reduced to ‘KSRTC Minister’ failing to look at the larger
picture of the transport sector. The problem with portraying the state as a paternal figure is that the
civic society ignores to question the capacity and expertise of the government to be involved in these
many issues. The reality of today is that KSRTC cannot be revived by anyone and the authority fails
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to admit it to the public. He added that the KSRTC system has some inherent limitations that cannot
be resolved by buying new buses. Unfortunately, today’s public transport system fails to provide the
adequate comfort that the consumers demand and fails to compete to set the expectations. Buses
and transport have significantly contributed to the development of Kerala as a society but it’s rarely
recognised and debated. Like education, the public transportation sector also played a huge role in
empowering Kerala’s quality of life. This undermined significance needs to be highlighted, recognised
and discussed to redirect the spotlight to the sector. One of the studies undertaken by CPPR tried
to look at the role of municipalities and corporations in the public transportation arena. He said that
the research showed that the mayor can only make proclamations but is not authorised to make
decisions or execute on transport issues as the Kerala Municipality Act does not have provisions for
transportation. These legal limitations prevent these institutions from executing their full potential in
changing the landscape of the public transport system.
Mr G P Hari added to the aforementioned argument that Kerala Municipality Amendment Act 2019
and Standing Committee Amendment Rules act as the fenced area for the effective functionality
of corporations and municipalities. Transport, as discussed, is the neglected area in the Act which
does not assign any specific role for the corporation with respect to the provision of parking areas,
maintenance of roads, etc. It is widely acknowledged that the roads are so pathetic in Kerala that they
are reduced to just sparsely tarred areas. Often the flow of traffic is interrupted by the lines of cables,
encroachment by vendors, posts, and the constant presence of processions and other gatherings.
These issues cannot be addressed through corporations as they do not have the legal provisions to
look at the local perspectives in addressing these issues. One of the identified reasons for the failure
of efficient functioning of KSRTC is that it functions within the KSRTC Act of 1950 which acts as a
barrier to the reforms in the sector. Another issue with municipalities and corporations is the nonavailability of data to journalists to write on as they do not have a PRO and if an official is contacted
for information, very limited data is available which again is often diluted.
Ms Greeshma expressed that looking at the issue of KSRTC, the journalists often face the trouble
of getting genuine information since as a system with a lot of interconnected organisations and
stakeholders, the flow of information to a journalist is limited. She recalled the times when they were
able to collect information from some officials with the promise of confidentiality but as they prefer
to be anonymous it fails to assure the accuracy of the information.
Dr Dhanuraj concluded the session with the note that the system and structure of KSRTC are pathetic
as they are not updated with the technology and management practices to provide information to
the general public.

OPEN SESSION Questions and Answers (Q and A) - Challenges and The Way Forward
The Q and A session was moderated by Mr Karthik Ganesan with active participation from the
audience and speakers. The initial question to be contemplated in this session was on sustainable
mobility in Kerala and the future model of practice. Dr Dhanuraj raised the question of why there is
hesitancy to introduce an auto-sharing system in Kochi. Basic research has shown that shared autos
are not permitted under the Kerala Motor Act except for the Kochi Metro area. He also noted that
many routes in Kerala are nationalised to prevent private entities from getting a licence for providing
bus service in these selected routes, preventing private participation in the sector.
Mr Karthik Ganesan noted that the lack of public demand for an efficient sector fails to create a
political consensus and the media can be the voice in creating public interest.
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Mr B J Antony, the retired Senior Deputy Commissioner of the Transport Department, reiterated
the role of the media in this matter. He shared anecdotes on how public demand in the past has
compelled Balakrishna Pillai, the former transport minister, to make amendments to those bus
routes that were nationalised in 1992 to allow 100 more private buses on the road. He noted that
many a time elected representatives fail to see the local demands and challenges and the legality of
these matters and that fails the democratic means. In the past, even in the face of a public outcry,
politicians adopted temporary responses such as allowing a KSRTC bus for service in the demanded
route and it mostly fails to bring a lasting impact as usually, they might stop that service soon
when it turns out not profitable. The Kerala Motor Act has provisions to prevent private entities
from entering the sector to give headway to KSRTC over private players. He raised the question of
why we are still looking at the bus as a service and not as a business opportunity. If the market is
allowed in the sector it will be able to provide solutions to the demands of the consumers and lead
the transition to the public transport culture. He criticised the government regulations in the sector
such as fixing the price of the bus service and demanded to analyse how it affects the private entities
and in turn the economy itself. He acknowledged that electric vehicles would help in reducing the
carbon footprint but the government is not willing to invest in the cost of these transitions. There
is also a need for a psychological approach to encourage the youngsters to use public transport by
incentivizing the parents to take up public transport which slowly will have a behavioural shift in
children and youngsters. He urged the journalists to be truthful and courageous in their words as
it is demanded by the people as the foundation of democracy. He said that the challenge of young
entrepreneurs being hesitant to enter the public transport sector will stagger the growth of the
sector. He suggested that providing information to youngsters on the transport service availability
through software applications and technical support like GPS provisions will enhance the information
provision and operational efficiency.

Mr B J Antony, former Senior Deputy Commissioner
of the Transport Department, conveying his take on
how the transportation sector could be made better
with more involvement of media and private players.

Mr Yogi, a researcher from the audience, shared that one needs to look at Kochi as an important IT
node in the globalised world to analyse the level of sophistication of our transport sector. As part
of research, he had tried to understand how the general public responded to the modernization of
the transport system and he had felt that individuals of Kochi responded with a curiosity towards
technology and development. Unfortunately the development is lopsided and it’s widening the
gap between the elites and the common folks. He commented that we fetishized and commodified
mobility when we failed to see a lot of aspects from the eyes of common people. He raised the
question on the approaches we have adopted to look at sustainable mobility.
Ms Greeshma added that the momentum of discourse on urban mobility began in 2011 and nobody
knew what directions to take at that point of time. It was understood that the models of other cities
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could not be replicated in Kochi as aspects such as geography and other factors need to be analysed.
It is an evolving discourse in Kerala and collective accountability needs to be built.
Mr Solomon, from the audience, shared the queries on making sure how the suggestions are taken up
to the authorities to change the existing narrative in the transport sector. He stated that the presence
of youngsters in these constructive dialogue is critical to take a step into the future. He added that
there is a need for changing the terms associated with the sector, for example a private bus “service”
should be considered as a business sector and not as a service sector to re-engage the sector with
the market opportunities. He also shared examples from the Assam public transport sector and how
they were able to get profit out of it by leasing the buses to individuals. The failure of KSRTC could
be changed if necessary actions are taken to increase the profit margin and measures such levying
taxes against those who use private vehicles to transition to the public transport sector.
Mr Karthik Ganesan added that civic vigilance would lead to concrete actions in this sector and only
through public awareness one can wake up the public.
Ms Soumya, a representative of the radio media, felt that there is a gradual cultural transition to the
public sector in Kochi as people prefer to use metro and private cab services over their personal
vehicles. Yet there are other minute factors such as the aggressive attitude of auto drivers that hinder
the public especially women in availing these services. She also added that the inclusivity aspect of
public transport needs to be discussed as most of the time the needs of differently abled people are
not considered in these discourses.
Mr Jacob, from the audience, shared personal troubles in commuting in the metro at night due to lack
of last mile connectivity in certain regions of Kochi and even if there are some facilities, mostly they
are costly for the general public. He also added that the educational system should accommodate
sustainable transportation as part of the syllabus for psychological transition among youngsters.
Dr Dhanuraj further directed the discussion on issues such as lack of a command and control
centre for all transport demands in the region, which he had suggested that Vyttila Mobility Hub
could have acted on. The need for implementation of models such as blue shuttle service like in
Washington DC needs to be analysed and thoroughly discussed. Issues such as lack of scientific data
in transportation, lack of vision in planning and the need for restructuring the KTDFC system need
separate and adequate research and discussion.
Mr Abhijith, from the audience, shared an experience on how each individual has the power to
demand change. He raised the question on how decentralised institutions could be the centre of
reform and action. To that, Mr G P Hari added that the reality of decentralisation is debatable as still
the decisions and directions are taken from the top to bottom model, especially in the transport
domain.
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CONCLUSION

Dr Dhanuraj gave the closing remarks that the aim of the workshop is to revisit the narrative from a
realistic point of view. One of the studies on Chennai parking spaces led to the understanding of how
those spaces could be utilised for affordable housing for the urban poor. People often demand for
parking as it is their right but it is not always possible to address this issue in a country like India. He
said that if necessary actions are not taken immediately, Kochi will be the next Delhi in terms of the
pollution rate and vehicle density. He demanded that the discourse should also be on how private
owners can be welcomed in the water transport system. There is a need to revive a public transport
sector which has died due to inefficient policies in the sector.
Ms April Suzanna Varkey, the Research Associate at CPPR, concluded the ceremony with a vote
of thanks and Mr B J Antony, retired Senior Deputy Commissioner of the Transport Department,
handed out the mementos to the speakers. The event concluded with a networking lunch.
Assessment of the Workshop
From the workshop, the following factors emerged as the major obstacles in bringing in a sustainable
transport system in Kerala:
•
•
•
•

Many barriers for private operators to enter and operate in the transport sector.
Lack of integrated transport solutions like last mile connectivity and feeder system.
Lack of transport-related data.
Unsupportive RTO provisions.

Capturing the whole team of organisers, speakers
and participants in one frame!
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