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Official car misuse continues; now they hire vehicles and bill PMC
 
Between January 1 and November 2004, visits to pilgrimage centres in official cars continue to be the favourite pastime of office bearers of the Pune Municipal Corporation - a fact revealed to a civic activist under the Maharashtra Right To Information Act.
 
Express News Service
 
Pune, February 8: UNMINDFUL of adverse publicity, office-bearers of Pune Municipal Corporation continue to indulge in indiscriminate use of official cars placed at their disposal, for non-official trips outside Pune, including places of pilgrimage. This is what civic activist Maj Gen (Retd) Sudhir Jatar has found out through queries made under the Maharashtra Right to Information (MRTI) Act. 
 
Jatar had obtained details of such indiscriminate use of official cars during 2003 under the law on Right To Information. His efforts were cited as among the 10 most noteworthy uses of the law in the world during the year 2004 by www.freedominfo.org. Jatar piloted another query this year to know details of the use of the cars during 2004 - from January 1 to November 30 and was shocked to find that the rampant misuse continues unabated. There is still substantial use of official cars for non-official trips outside Pune and most of the outstation kilometerage is on visits to places of worship and pilgrimage. He has discovered a new phenomenon. Office-bearers have begun hiring vehicles for their trips and billing the municipal corporation. Total expenditure on transport controlled by the Municipal Secretary and allotted to the Mayor, Standing Committee Chairperson, Leader of the House, Leader of the Opposition, Deputy Mayor, City Improvements Committee Chairperson and Women's and Children's Welfare Committee Chairperson besides for hired vehicles by these office-bearers is easily over Rs 1.25 crore annually. Additionally, each ward office spends over Rs. 1 lakh on transport. What does the citizen get in return, he asks? From the data he has received in response to his query under the Right To Information Act, Jatar finds that there is ``substantial use of transport outside PMC limits for which prior written approval of the Mayor does not exist.'' The PMC officials tell him that the vehicles go out of Pune on ``verbal directions of the Mayor and the Chairperson of the Standing Committee.'' Acting on the information he received for 2003, Jatar on March 5, 2004 had written to the municipal commissioner calling upon him to: a. Take steps to cease the practice of indiscriminate use of official transport; b. Withdraw spare cars allotted to the Mayor and the Chairman Standing Committee; c. Recover amounts at the laid down rates for private use of transport such as visits to tourist spots and pilgrimage places from public representatives concerned; d. Ensure that both external and internal auditors carry out audits on the use of official transport. He cited in support of his argument rules 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 16 and 17 of the municipal corporation on use of official transport. Rule 6 states that the amount for use of transport for non-official work should be recovered from persons concerned. Rule 9 states that the controlling officer should keep a record of cars used for non-official work and of recoveries so made. Rule 11 states that when there is a doubt whether the persons have used the transport for official work or not, the controlling officer should place the matter before the Standing Committee and obtain a decision. Rule 12 states that cars should not be used outside PMC limits; however if so used, it should be with written direction from the Mayor and only for official work. After such use outside PMC limits, the controlling officer should bring this to the notice of the Standing Committee, as far as possible, in the next meeting. Rule 13 states that a charge of Rs 0.50 is to be levied for all use of transport for non-official work. Rule 16 states that the authorised signatory should state the official purpose of the journey adequately and clearly in the logbook and obtain the signature of the controlling officer against such entries. Eight months after he wrote to the commissioner, he received a communication on November 19, 2004 from the Joint Municipal Commissioner (Technical) informing Jatar that: a. The second car is necessary for the mayor and the standing committee chairman for use when the first car is off-road and also for use by ``guests of the PMC and the members of the standing committee.'' b. Rules 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 16 and 17 cited by Jatar ``do not apply to the office bearers'' and as such, ``the question of recovering any amounts for the outstation use of cars does not arise.'' Jatar then piloted a fresh query under the MRTI Act on January 10, 2005 demanding to know: a. Information about the use of transport outside PMC limits with copies of the written order from the Mayor. Luckily he received full details of this. b. Policy regarding the exemption of rules where it states that the exemption also extends to trips made outside Pune, particularly to places of tourist and religious interest. The Public Information Officer evaded answering this. c. Nature of the official duty performed by the office-bearers outside Pune when they made trips there by using the official transport. There was no response even to this. d. Details of the guests who used the cars. To this he was told that the civic body does not keep any record of the guests. ``This is a case of evading answers to legitimate questions under the MRTI and also indicates bad governance,'' protests Jatar. ``The PMC must recover appropriate charges for use of official vehicles for private purposes and also initiate action against these persons for gross misuse of vehicles.'' If no such action is initiated by the civic chief, he says, citizens will have no option than to seek judicial intervention. 
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