DEMOCRACY
REPORTING
INTERNATIONAL

Policy Brief
Intercity Travel During Covid-19

Asad Rafi

Summary

Pakistan's battle with the Covid-19 pandemic is far from
over. In relation to the low achieved in October 2020,
new cases (% of tests conducted) have remained on the
higher side for the past 3 months.

Overcrowded spaces such as domestic transport can
be the hub for virus transmission, particularly in the
absence of observance of SOPs.

There is a general fatigue now being experienced and
widespread disregard of SOPs can be seen everywhere
while implementation mechanisms have also become
lackluster.
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government needs to ensure that passengers and
transport providers adhere to the SOPs. The government
should focus on improving implementation through
strict monitoring mechanisms.

A challenge for the government will be to find a balance
between lives and livelihoods in case the population
does not follow SOPs strictly. Strict implementation
of SOPs will help the government avoid making hard
decisions at a later stage such as imposing lockdowns
or a complete domestic travel ban which could have
significant adverse economic implications.

* Incases where the government does have to temporarily
halt transport services, it can consider targeted financial
relief packages.

* Studies indicate that wearing a mask can reduce
the likelihood of virus transmission by 65-75%. The

Identifying the Problem

The second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic started gaining momentum at the end of November 2020 in Pakistan. In the first
wave, fatalities were less than widely anticipated. Various measures such as lockdowns, ban on intercity travel, suspension
of international and domestic flights and observance of necessary SOPs played a role in containing the spread of the
virus. In the second half of March, the provincial governments declared medical emergencies and announced lockdowns,
banning inter and intra city travel. Moreover, international and domestic flights were also banned on March 21st and 26th,
respectively. Since Covid-19 spreads from person-to-person interactions and human mobility is a big factor in the same,
travel restrictions were introduced to prevent the import of infections from high-risk to low-risk areas. By the end of March
2020, public transport was completely halted in Pakistan.

The lockdowns had an adverse impact on daily wage earners and as the conversation shifted from lives to livelihoods,
the government gradually started lifting the bans in mid-May and permitted transport operators to resume operations.
The transport sector employs more than 3.1 million people’, who were all impacted by its closure, particularly daily wage
earners. Moreover, thousands of Pakistanis rely on inter and intra city transport to commute to work; often belonging to the
low-income segments of society.

In relation to the low achieved in October 2020, new cases (% of tests conducted) have remained on the higher side for
the past 3 months. Given that the pandemic has plagued lives for over a year now, a fatigue is clearly evident with less
than desired implementation of SOPs. Meanwhile, enforcement is also weaker now versus the early days of the pandemic.
Intercity transport can be identified as one major channel for the transmission of the virus, particularly in context of weak
implementation of containment strategies.

Other governments around the world have also taken various measures to curb the spread of Covid-19. In Turkey, the
government is considering imposing a complete intercity ban again as cases from megacities like Istanbul are being




exported to other small provinces.? The Turkish government has already imposed travel restrictions on senior citizens
travelling on public transport due to their higher vulnerability to infections. Other countries have taken a different approach
by imposing curfews and strict restrictions. For instance, in Egypt, public transportation is not operational from 00:00 to
04:00. The French government imposed a curfew from 20:00 to 06:00, and a person can incur a fine of EUR 135 if caught
traveling during the curfew hours for non-essential reasons. Italy has also banned intertown and interregion movement for
non-essential reasons.®

What exacerbates the problem

The initial success of averting a catastrophic situation during the first wave resulted in the relaxation of containment policies
where many started ignoring SOPs.* A recent poll by Gallup has shown that 75% of Pakistanis feel that the Covid-19 situation
is now under control and there is no need for precautions anymore.® This ill-fed confidence has meant that people are no
longer observing SOPs and the second wave is claiming many additional lives. The situation at bus stations is worrisome
with most people breaching SOPs in the absence of implementation mechanisms. Bus stations are over-crowded, social
distance is not maintained in ticketing queues, and masks are not worn by many. The situation is similar inside vehicles
carrying passengers. As shown in the table below, the risk of transmission can be high in a highly occupied closed space
with poor ventilation.

Benefit of wearing a mask and proper ventilation®

Low Occupancy High Occupancy

Type and Level of
Group Activity Well-ventilated Poorly ventilated Well-ventilated Poorly ventilated

Wearing face coverings (contact for short time)

Silent

Speaking

Shouting

Wearing face coverings (contact for prolonged time)

Silent

Speaking

Shouting

No face coverings (contact for short time)

Speaking

Shouting

No face coverings (contact for prolonged time)

Silent

Speaking

Shouting

Low

Given the ongoing winters in most parts of the country, ensuring ventilation inside vehicles is also a challenge. Failure by
both government authorities and bus operators to implement and ensure SOPs has led to negligence by the public. The
situation is similar in luxury transport services. During the first wave, the government adopted strict measures against those
who violated SOPs. For instance, the DRTA of Punjab impounded 38 vehicles and imposed hefty fines for SOPs violations in
July 2020 when the number of new cases daily were peaking.” In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the provincial government recently
sealed 20 bus stands and imposed a fine of Rs7.5 million on 32,219 vehicles.




Tensions between government bodies and transport operators have also exacerbated the issue. The Punjab government
struggled in negotiations on SOPs with the All Pakistan Transport Owners Federation (APTOF). Members of APTOF
argued that SOPs requiring them to function at 50% capacity while also requiring fares to be reduced, were not fair and
would result in a loss to the bus operators. They posited that services would only be resumed once their concerns are
addressed.®

Tourism is becoming an important part of Pakistan’s economy especially for the KP province and the northern areas.
In 2018, the KP province recorded 5 million tourists in four of its most popular destinations. Around 8,665 jobs in these
areas are supported by tourism as it contributes USD5 million to the local economy.® However, these tourist destinations
are also at the risk of becoming hot spots for the virus. Late last year, hotels in Shogran, Naran and Kaghan were sealed
when new coronavirus cases were reported following a surge in tourist activity. In the Hazara division, a total of 372 cases
were reported in just 12 days after tourists were allowed to visit.'” This is especially worrisome given the lack of access
to healthcare facilities in such areas.

Given that intercity transport sector in Pakistan is mostly informal, experts have emphasized that it makes it difficult to
enforce the implementation of SOPs."! If the sector was formalized, an easy top-to-bottom approach could have been
taken, which would make it easier to monitor compliance, and impose penalties on those who fail to comply. Examples
of formal bus service, even though they are just a fraction of the total such service providers in Pakistan, are Daewoo or
Bilal Travels. In a case where violation of SOPs is observed in their buses, a financial penalty can be imposed directly on
the company, which in result will push them to ensure that SOPs are being followed to avoid such penalties in the future.

Implications:

With the changing perception of the coronavirus among the Pakistani population, the reality is that the virus is still spreading
in Pakistan. A new variant of the Covid-19 has also made its way to Pakistan, which is said to be 56% more contagious,
meaning that it has increased transmissibility. To put this in context, the UK on December 29 recorded its highest number
of new infections in one day with more than 53,000 cases.'?

Enforcement of containment measures is absolutely critical at this point. Wearing a mask can reduce the likelihood of
spread by 65-75% .3 With Karachi reporting around 95% of asymptomatic cases, which makes it harder to identify infected
persons, it is vital that masks are made mandatory in closed spaces like buses.'* Also, non-pharmaceutical interventions
such as travel restrictions can have a major impact according to a study that shows that infection rates have a 67-fold
increase without any restrictions or interventions in place.'®

However, banning public and private transport from a district or a city can have economic implications. For instance,
previously 2,800 transport workers were left unemployed only in Faisalabad as a consequence of a travel ban. Moreover,
people also rely on public transport facilities to travel for work from district-to-district. Data from 2015 shows that around
700,000 people travelled to and from Karachi every day. While recent data is not available, it can be assumed that these
numbers would have increased exponentially over the last 5 years given the increase in population and improved road
infrastructure.'® The same can be applied to other provinces where people living in towns around metropolises like Lahore,
Peshawar, Rawalpindi, Multan and Quetta travel to the megacities every day for work. Therefore, any district brought under
travel restrictions will have an economic impact on people in the area especially those who rely on intercity travel to earn
daily wages.

Given the informal nature of the transport sector, a temporary ban or termination of services can lead to several workers
being unemployed without any financial relief provided by the employer. The government does not have any special relief
package that targets the transport sector in Pakistan. In comparison, a report from Asian Development Bank shows
that several countries have introduced a stimulus package for the transport sector that specifically provides financial
assistance to employers and employees affected by the pandemic.'’

With the vaccine on its way, it is vital to ensure that the government focuses its efforts towards containment of the virus
as best as it can so that healthcare facilities are not overburdened with active cases of the virus while also administering
vaccines to the population. The government must focus on preemptive policies as opposed to reactionary policies once
the situation worsens and goes beyond control. '8
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The federal and provincial governments have already identified SOPs for the transport
sector. The problem lies in the lack of implementation. The NCOC has also identified
it as a significant issue in ensuring containment of the virus. Moreover, initial
negligence and failure in implementation may create conditions that necessitate
authorities to adopt harsher policies. Implementation can be ensured by mandating
authorities such as the police to impose fines on transport providers violating SOPs.
For intercity travel, police checkpoints can be used as monitoring stations to inspect
whether the passengers are adhering to the SOPs or not.

The government has collected data that helps identify regions and districts that are
hot spots of Covid-19. By looking at the percentage of positive cases in relation to
tests conducted and the size of population, provincial and district level governments
can take localized and targeted decisions to ban public and private transport to and
from high risk areas. This will be essential in containing the virus from spreading into
other parts of the country

The government needs to apply renewed focus on creating awareness regarding
SOPs to manage the spread of infection during the second wave. The Ministry of
Information and Broadcasting can take the lead in this initiative. By running a 20-30
second awareness campaign every hour on radio and leading tv networks, a narrative
can be created where the emphasis is placed on wearing a mask and maintaining
distance in public, especially when travelling. At the same time, engaging with local
community leaders such as teachers, doctors, traditional healers, religious and
spiritual leaders, can help spread awareness in remote/rural areas.

The government may consider a relief package for workers in the transport industry
when services are halted due to containment measures. Financial assistance should
especially be made available to those relying on daily wages. This financial assistance
package can be initiated under the Ehsaas programme.
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