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REAMS meet devastating ends
D on the roads and highways of

Bangladesh almost every day.
Puja Sarkar’s death is one of the latest
examples. The young scientist was on
track to fulfil her dreams, despite all the
challenges she had faced in life. With
unflinching determination and hard
work, she went on to finish her graduation
with distinction, and joined Bangladesh
Atomic Energy Commission (BAEC). On
the personal front, her life seemed to be
as close to perfect as she could ever hope
for. She had married the love of her life,
Tanmoy Majumder, a doctor, and she had
been expecting a baby. Three months
ago, Puja was reunited with Tanmoy,
who had recently been transferred to a
Manikganj hospital after being posted
in Patuakhali for two years. The couple
were [inally together and were eagerly
awaiting the arrival of their bundle of joy.
Her Canadian expatriate uncle, Subrata
Nandy, in a heart-wrenching Facebook
post, said Puja, expressing her gratitude
for facilitating Tanmoy’s transfer, told
him, “I don’t want anything else. [ am

The roads of death

Road crashes have become the norm in Bangladesh, claiming lives on a regular basis

per day in May 2022, while this number
was 18 in April. Last month, 528 road
crashes took place, where at least 641
people were Killed and 1,364 were injured.
Of the dead, 97 were children and 84 were
women, shows the organisation’s monthly
data compiled on the basis of media
reports. The figure, however, could be
even higher as many accidents in remote
areas do not make their way to newspaper
headlines. The World Bank estimates the
costs related to road crashes could be as
high as 5.1 percent of the GDP.

And every time a fatal accident or a
death of a prominent person happens,
it stirs commotion among the general
masses, prompting the government to
take measures. In a knee-jerk reaction,
the government takes no time in
forming probe committees who make
recommendations. Some piecemeal
measures are also seen from the
authorities concerned in conducting
mobile courts. But after a few days, the
heat dies down and the issue is forgotten
until the next major crash. In the
meantime, precious lives are lost. Beyond
those who get killed, the stories of road
crash survivors are even grimmer as
their families reel under acute economic
shocks.

But how long will we have to bear
with the procession of the dead? Are
the authorities concerned giving due
importance to road safety issues? A
few instances could give an indication

Such road tragedies have become commonplace in
Bangladesh, with hundreds dying and countless more
becoming disabled, destroying the dreams of many families
and often leaving them destitute. Of late, there seems to

be a frightening spike in these road crashes. Things have
turned so terrifying now that many feel that they must go
out on the road with a death threat constantly hanging over
their heads. Day in and day out, newspapers and TV channels
report road crashes and deaths, along with the horrible
pictures of the crashes in various parts of Bangladesh.

now the happiest person in the world, the
first step in fulfilling my dream. Tanmoy
will have his FCPS completed, he will be

a good doctor. Life is really beautiful,
uncle.”

But everything was shattered in
the blink of an eye on June 5, when a
speeding long-haul bus rammed into the
BAEC staff bus carrying Puja, viciously
cutting this bright young woman’s life
short. Two of her colleagues were also
killed in the accident on the Dhaka-
Aricha highway. And obviously, Puja’s
accident exposed the gaping anomalies
in our public transport system. According
to media reports, the Killer bus’s fitness
certificate and tax token had expired
in 2014 and 2015, respectively. The
harrowing picture of the crash shows the
recklessness of the bus driver. The driver
lost control over the steering and first hit
a bus parked by the road before swerving
into a cattle-laden truck. The bus then
ploughed through the road divider and
hit the BAEC bus on the other side of the
road.

Such road tragedies have become
commonplace in Bangladesh, with
hundreds dying and countless more
becoming disabled, destroying the dreams
of many families and often leaving them
destitute. Of late, there seems to be a
frightening spike in these road crashes.
Things have turned so terrifying now
that many feel that they must go out on
the road with a death threat constantly
hanging over their heads. Day in and day
out, newspapers and TV channels report
road crashes and deaths, along with the
horrible pictures of the crashes in various
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parts of Bangladesh. According to the

Road Safety Foundation, on average, 20

people died in road crashes in Bangladesh

of just how serious they are about this.
Following an unprecedented student
movement for road safety in the wake of
the deaths of two students in 2018, the
government was forced to enact the Road
Transport Act (RTA). Many considered
the new law a silver lining in the darkest
cloud of relentless road accidents. But
soon it appeared to be an attempt to
quell the heat generated by the protest.
Within months, the government’s
slow-go approach to implement the law
became evident as it tried to balance

the interests of passengers and that

of vehicle owners and their workers.
Road safety campaigners alleged that
several key sections of the act remain
“ineffective” following “negotiations”
between transport associations and

the government since November 2019.
Regrettably, four years after enacting

the law, the government has failed to
formulate rules required to make it
effective, preventing the authorities from
executing some of its vital sections. Sadly,
there is no indication from the relevant
government agencies about the progress
of framing the rules that have been
caught in red tape.

Here’s another example of state apathy
to the public’s concern about road
salety. The government has a National
Road Safety Council (NRSC), the apex
body to take policy decisions over road
safety issues, which approves strategic
action plans for improving road safety.
Formed in 1995, the NRSC has so far
approved eight action plans, the last one
getting the nod in November 2017, with a
deadline of December 2020. The tenure
of the existing plan has expired, but no
new action plan has been approved as
of now. A draft for the National Road
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Safety Strategic Action Plan 2021-2024
was prepared over a year ago, but it
apparently could not be sanctioned,

as no NRSC meeting was held over the
last one year. In fact, there is a clear
lack of accountability everywhere in
this sector. We have different bodies to
ensure road safety, but apparently, they
are not empowered and lack effective
coordination to get expected outcomes.
These organisations are also not held
accountable.

As a result, the roads remain as
hazardous as ever. Reckless driving,
movement of unfit vehicles, gross
violation and poor enforcement of traffic
rules, and a lack of awareness among
road users are all too common. The bus
drivers are least bothered about safety,
despite all the horrific accidents. In
fact, they enjoy an unbridled freedom
to flout basic road safety rules, such as
speed limits and overtaking, and picking
up and dropping off passengers from
anywhere they please, because they
want to meet the commercial needs of
the owners. Passengers’ safety is not
a concern. They believe they can get
away with killing people, as instances of
drivers who are at fault getting punished
by law are hardly seen. On the other
hand, the law enforcers don’t always
show the desired urgency to enforce
the rules and regulations to penalise

the violators. As citizens, we also don’t
play the role as desired since we tend to
flout the laws, putting our own lives at
jeopardy.

The problems beset with our transport
sector are all known and well discussed:
Reckless and rash driving, dilapidated
road conditions, countless unfit and
unregistered vehicles, unlicensed and
unqualified drivers and so on. Experts
have time and again talked about
the problems along with solutions;
meetings and seminars are often held;
and road safety campaigners continue
their campaigns round the year to try
to make the roads safe. But without
effective measures to ensure discipline
and compliance with traffic rules, road
accidents continue unabated.

So, how many people would have to
die before the authorities concerned will
wake up and take the right steps to fix
the disorderly, unsafe public transport
system? When will our policymakers
truly realise that road crashes have
become a national problem? Unless the
government ensures strict enforcement
of the law, metes out stringent
punishment to offenders and violators,
and creates mass awareness, death will
continue to stalk us on the roads and
shatter the dreams of many more Puja
Sarkars. We cannot afford to be so
callous.
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