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The Indian truck driver, long treated shabbily despite being a critical link in the country’s supply chain, is beginning to get a better deal in the difficult times of lockdown
triggered by the battle against COVID-19, Ritwik Sinha reports.

The disruption has been a great leveller in India’s transportation business as fleet operators try to outrun each other by offering special incentives to get the drivers back in
their truck cabins to deliver produce from one end of the large country to another.

A nearly three-week national lockdown, that is likely to be extended by another at least another two weeks, has kept India’s 1.3 billion people — including tens of thousands
of truck drivers — indoors, creating shortages of food and other critical products needed to fight the virus.

“From daily operations of over 2000 trucks, we are now managing to deploy not more than 200 vehicles. Even for short haul deliveries, finding truck drivers is extremely
difficult. We are even sending cabs to pick up truck drivers from their residence if they agree to do any particular trip,” said the supply chain head of a leading Gurgaon-
headquartered 3PL firm who did not wish to be named.

According to Sachin Haritash, Founder & CEO of Mavyn, a digital platform connecting fleet owners with end user industry, data showed not more than three percent of
India’s more 10 million vehicles were on the roads thanks to an acute shortage of drivers despite the government lifting restrictions on movement of non-essential
commodities within six days of announcing the lockdown last month.

“Most of the drivers of the large fleet have left vehicles stranded on the way and have gone back home. But single vehicle truck owners, whose bread and butter is his
vehicle, are now serving the nation at these tough times,” he said.

“Small fleet owners are somehow managing to run the show on their own or through local drivers for supply of essential items to nearby locations. Inter-state movement has
become negligible,” added Ashish Mendiratta, CEO, Advanchainge and a leading supply chain expert.

Leading consumer companies, therefore, are now looking at offering special deals to truckers as they try to fix their supply chains and reach their customers, but the
response continues to be poor as risk-averse people choose to remain indoors during the lockdown.

“The transporters are facing huge challenges to convince their drivers to come back on duty. The industry is trying a lot of methods including incentives, special rate, etc. But
nothing seems to be working against COVID-19 risk,” said Umesh Madhyan, Associate VP (Supply Chain Strategy & Transformation), Hindustan Coca Cola Beverages.

In normal times, between 3,000 to 4,000 vehicles criss-cross the country daily, delivering the products from the FMCG giant that is believed to be one of the largest freight
fleet operator in the country.

Considering the existing hurdles, the company is now contemplating extending attractive insurance coverage against COVID-19 to every driver, including those of their
transport partners, engaged in ferrying their products.

“We have just started the process of taking this cover for our drivers to convince them to resume business. This will ensure protection to the driver while being in quarantine.

Cash support will be provided to the family the moment the driver is tested positive. We are hopeful this would work,” said Madhyan.

Other big firms also said they too were contemplating new options to fix their supply chain operations.

“Most of us for the past few days have been desperately trying to get our transport partners back on board with increased rates offer. The strategy mostly works but this time
it is not yielding the desired results. We may have to look at other extra-ordinary options including adequate insurance coverage for those who drive our vehicles,” supply
chain head of another major FMCG firm told indoasiancommodities.com on condition of anonymity.

Leading industry body of transporters, All India Transport Welfare Association (AITWA), sent a circular to its members on Tuesday, informing them that an insurance firm has
agreed to provide coverage against COVID-10 risk to enterprises and their employees which also includes drivers.

“Go Digital General Insurance is offering a unique indemnity policy against Corona. It is offering coverage in the range of Rs 50,000 to Rs 3,00,000 and the premium ranging
from Rs 344 per head to Rs 1074. Ever since the circular has been sent to our members, the insurance firm has received several inquiries from the companies and
transporters,” said AITWA President Mahendra Arya.

However, even as major consumer facing firms are toying with the option of providing better coverage for drivers to win them back, not all insurance companies seem to be
too enthusiastic about the proposition at this stage which raise the doubt if it will work on a larger scale.

“Four insurance firms refused to come on the board. Even the one which has agreed to extend the coverage against Corona is open for three days for subscription. As the
risk goes up, insurance firms will be less inclined to provide this kind of coverage,” Arya further added.



