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    Minibuses vow to fight back
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  By James Sun
MINIBUS operators are up in arms against the reported proposals by the Government Public Light Bus (PLB) Working Group.
And they are prepared to take strike action if necessary, petition the Governor, or hand back their licences if the Government implements the proposals.
The working group, made up of transport experts, was set up last year to make a study of PLB operations.
The group proposes a “zoning plan” confining minibuses within only one of the four designated districts — the Island, Kowloon, Kuntong and the New Territories.
it also recommends the exchange of minibus licences with that of the taxis and the banning of these vehicles in highly congested areas, such as the cross harbour tunnel and the proposed Island Eastern Corridor.
These proposals have been made in accordance with the policy laid down in the White Paper on Transport — to divert minibuses from main traffic corridors.
In an interview with TYR, the chairman of the 1,000-strong Public Light Bus United Merchants’ Association, Mr Lai Kwok-ming, lashed out at the Government saying that its policies were “self-contradicting and discriminatory.”
“The Government has always wanted to cut the present 4,350 minibuses by more than half saying that minibuses do not make an economical and maximum use of roads compared to buses,” he said.
“But now the Government is encouraging the exchange of minibus licence with that of a taxi which has even a smaller passenger capacity.”
The “one-for-one exchange”, Mr Lai said, is unreasonable “since the minibus passenger capacity is triple that of a taxi.”
Mr Lai says the Government wants to drive them out of existence. It was using minibuses as the scapegoat for all traffic problems.
“It is illogical to say that minibuses causes traffic jams when there has been no issuing of new minibus licence over the years.
“We believe the Government has been standing on the side of large enterprises. It wants to protect the metro and the two franchised bus companies.”
As for the maxicab scheme which requires a minibus to operate on a fixed route with a fixed time schedule and a fixed fare, Mr Lai said this should be a good idea. But Government had limited the routes along rural areas, making it hardly viable to operate.
There are at present 50 maxicab routes. This will be doubled and served by 500 minibuses upon the working group’s recommendation.
Also strongly against these policies is Mr Au Man, secretary of the Public Light Bus General Association.
Concerning the maxicab scheme, he said: “Many of us who had joined the scheme, are suffering lossess because of the remote areas they are confined to serve. In fact some of them have quit and taken up another trade.”
Meanwhile, the minibus operators, represented by Mr Lai Kwok-ming, has written to the head of the PLB working group, Dr R. Bulter, to protest against the proposals.
According to Mr K. J. Woodhouse, a member of the working group, a final report has been ready and will be submitted to the Executive Council for final decision soon.  
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