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A B S T R A C T   

Introduction: Public and paratransit services in low- and middle-income countries were severely 
hit by COVID-19 and related mitigation measures. This has affected both passengers and service 
providers. While there is now an abundance of studies investigating the effects on passengers, the 
literature on the impacts of the pandemic on drivers or service providers is scarce. As such, this 
study investigates the implications of the pandemic for commercial passenger vehicle drivers in 
the global south taking one South Asian country (Bangladesh) and one African country (Nigeria) 
as case study countries. 
Methods: The study employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) qualitative 
approach to explore and explicate the subjective experiences of drivers using semi-structured 
interviews. Using purposive sampling technique, thirty participants were recruited between 
March and April 2021. The recorded interviews were transcribed and thematically analysed using 
NVivo software. 
Results: The analyses identify key challenges faced by drivers into five distinct themes including 
personal and social, physical, and operational, health and wellbeing, governance and regulation, 
and bad enforcement and policing related challenges. Participants reported immense hardship 
due to the bans on operations and lack of passengers, eliminating or reducing their only oppor-
tunities for earning a livelihood. There was a consensus among participants that they were 
abandoned by their governments during the pandemic and were left with no other choice than to 
work in risky situations. They either had to use the little savings they had or borrow money to 
feed their families, further reducing their opportunities for the future. Apart from facing reduced 
income, debt crisis, and unsustainable workload challenges, drivers reported mental health 
consequences of the pandemic including depression, suffering anxiety, fear of risk infection and 
helplessness. 
Conclusions: This research concludes the impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak and its following 
containment measures on the health and wellbeing, personal and working lives of public and 
paratransit drivers in developing countries are substantial. The pandemic has seriously affected 
transport workers, which also amplified earlier inequalities. Development of non-discriminatory 
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policies, fair and stringent enforcement, and provision of targeted financial support along with 
awareness raising campaigns are essential to reduce the effect pandemic had on drivers.   

1. Introduction 

Occupational health and transport focused social research has a long history of studying the vulnerabilities of formal and informal 
public transport drivers revealing the growing threat to the wellbeing of drivers in the sector due to job related stresses, increased road 
traffic, violent passengers, police harassment, criminal extortion, job insecurity, low incomes, discrimination, and no access to social 
security (e.g., see John et al., 2006; ITF, 2017). However, the COVID-19 pandemic has once again exposed the fragility of the sector and 
its working force. Public transport services brought major concerns for spreading novel Coronavirus among people, often more sig-
nificant than other transportation means. The measures taken by governments worldwide to limit the spread of the virus including 
partial or full lockdown by April 2020, reduced seating capacity, along with fear of contracting the virus among passengers affected 
approximately 90% of the world’s population (Gössling et al., 2020), reduced mobility to the minimum (Fielbaum et al., 2023) and 
resulted in low ridership (Jenelius and Cebecauer, 2020; Rasca et al., 2021). The effect of these measures has challenged the resilience 
of public transport use and is anticipated to lead to a long-lasting reduction in public transport demand in future (Sung and Mon-
schauer, 2020; Wang et al., 2022), as fewer people are travelling than before the pandemic (Anable et al., 2022; Zafri et al., 2023). 
Zavareh and Mehdizadeh (2022) and Ansari et al. (2023) highlight circumstantial effects of some of the measures such as wearing of 
facemask or taking antivirals while travelling increase in risk perception and psychological stress. Zavareh and Mehdizadeh (2022) 
further suggest that demand for public transport can be reinforced by adopting effective risk communication strategies which can also 
work to increase public support for COVID-19 related measures in public transport. 

In the case of low and middle-income countries (LMICs), it is becoming increasingly clear that transport disruptions have imposed 
severe challenges which consist of informal and privately owned, uncoordinated transport services. Significantly reduced ridership, 
dense and poorly equipped buses, and an over-concentration of the population in large-sized developing cities are identified as some 
key concerning factors that are likely to hamper the future viability of these services in developing and emerging economies (see Bird 
et al., 2020; Dixon, 2020). The consequences of this for both low-income vulnerable users of these services and drivers, who are often 
self-employed and do not have robust financial protection, are expected to be large. 

Although, the full range of impacts of COVID-19 will unfold over time. In mainstream transport research, most of the studies have 
contributed to understanding how the pandemic has impacted public transport operations and investigated its implications for end 
users i.e., passengers e.g., Mogaji (2020) in Nigeria, Bhaduri et al. (2020) and Das et al. (2021) in India, Abdullah et al. (2022) in 
Pakistan, and Jamal et al. (2022) and Zafri et al. (2023) in Bangladesh. However, there are not many studies investigating the effects of 
outbreak response strategies on the lives of public and (informal) paratransit drivers (collectively termed as public transport drivers for 
this study) in these countries. Although, there is a growing consensus that transport workers, in particular, those working in the 
informal sector in LMICs have been hit hard due to the closure of public transport services (Fielbaum et al., 2023). Some of the reported 
impacts for paratransit drivers are loss in working hours, increase in operating kilometres, and reduction in daily ridership compared to 
the pre-COVID19 scenario (The Urban Catalysts, 2021), with some reports of drivers reverting to begging on the streets, too (Calling, 
2021). Yet, the detailed account of drivers’ lived experience due to economic and health crisis provoked by the pandemic is still 
missing, highlighting a gap in the understanding of the issues faced by these workers. More recently, Fielbaum et al. (2023) reported 
the health and economic repercussions of the pandemic on public transport, ride-hailing and delivery drivers in Chile using a 
self-administered online survey. All three groups of drivers in the study were found extremely concerned about the health and financial 
effects of the pandemic and reported general decline in job satisfaction. Lemke et al., (2020) reported similar pattern of increase in 
drivers’ chronic stress exposure in the United States. The researchers highlighted the potential consequences of these stressors are 
linked with increased likelihood of sleep disorders, fatigue, and roadway crashes. 

Nonetheless further, in-depth understanding of the impacts of the pandemic and associated lockdown rules on drivers in the context 
of diverse transport modes in different countries is required. Such investigations are also required as these vulnerable drivers were not 
only economically affected by reduced passenger demand but were responsible for compliance with safety protocols. In this context, 
the primary aim of this paper is to give better visibility to the challenges faced by public transport drivers during the pandemic and to 
understand the implications of the pandemic on public transport drivers at both personal and professional levels. The work provides an 
early insight from interviews conducted with the drivers in Dhaka (the capital city of Bangladesh: BD) and Owerri (the capital of Imo 
State in Nigeria: NG) to understand how the pandemic has impacted their lives during the COVID-19 related disruptions. To the best of 
our knowledge, the issue is still an under-researched area, as most COVID-19 related studies so far looked at the economic conse-
quences of the pandemic on public transport and travel behaviour changes but not holistically its implications for people who provide 
these services. The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the two case study cities; section 3 describes the data collection 
and qualitative analysis methods. Section 4 describes the results and discusses them in the context of literature. Section 5 concludes. 

2. Overview of the case study countries 

Most urban passenger transport in both Asia and Africa is informal (ITF, 2017), dominates cities in the global south and did not stop 
completely during the pandemic (Surico, 2021). Likewise, public transport in both case study cities is underdeveloped and is quite 
different from the organised public transport available in developed countries, and as such requires special attention as discussed 

Z. Batool et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         



Journal of Transport & Health 34 (2024) 101749

3

below. 

2.1. Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Dhaka has a population of over 16.8 million as of 2021 and 465 square kilometres of built-up land area. The city is the centre of 
Bangladesh’s economy, contributing to about 15% of the national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Revised Strategic Transport Plan 
[RSTP], 2015). The city’s urban transportation depends on road transport vehicles like cars, buses, paratransit (like laguna, autor-
ickshaws, pedal rickshaws), motorcycles, bicycles etc. Being the cheapest among all public transport, a bus is the main mode of 
transport for Dhaka dwellers. Bus fare is much cheaper than paratransit like autorickshaws. Inside Dhaka, the average travel fare on a 
bus is BDT 31 (0.36USD) and the autorickshaw fare is BDT 194 (2.24USD) (RSTP, 2015). Despite lower travel cost, its lower frequency 
and road congestion hinder its popularity. People rely on three-wheeler autorickshaws (locally known as CNG) or ridesourcing mo-
torcycles for fast travel and door-to-door service. During the pandemic, autorickshaws played a significant role in safe passenger 
transport. However, in an autorickshaw, two to three people can travel at once which makes it an expensive transport mode for 
single-person travel. On the other hand, due to lower costs in terms of vehicle ownership and fuel costs, the well-off prefer to own a 
motorcycle rather than a passenger car in Bangladesh (Kamal and Ahsan, 2018). At the same time, the emergence of motorcycle based 
ridesourcing services in the city has rapidly increased motorcycle ownership (Wadud, 2020). Although there are some initiatives to 
organize the transport sector by regulating public transport routes and providing permits for buses and motorcycle taxis, in practice 
monitoring and implementation is weak. Apart from a few services offered by the state-owned operator, the entire passenger transport 
service is offered by the private sector, with little organization. The conditions of buses and minibuses are often poor. The several types 
of motorized vehicles used to provide commercial public transport services in Dhaka are shown in Fig. 1. 

There were two lockdowns in Dhaka in response to COVID19 that affected the public transport sector. All public transport activities 
(including trains and flights) were closed between March 28 and June 1 in 2020, when buses were allowed to operate at half capacity 
(with accompanying fare increases). Buses were allowed to run at full capacity from September 1, 2020, while motorcycle taxis only 
from September 4 – a 5-month long ban. The second lockdown again involved banning public transport on April 5, 2021, but the 
decision was overturned within 2 days to allow public transport with 50% capacity in 11 large cities of Bangladesh. Nationwide, buses 
resumed operations much later August 11, 2021, but only half of the buses were allowed. The third wave of restrictions in January 
2022 on public transport was overturned as soon as it started due to pressure from the transport lobby. However, restrictions on 
activities and movement along with staggered implementation of the lockdown rules resulted in public transports services facing huge 
loses, up to 90% hike in fares, and forced thousands of commuters to walk on the main roads of the city (Dhaka Tribune, 2020; 
France-Presse, 2021). 

2.2. Owerri, Nigeria 

On the same timeline as Bangladesh, Nigeria has its first confirmed case of COVID-19 on February 27, 2020 (Mogaji, 2020). At the 
time of this study, the reports about public and private vehicle drivers flouting of lockdown orders in main cities such as Lagos and 

Fig. 1. Photos of public and paratransit services in Bangladesh and Nigeria.  
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Owerri were in the news media (Adediran, 2020; Alawiye, 2020). Owerri, the capital and the largest city of Imo State, has an estimated 
population of about 1.4 million as of 2016 and approximately 100 square kilometres of land area. Road transport is the primary means 
of transportation in the city just like in other parts of Nigeria, as it conveys an estimated 80% of all traffic (National Bureau of statistics, 
2020). People move around using buses (mini and micro), taxis, autorickshaws and motorcycles (Okoko, 2006). Most services are 
dominated by the private sector which operates in an unorganised and not very controlled manner and does not have any formal 
training in bus operation (Ojekunle, 2014). Transport vehicles are often not roadworthy, with microbuses (locally known as danfo) 
having low capacity, high operating costs and increased traffic volume on highways causing congestion, time loss, road traffic crashes, 
and other related externalities (Fadare and Wojuade, 2007). Local journeys use motorcycles (locally known as Okada) and autor-
ickshaws (locally known as Keke), but they rarely ply on the main arteries due to a ban eight years ago. Consequently, the demand for 
public transport has continued to grow along with an overwhelming increase in vehicle ownership; the number of minibuses as a public 
means of transportation has also increased (about 80%) in the city (Imo State Board of Internal Revenue Owerri, 2020). Private taxis 
such as Uber, Taxify and Bolt are better planned and organised but may not be affordable for low-income earners. 

There is no government agency regulating fares for these private operators in the study area and the sector operates in a profit- 
driven mode, with no financial support from the Government. Operators do employ a fare structure graduated by distance, types of 
vehicles, quality of service, operating costs, and road conditions (Ndikom, 2008). The average travel fare on a bus is NGN 230 
(0.55USD), autorickshaw is NGN 100 (0.24USD), and motorcycle is N430 (1.03 USD) (National Bureau of statistics, 2020). Even 
though the motorcycle is more expensive than other modes, people prefer to use it because they provide faster, door-to-door services 
and can readily manoeuvre traffic when there is congestion, among others. Fig. 1 shows the several types of vehicles providing 
commercial passenger transport in Owerri. 

At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government announced some measures to help prevent the spread of the virus in the 
entire state. Some of these include a complete lockdown of the state as part of measures to prevent the spread of the coronavirus to the 
state, the barricade of all entries into the state by road and a complete test to be carried on those travelling into Imo state, strictly 
restricting public gatherings to ensure that people are not exposed to close contacts with other people. A combined team of military, 
police and other security agencies were also deployed to the streets to ensure strict compliance with the directives (Alozie, 2020). 
Social distancing was also emphasized on public transport vehicles including buses and taxis, while drivers and passengers were 
mandated to always wear face masks. 

3. Methods 

3.1. Participants 

In total, thirty interviews were conducted in Nigeria (NG; 15) and Bangladesh (BD; 15). The selection process was purposive to 
represent drivers of three public transport modes (five drivers each) including buses (or minibuses in NG; labelled as BD1-5/NG1-5), 
autorickshaws (labelled as BD6-10/NG6-10) and motorcycles; riders (labelled as BD11-15/NG11-15). These drivers were selected 
based on their experience, knowledge, and involvement in commercial public transport operations and especially their experience 
during the pandemic All participants were male as females are not usually involved in commercial driving jobs in the case study 
countries. While traditional qualitative research suggests a sample size between 5 and 25 sufficient (e.g., Cresswell, 2007; Townssend, 
2013) to reach data saturation (Saunders et al., 2018). Considering the main objective of the case study was to understand the ex-
periences and challenges faced by drivers during the pandemic, the sample size of 30 was deemed sufficient to reach saturation. More 
recent evidence-based research also suggests the sufficiency of 9–17 interviews to reach saturation (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022). It is 
also important to acknowledge we had to limit our interviews to 15 per country due to practical reasons including COVID-19 related 
restrictions which have implications for the generalizability of the findings. However, following the qualitative literature guidelines to 
improve the validity of research findings (e.g., see Vasileiou et al., 2018), considerable considerations were given to study design 
including the involvement of all team members in interview design to reduce lead investigator biases, structure of questions, writing 
probes and pre-interviews briefs and post-interviews reflections which helped to generate rich, good quality data, more details as 
below. 

In Bangladesh, bus and autorickshaw drivers were approached at different bus stops and terminals and autorickshaw stops. There 
are no stops or stations for motorcycle riders. However, they could be seen to be waiting for passengers at bus stops. Hence, riders for 
this study were approached at those stops. Drivers were informed about the study, and they were asked if they drove before and during 
the pandemic or were new to the profession. For bus drivers, all the interviews took place inside an empty bus at the bus stop. 
Motorcycle and autorickshaw drivers’ interviews were arranged at the University of Asia Pacific, Bangladesh. 

Likewise, in Nigeria, the union leaders of bus drivers were initially contacted, informed about the interview, and asked for 
permission to approach and recruit members (potential participants) directly without going through them. This was to prevent undue 
interference or influence. They responded positively and participants were selected based on their experience of driving before and 
during the pandemic. Autorickshaws and motorcycle riders were approached directly at their stops. The interviews were arranged at 
the Federal University of Technology, Owerri. 

Following the initial contact with those who showed interest, their contacts were collected, and text messages were sent to them 
with questions such as when they started driving and how long they have been in the public transport business. Only drivers with 
experience of driving before and during the pandemic were recruited. This was to double check and ascertain that the participants were 
eligible to participate in the study. When their participation was confirmed, they received further messages such as the interview 
protocol, address for the interview, their availabilities, and the information sheet. 
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3.2. Interview template and procedure 

The study has employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) qualitative approach to explore and explicate the sub-
jective experiences of drivers. Rooted in phenomenology, IPA methodology is concerned with trying to understand lived experience and 
with how participants themselves make sense of their experiences (IPA, n.d.). Semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted in 
both countries. An interview guide was developed with eight open-ended questions. IPA recommends open-ended interviews to allow 
participants to set the parameters of the topic by maintaining a balance between guiding and being led (Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez, 
2011). It began with basic questions about participants’ personal and professional profiles and covered participants’ opinions about 
COVID-19 impacts on their lives, followed by their wider concerns and recommendations. Before conducting the interviews, both 
written and verbal consent were obtained from participants. To facilitate discussion during the interviews, probes were also included 
in the guide to help the interviewer collect richer data without missing/forgetting any key information. After closing the interviews, 
interviewers recorded their personal reflections on the interview and documented key highlights. The interviews were conducted 
between March and April 2021. Interviews in Bangladesh were completed in the native language Bengali (Bangla) and translated into 
English. The translated scripts were reviewed by a senior member of the research team in Bangladesh. Later, the interpretations drawn 
from the interviews were also checked by the team for validation purposes. The study was reviewed and approved by the University of 
Leeds Research Ethics Committee and COVID-19 protocols were maintained throughout the duration of the interviews (Fig. 2). 

3.3. Analysis 

The recorded interviews were transcribed and thematically analysed using NVivo software. An initial cycle of descriptive coding 
was completed for Nigerian interviews and then expanded to Bangladeshi transcripts. A structured hierarchy approach was used to 
arrange coded data. As described by King (2004), the technique allows the researcher to analyse the texts at varying levels of specificity 
from broad higher order codes to detailed lower order codes (Batool et al., 2012). Higher order codes provide an overview of the 
emerged theme. While the lower order codes are more detailed in nature and are used to provide similarities and differences within and 
between cases. 

Following this technique, coding data was arranged at three levels (see Fig. 3). At the lowest level (level-three) groups of codes 
holding similar dimensions were clustered together. This grouping produces more general higher-order codes at level-two (sub-theme) 
and level-one (main-theme). For confirmation purposes, results were shared with the Bangladeshi and Nigerian partners and their 
insights and reflection on the data were cross referenced to better develop an understanding of emergent themes. The issues emerging 
from both the countries were broadly similar. 

4. Results and discussion 

The analyses identified five key challenges faced by drivers: personal and social challenges, physical and operational, and those 
related to health and wellbeing, governance and regulation, and enforcement and policing (Fig. 3). 

4.1. Personal and social challenges 

The first level-one theme ‘personal and social challenge’ embraces and highlights four key challenges drivers faced during the 
pandemic at personal level. These include no food security, reduced income and how drivers’ socio-demographic and vehicle ownership 
status (rented vs owned) has impacted and aggravated their challenges. 

4.1.1. No food security 
The issue of food security and scarcity has been extensively pointed out by all the participants. The theme is interlinked with 

Fig. 2. Photos of drivers interviews in Bangladesh and Nigeria.  
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reduced income and financial challenges drivers faced during the pandemic and highlights one of the leading reasons for drivers exposed 
themselves excessively to safety and security risks. The struggle to feed their family also immensely impacted their self-esteem and 
dignity and resulted in stress and anxiety. Participants reported not just increased food prices but getting food from the market was also 
a challenge as the task forces were chasing people away (NG6). Hence, it was reported that drivers did whatever they could to survive 
as they did not want their families to starve to death (BD4). Some of the excerpts below provide a glimpse of what drivers have gone 
through. The rise in hunger is established as one of the most tangible symptoms of the COVID19 crisis (Malpass, 2021). A recent 
expert-opinion based study confirms the issue of food security is one of the severe impacts of the pandemic faced by many poor 
transport workers in developing countries (Zhang et al., 2021). At the time of conducting this research, global food prices have reached 
all time high (United Nation, 2022). It is expected that situation might have gone worse for many of the public transport drivers and 
their families since the time of the interviews. 

Fig. 3. Challenges and issues faced by public and paratransit drivers during COVID19 in developing countries.  
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In March 2020, I had borrowed a total of 36,000 tk. only in two months and after that when I decided to ride [riding motorcycle] again 
but my daughters asked me not to go out. But as the only earning member I had to go out and how long can you lead life borrowing from 
someone else? They [My family] say that they will eat one time a day, but someone must earn that one meal, right? (BD6) 

For me, the only challenge I faced was hunger and nothing else. Because I had just relocated to this place and was trying to settle down. 
COVID happened few months after I relocated, it shook us a great deal. (NG5) 

4.1.2. Reduced income and financial issues 
The theme highlights how the pandemic escalated the financial problems of drivers, pushed them into debts crisis, and had an 

economic impact on their families. 11 of the 20 drivers reported the pandemic made them fall into housing and vehicle rent debts. All 
drivers reported reduced income and mentioned that the lockdown restrictions and decreased number of passengers coupled with price 
increases of necessities adversely affected their future and pushed them further into poverty. Some of the excerpts below provide an 
overview of the situation. The finding is in line with emerging COVID19 literature which establishes most households struggled and are 
still struggling financially because of job loss during the pandemic, Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic is estimated to push between 88 
million and 115 million people into extreme poverty (The World Bank, 2020). Hörcher et al. (2021) reported low demand levels and 
perceived risk of infection has extensively reduced fare revenue for public transport drivers. However, as emphasized by Despard et al. 
(2020), these job and income losses are not experienced equally by all. As it is more prevalent among the low-income population. It 
also led to hunger and difficulty in paying house rent amongst others. After studying changes in modal share due to COVID19 in 
Budapest, Bucsky (2020) recommends that the anxiety of infection may have a longer influence on transport mode choice. Hence 
drivers need to find innovative ways to make journeys less hazardous and to gain public faith. The study’s results indicate that the 
reduction of ridership sizes may result to a vicious circle of constantly declining ridership and quality. 

I had to loan some money, just to feed my family with two small daughters. I was unable to pay the house rent and as of today I still owed 
4 months of house rent to the owner. (BD4) 

Before the pandemic I have never had to borrow money rather I used to help other people. But after the pandemic I am barely surviving. 
(BD9) 

All my savings were gone. We check and earn daily. We feed from what we earn, we are not on any salary or payroll. It affected us, if we 
do not work, we will not eat. At that time, we started eating our savings and that was a big problem to us. Some had challenges with house 
rents because the money saved up for rent was spent on food. (NG6) 

In the market, they [army] were chasing and telling people not to come out. It affected us really. We did not even increase fare. People did 
not have money. I just needed to feed my family and collected what I could. (NG5) 

4.1.3. Impacts of socio-demographic profile 
The socio-demographic profile of drivers contributed significantly to their challenges during the pandemic. The presence of 

children, having caring responsibility of older parents, being older and not being skilled enough to do any other job are identified as 
some of the key influencing factors. In the case of Bangladesh, nine drivers informed they are the sole earners in their families. In the 
case of Nigerian drivers, some of them reported having a side job and support available from family and peers. However, overall 
participants reported they are not skilled or educated enough to take up any other job and hence their survival is solely dependent on 
public transport operations. This finding highlights vulnerabilities of public transport drivers in LMICs. They had limited to no coping 
strategies to manage an unforeseen crisis like the pandemic and ended up adopting negative coping strategies such as spending savings, 
taking debt, or exposing themselves to vulnerable situations. Enhancing community resilience with the help of local stakeholders and 
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) as suggested by Darwish et al. (2020) can be a way of reducing adversities experienced by 
economically vulnerable households with limited coping mechanisms. The same principle can be applied as one of the solutions for this 
case study participants. 

I have learned only one thing in life, driving a bus. So, no one wanted to take us as a mason’s helper. The owner was angry and told to 
leave the house. On the other hand, there was always the problem of food. Because the shopkeepers did not lend us groceries … they said 
… you cannot pay. (BD1) 

Currently, I have a lot of debts as I did not have any work during the lockdown period. But this is the only job I can do. Even if I cannot 
rely on the job in this situation but I have nothing else to do. At this age, without any education, there is no other way around. About the 
health, I have left it to the almighty. With a lot of debts, I did not have much of a choice to follow the lockdown. So, there is not much 
scope for day laborers like us to maintain the safety measures or lockdown properly. Even for earning the daily meal, I had to take this 
risk. (BD6) 

Some of us drivers are single and not married. So, you cannot compare their problems with mine. I am taking care of my four kids, wife 
and my aged mother who is at home. These are the people I am taking care of, and I am struggling extremely hard to make sure that they 
are fed well and not die of hunger. (NG6) 
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4.1.4. Rental vehicle drivers’ challenges 
This theme highlights challenges specific to rental vehicle drivers who at times had to return the vehicle and had to bear additional 

costs including vehicle maintenance and fines as owners of the vehicles refused to support them. It is important to note that rental 
arrangement for public transport is very common in these two countries, where the drivers rent the bus, minibus, autorickshaw or 
motorcycle from the owners or business ventures for a fixed sum (daily, weekly or monthly basis), and earn their living only after 
paying back the owners the fixed sum and covering the costs of fuel, maintenance and related running costs. The lack of passengers and 
sometimes fines incurred, or bribes provided for stealthy operations reduced this margin during the lockdown in most cases, especially 
as there was little sympathy or support from the owners’ side. 

… With the CNG [autorickshaw]owner, no help at all. He says that if you do not want to drive then someone else will drive. Rather than 
supporting us, the owners have burdened us more as they are not paying for any police cases. If there is any problem with the vehicle then I 
must repair it, no help from anyone at all. (BD7) 

Some days, when you come out, you may go home with only NGN 600 (1.44USD) and if you buy fuel of NGN 400 (0.96USD). You will 
be left with only NGN 200 (0.48USD) and you know that this is not working at all. And because you go out and come in, the owner of the 
KEKE [autorickshaw] may think that you are making some money, that was why I returned it to him. So, when the lockdown was eased, I 
went back to beg and plead with him to give me back the KEKE and explained the challenges I faced during that time. (NG10) 

However, some Bangladeshi drivers said owners demonstrated goodwill gestures by reducing the daily rent. BD10 reported 
receiving food from his CNG (autorickshaw) owner during the lockdown period. One Nigerian driver said he could not meet up with his 
remittances to the owner of his motorcycle and reported 

… it did not bring any problems between us. She knew and understood what was happening and that there were no passengers. I have a 
good relationship with the owner because normally before COVID, I never defaulted on my payments. Even if I do not meet up, I will 
always go to explain to her, and she will understand. (NG14) 

Before the pandemic, the CNG [autorickshaw] rent was 800 taka (9.27 USD) per day but after the pandemic the owner of the CNG 
[autorickshaw] has dropped the rent. Now depending on my days income sometimes I pay 500 taka (5.80USD) and sometimes I pay 600 
taka (6.95USD) as per day rent. The owner does not question me about the rent rather he said that firstly I should keep my daily need, 
then pay him whatever is left. (BD8) 

4.2. Physical and operational issues 

The second level-one theme ‘physical and operational issues’ emerged as one of the key challenges drivers faced in both countries. 
The analyses found drivers experienced passengers related challenges as well as those related to the use of Personal Protection Equipment 
(PPE) and fare collection. Participants hold their mode specific subjective experiences and reported a sense of discrimination and unjust 
towards them. 

4.2.1. Issues related to the use of PPE and fare collection 
Participants highlighted the use of PPE and adoption of safety measures are dependent on several issues including affordability and 

perceptions about COVID19, especially whether they believe it is a hoax or not. For instance, one of the participants thought there was 
no major need for using safety measures as he does not see any coronavirus around him and believed there will not be any damage to 
the country (BD7). Participants recorded wearing PPE could also increase problems of approaching and/or communicating with 
passengers. Bangladeshi drivers in particular highlighted unease to wear face masks, and gloves due to the hot and humid weather of 
the country and reported the perceived likelihood of getting into crashes. For instance, one driver reported he stopped wearing PPE 
after first use as it made him feel as if he was “boiled with hot water” (BD12). The finding highlights potential health risks to these 
drivers. In the literature, strong evidence of the prevalence of hypertension among urban public transport workers exposed to high 
temperature exist. For example, a study by Pimenta and Assuncao (2015) with bus drivers in Brazil reported a higher risk of hyper-
tension among drivers experiencing thermal discomfort while driving. Following excerpts highlights issues related to the use of PPE, 
whereby Nigerian participants further emphasized the hardship regarding the purchase of PPE. 

The experiences of the drivers in this study are comparable to findings from a roadside survey conducted in Ghana. The results of 
the survey showed that even though the majority (98.0%) of buses complied with the social distancing rules established by the 
government, the compliance with the face mask policy was only partial in most vehicles. About 12.6% of the vehicles had fewer than 
three commuters without face masks, while 21.3% of buses had fewer than three people with face masks (Dzisi and Dei, 2020). It is also 
possible to observe differences in compliance with safety measures based on the personal characteristics of drivers. For example, 
Agyemang et al. (2021) accessed the face mask use among commercial drivers during the COVID19 Pandemic in Ghana. Results 
indicated that older drivers (age 55 years and above) consistently wore face masks compared to younger drivers. The study also 
identified not being comfortable wearing a face mask as one of the barriers to its adoption. It was also found that commercial drivers, 
their attendants, and commuters, in general have a higher chance of infection due to overcrowding in public transport and during 
handling and exchanging money. 

Based on participants’ opinions and suggestions, it is concluded that compliance with COVID19 measures can be increased with the 
help of stringent and fair enforcement, increased support, and facilitation from the government, and increasing the awareness level of 
users. Along with these measures, affordable prices (for face masks, hand sanitisers etc.) are also important. For example, some of the 
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drivers reported using hot water (NG9/NG10) instead of hand sanitisers or difficulty in using them due to religious reasons (NG1). 
There is emerging evidence that governments should bear the cost of providing free face masks to poorer members of the community 
(Tsifodze, 2020) who may be exceptionally vulnerable and unable to afford them. 

I have travelled a lot in this pandemic and most of the time I have not use any mask. If there is a real virus out there then I might have been 
dead by now. So, I do not believe in any corona virus in our country and even if there is a coronavirus, then it is not an infectious disease. 
(BD4) 

You do not expect me to buy sanitiser when I have not even eaten. I did not use sanitiser, no hand gloves, no alcoholic drinks. (NG1). 

They [measures] were not really difficult. The only problem was that there were people who did not have any money to buy these things at 
that time. You may think that the nose mask is cheap at NGN100 (0.24USD) but it is not. People had no means of earning that NGN100 
(0.24USD) at that time. If you had NGN500 (1.20USD) at that time and your husband was really doing anything, if he buys a facemask 
today and forget it somewhere and buys it again tomorrow, then you can understand what that means. It may seem like people were being 
stubborn by not using facemasks, but the reality was that there was no money. (NG3) 

4.2.2. Passengers related challenges 
The theme highlights finding passengers during lockdowns was a challenge particularly due to the closure of offices and schools. 

Also, passengers were struggling to pay fares and at the same time expecting to provide safety measures such as hand sanitiser at no 
additional cost. For instance, NG2 reported that ‘‘ … not everybody believed that COVID is real, so some passengers were very reluctant to use 
the hand sanitisers. We did not change the fare because we did not even have enough passengers.’’ The situation was quite similar in Ghana 
where it was expected for both transport drivers and users to acquire their own face masks and hand sanitizers. However, at a limited 
scale this was addressed with the donation of government and other private entities (Dzisi and Dei, 2020). It is also necessary to know 
the user’s willingness to pay for implementing health and safety measures in public transport and paratransit. Our own ongoing work 
reveals that users were willing to pay extra for safety measures such as hand sanitizers and social distancing in buses and barriers 
between drivers and passengers in motorcycles in Bangladesh and Uganda (Bwambale et al., 2021). Awad-Nunez et al. (2021) also 
reported that users were willing to pay extra in Spain. However, how this willingness to pay can be realized into actual payment and 
improved safety measures remains an important future research area. 

Drivers also reported experiencing passengers’ rude behaviours, manipulation, and reluctance to follow safety measures. For example, 
BD5 reported seeing no hesitation among passengers for sharing rides with other people without observing social distancing. As 
soldiers were brought in to enforce the rules during the pandemic in Nigeria. They stopped and arrested people who were not adhering 
to the rules. The situation became tougher for drivers there. NG5 shared one such experience. 

There are also many passengers when we told them the seat is not empty, they cannot go. Then they pushed the helper, got on the bus, and 
found the empty seat next to a passenger and sat down, they do not follow any hygiene rules. (BD5) 

A pregnant woman asked me to drop her at a certain place, but I told her that the soldiers were there. She started pleading and refused to 
get down from the bus. When we moved a bit further, I was caught and instead of her coming to beg, she left me alone with them and went 
her way with her son. The soldiers took my bus to their office in Obinze (15.4km) and it was there for 4 days. I paid above NGN 30,000 
(72.18USD) to recover the bus from them. (NG5) 

Moreover, participants reported that the situation was not easy for passengers either and they were also exposed to several 
challenges. The decision to either cease commuting or avoiding proximity to passengers in public transport was not an option for many 
of these travellers. As these are the people who rely on these services in their day-to-day lives and hence were willing to compromise on 
their safety by ignoring social-distancing and safety measures in place. This finding is contrary to wealthy countries, where rapidly 
growing evidence is suggesting significant changes in travel patterns of public transport users due to multiple factors including a shift 
to working from home, access to remote working facilities or alternative, and private forms of transport (Sung and Monschauer, 2020). 
To some extent, such shifts were observed in developing countries too (Bhaduri et al., 2020), but the interviewees here were primarily 
speaking of their captive passengers. 

Passengers were also complaining about the difficulties that time. They were being smuggled out and tried everything possible to dodge the 
police and military. Everyone was very alert and needed to know the routes where soldiers were operating. People had to go out, there was 
no support from anywhere and the house will not provide what they will eat. So, they had to go out to find what to eat. Roads were 
blocked, so travelling was a nightmare. The only thing is that you will have to settle (bribe) all enforcement agents at every check point for 
you to be allowed to go. (NG7) 

4.2.3. Mode specific drivers’ subjective experiences 
This last sub-theme shows bus, autorickshaw and/or motorcycle riders all have their individual experiences and reflections to 

share. Each mode driver felt discrimination towards itself compared to other modes of transport, especially in Bangladesh. For 
instance, autorickshaw drivers felt social distancing was not observed in buses at all. However, bus fares were increased up to 60% 
(BD8/BD10). At the same time, they also expressed concern buses were taking their ridership as autorickshaws were becoming 
increasingly unaffordable under current circumstances. Hence, they had to charge a low fare to retain their customers. A similar feeling 
was shared by bus drivers for autorickshaws as reflected in the following excerpts. 
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Would you like to answer me, why is lockdown only for bus drivers? We bus drivers try to follow the rules, use double mask, always keep 
spray in the bus, maintain social distance. But other public transport operators do not seem to be very aware of these rules. Because I have 
seen many such scenes, when the bus sector was closed, 4/5 people shared rides on CNG [autorickshaws]. So, if the government forces 
everyone to use masks, gloves, drive the bus wearing PPE, I will accept. (BD5) 

… People do not seem to ride CNG [autorickshaw] as it is a costly ride and due to lockdown, most people tried to ignore riding a CNG 
unless there is no other way. Currently the bus service is shut down and people has no choice but to use CNG … The normal fare of 
Farmgate to Mirpur was BDT 200 (2.32USD) before COVID19, but now 200 taka seems a lot to people as they don’t want to take the 
ride alone with this fare. As a result, passengers try to share the ride as well as the fare with different individuals … If I do not do sharing, 
then it is hard to get a single passenger with that costly fare. (BD6) 

Contrary to Bangladeshi drivers, Nigerian autorickshaw drivers reported better experiences and said their operations seem to be 
less impacted during lockdown compared to bus drivers. For instance, one of the drivers reported he never had to bribe anybody and 
continued driving on his route, unlike bus drivers who were constantly arrested by the police (NG7). The following excerpt further 
highlights this. One explanation is that the route of autorickshaw drivers in Nigeria is a short distance and rarely would you find 
enforcement officers on those routes. This is unlike the bus drivers who ply all the major routes in the city. 

KEKE [autorickshaw] was better than because during that COVID period, people preferred it. You know that it is equally cheap. People 
can come and ask you to carry them alone for NGN500 (1.20USD) and you will do that. If one has their facemask on and their sanitiser 
with them. That was how we were working. Buses are usually crowded even with the social distancing rule. Personally, I made a lot of 
money during the lockdown. It is not even true that people were caught because we were bribing the police officers. Once you give them 
money, they will let you go. (NG8) 

Bangladeshi motorcycle riders’ operations are severely impacted during the pandemic. Motorcycle ridesourcing services were 
banned longer than buses, taxis and autorickshaws in the country due to fear of proximity between the drivers and passengers, 
aggravating the drivers’ plight further. The finding is quite similar to what Fielbaum et al. (2023) found in the case of ride-hailing and 
delivery drivers in Chile. Those drivers either lost their jobs without any compensation, or reported to be more exhausted, had greater 
concerns and largest decrease in their job satisfaction compared to public transport drivers of the city in a result of unstable nature of 
their app-based jobs which was sharpened during the pandemic. 

The government have not provided much support rather than created problem for us. The government announced that motorcycle 
ridesharing1 will be stopped along with public transportation as a result, the apps were also closed for months. If the apps are closed and 
motorcycle ridesharing is stopped then how would our family run? After the apps were closed most people used to think that the service 
was illegal, and we did not find passengers in that time. That was a really tough time. (BD12) 

Also, the passengers might think that the same helmet or seat might have been used by other passengers from where they may also get 
infected with COVID19, and these are the possible reasons for passengers avoiding motorcycle rides. (BD11) 

4.3. Health and wellbeing related challenges 

In continuation of some of the health risks identified in the above discussion, this paper confirms public transport drivers in the 
study were exposed to significant mental health and wellbeing risks during the pandemic. The theme aggregates three groups of factors 
that capture health and wellbeing related challenges drivers have faced. Participants faced mental health and risk challenges. They also 
reported an increase in occupational risks and concerns related to an increase in workload. What concerning is that 28 out of 30 par-
ticipants reported one or more of these challenges. 

4.3.1. Impacts on mental health 
The first sub-theme impacts on mental health collates subjective expressions of drivers during interviewing. For example, reporting of 

depression, suffering anxiety; fear of risk infection and helplessness and reliance on God. This study confirms the emerging evidence on 
COVID-19’s impact on mental health and health inequalities. For instance, in the UK, more than two-thirds of adults (69%) report 
feeling somewhat or very worried about the effect COVID-19 is having on their life (The Health Foundation, 2020). The study findings 
are comparable to a growing body of research indicting frontline workers are at a substantial risk of developing mental health disorders 
(e.g., see Carmassi et al., 2021). However, what is important to consider is that not just the worker, but their families are also at a 
higher risk of developing these symptoms. For instance, a cross sectional study conducted in China found dramatic impacts on mental 
health status among family members of Health Care Workers (HCWs) who worked during COVID19. The study found high risk factors 
for developing depressive symptoms among parents and other next of kin of HCWs (Ying et al., 2020). In our study, traces of these 
impacts among family members can also be found. For instance, BD3 reported how he kept his child and mother unaware of the 
troubles he was facing. However, his wife understood this and was suffering with him with the pressure of providing for the family. 
There were instances reported when parents had borrowed money to support drivers (e.g., BD5) or children have asked them not to 
leave the house to drive (e.g., daughter of BD6). The fear of not providing for the family was quite evident among drivers. It can be 

1 Ridesourcing is known as ridesharing in Bangladesh. 
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expected that this fear not only impacted their health, but it was translated and impacted the mental health and wellbeing of their 
family members too. While the COVID-19 literature is recognising irreversible losses of lockdowns and restrictions that would lead to 
permanent damage to health and quality of life more widely (Gogoi et al., 2023). There is growing evidence that COVID-19–related 
acute stress and depressive symptoms would increase over time (Holman et al., 2020; Gong et al., 2022). Hence, a post covid-19 
support and longer-term follow-up of these affected families could prove useful to reduce some of the pandemic-induced health 
inequalities. 

If you hear anymore then you will not be able to hold your tears. Everything in this country is running as usual but only the public 
transport is being shut down. In this country if a person is dead then no one will care. (BD4) 

Sometimes we had to take COVID19 patients as our passengers. For example, one day I took a passenger from Apollo hospital and 
dropped her off to Mirpur. After dropping her she asked me to clean the seats with sanitizers. When she said that I became really scared 
thinking that I might have taken a corona patient. I sprayed sanitizers the whole CNG [autorickshaw] but the fear was not leaving me. I 
drove 20 days with that fear. (BD10) 

… you carry anyone you see to make sure you were eating and maintaining your family. We put our health in the hand of God, we were 
living by his mercy. (NG4) 

I faced so many challenges then, from what my family will eat to house rent to illness. Only God saved us that time. COVID is not 
something that should happen again, God forbid. (NG5) 

4.3.2. Increased occupational risks 
The second theme informs drivers’ experiences of extortion and stealing as well as the nature of their job as key factors contributing 

to COVID-19 related increased occupational risks. Excerpts below inform situations that exposed participants to high-risk situations in 
terms of both safety and security. It is worth mentioning that people in public-facing roles (such as transport drivers and cleaners) are 
categorised as with an increased risk of contracting COVID-19 (The United Kingdom Parliament, 2020). As highlighted by Fielbaum 
et al. (2023), who reported up to 67% of drivers in their study faced COVID-related risky situations by carrying passenger that might 
have COVID-19, reported significant degradation of several dimensions of their job related satisfaction. 

There was a day I went to drop passengers somewhere and we followed one of those farm and village roads, can you believe that young 
men who are indigenes of that place blocked the track roads and were asking us for money too (bribes) before they could let us through. A 
lot of things happened. We had to settle them by parting with some amount of money. They said that it is their village road and that it was 
their right to collect money from transporters. (NG5) 

I must go out to calm down my stomach. We pick up and drop off passengers from various places, different ages, different occupations. So 
how much safety will I find in giving them service? (BD5) 

4.3.3. Increased workload 
The third theme an increased workload indicates COVID-19 impacts on working lives and informs how factors such as reduced 

income, a smaller number of passengers coupled with bad enforcement strategies have increased drivers’ working and waiting hours. 
Seven of the drivers specifically mentioned they are working harder and taking no rest to compensate for the losses incurred during the 
pandemic. The finding is linked with an important but overlooked aspect of work-life balance in LMICs. Apart from direct health costs, 
it is widely known that stress-related work factors including fatigue could lead to risky driving which is a matter of public health 
concerns with serious implications for society (Useche, Ortiz, Cendales, 2017). 

I try to ride more than 14 hours a day. From 5AM to 10PM sometimes 11PM, I drive and take my lunch and sleeping break in between. 
Before the pandemic, I used to work 10 to 12 hours a day which was enough for me. But during the pandemic, I am working more hours 
because there have not been many passengers on the road like there used to be before the pandemic. (BD7) 

What I am earning now in a full day is half of what I used to earn before the COVID19. All the local passengers are facing a critical 
situation now because of COVID19. Most people who use the motorcycle service are fancy or rich, so after the pandemic people are trying 
to avoid the expensive rides and using the public transport as much as possible. As a result, we had to wait for hours to get a single ride. 
(BD12) 

4.4. Governance and regulatory challenges 

The theme highlights challenges faced by drivers during the pandemic due to poor governance and regulatory activities including 
the adoption of paternalistic policies (e.g., no reduction in licensing fees and charges) and poor planning by government bodies. The 
regulatory failings including no price control and absence of support from relevant transport companies (including ridesourcing companies 
such as Pathao, and Uber in Bangladesh), owners associations and/or unions made working conditions more complex for the drivers. 

4.4.1. Paternalistic policies 
All the participants repeatedly mentioned they did not receive any support from the government and experienced empathy deficits. 
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In Bangladesh, drivers mentioned a fee was required to be paid along with Identity Card to get the government’s support. There was no 
reduction or support available to pay licensing fees and charges. Two of the motorcycle ridesourcing drivers also took part in a protest 
of these perceived unfair policies. Participants believed there were political motives behind the pandemic and the imposition of the 
lockdowns. 

No, there was not any support from the government at all. In the first lockdown the military was on the streets. I heard that they have 
given some foods to people, but I did not get it. All the transport drivers were promised that if we submit our license number to owners’ 
union offices, we will get 8000 taka (92.73USD) but I never got that money. Either the government never gave that money, or it did not 
reach us. We submitted our NID [National Identity Card], license and 100 taka (1.16USD) fee just to get the help. But No one got 
anything. (BD9) 

… we the ridesharing drivers were harassed by the police a lot. Police used to stop us for sharing ride even if we have all our licenses, they 
will fine us at least 1000 taka (11.59USD). About this harassment we the drivers have protested in Mogbazar, and I was present in that 
protest, the whole country saw that protest and no one said anything about it. (BD15) 

Like Bangladesh, in the case of Nigeria, there is also reporting that the government support packages did not reach drivers as the 
local officials hoarded those resources. Participants reported officials distributed resources such as face masks among themselves that 
were sent to public transport drivers. 

There was no form of help from the government. It was during that demonstration that we heard that some people hid palliatives which 
the government provided for the citizens. We heard but did not see anything. Even water was not given to us. (NG8) 

Apart from paternalistic policies and hoarding of resources, the lack of trust and paternalism in COVID policies was also perceived 
by many of the participants. The following excerpts highlight this concern. 

… You remember we heard that there was a facemask that cause more death than COVID. You know that before you use anything from 
government, you must be careful, you will have to examine it first. This is because, they do not always say the truth. Those in the upper 
class will not use these things but give it to the poor masses to use. Anything they cannot use, let them give it to us but if they can use it, then 
they can never give us. (NG6) 

I think the government is imposing this COVID19 on normal people to maintain political balance. I do not think there is anything like 
COVID19 in our country. In this country, everyone who has power can do anything to anyone and the government is doing this lockdown 
thing for political purpose … The government has power and that is why they are imposing lockdown, because they are not getting 
affected by it. (BD4) 

4.4.2. Planning failure 
Participants also complained about governments’ poor communication and reaching out strategies and the absence or inadequate 

policies and guidelines available to public transport drivers. This is an important concern and needs to be addressed. A recent study in 
Bangladesh about healthcare, social and economic challenges faced by the country confirms that lack of awareness, improper 
knowledge, attitude to and practice of rules are the factors dominant in spreading COVID19 (Islam et al., 2020). Therefore, developing 
appropriate channels to communicate guidelines and rules to members of the public could be beneficial. 

About financial support from the government the counsellor of our area took our NID number total three times, but nothing came from 
that. In social media I saw that the counsellor helped some people by giving them some food but not everyone got that help. (BD13) 

The indigenes of this place were providing food items and PPEs for the villagers. They would usually call them together and give it to them, 
but nobody gave us anything because we are not from here. The government used to send messages through the traditional rulers who in 
turn inform their representatives who pass whatever information to members of their kindreds. The representatives take members of their 
kindred to share what they were given but because we are strangers, we did not receive any of these. (NG1) 

4.4.3. Regulatory failure 
Talking about regulatory failures, participants highlighted discriminatory practices, the absence of monitoring and reporting 

mechanism for COVID positive cases, and the absence of effective regulatory bodies for price controls and rules enforcement. 

COVID is not an experience anybody would wish for a second time because during that time there was general hike in prices of different 
things such as motor oil and other things we use in buses. This is because those who were selling could not even go back to the market to 
restock, so the increased the price of the goods they had. (NG1) 

it was difficult to know exactly what to do with the virus. This is because, the person you are carrying is not coughing and not sick, so one 
may conclude that since both the rider and the passenger are not coughing or running temperature, then we are all healthy. But we did not 
even know how to identify anybody with the virus. (NG2) 

4.4.4. No support from relevant transport companies 
Apart from the above-mentioned issues, the unavailability of support from unions, transport associations and ridesourcing com-

panies aggravated the physical and operational challenges faced by the drivers. All the participants mentioned either union do not exist 
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or took no initiatives during the pandemic. 

There was not any help from the union. They did not even bother to know how we drivers were living. (BD7) 

There was no support from the unions. They were only passing information from the government to us. They were not really talking to us. 
We have a strong union. The only thing they did at that time was to withdraw from asking us to pay daily ticket fees because the situation 
at that time was severe, there was no money. You just come out and go to work. (NG1) 

Motorcycle riders mentioned ridesourcing companies in Bangladesh increased percentage cuts (commission) and stopped giving 
bonuses. To add, the government’s ban on public transport overnight made ridesourcing services operations illegal. These factors 
severely reduced their income. It is worth mentioning that there are currently 14 government approved ridesourcing companies 
operating in Bangladesh, which has especially increased the number of motorcycles and motorcycle driving has become a popular 
source of earning (Wadud, 2020). 

… the government announced that motorcycle ridesharing will be stopped along with public transportation as a result, the apps were also 
closed for months. If the apps are closed and motorcycle ridesharing is stopped then how would our family run? After the apps were closed 
most people used to think that the service was illegal, and we did not find passengers in that time. That was a really bad time. (BD12) 

I am using the Uber app for 2.5 years now and the facilities we used to get from UBER like ride bonus or percentage cut, all these facilities 
have become half of what it used to be. Currently they are cutting more percentage from us, and the ride fare has come down a lot. Before 
then pandemic Uber used to cut 20% from our income and if we complete 50 or 100 rides then we used to get bonuses. After the first 
lockdown Uber is cutting 25% from per ride fare and the fare of each ride has also come down. I think they do not have particular rules or 
regulations about percentage cut, they are cutting money by their own wish or so. (BD11) 

4.5. Bad enforcement and policing related challenges 

Apart from facing governance and regulatory challenges, this research has found that the intimidating policing and ill-planned 
enforcement strategies added to the problems of drivers during the pandemic. The findings of this last theme overlapped and interlinked 
with the Governance and Regulatory Challenges discussed above. 

4.5.1. Intimidating policing 
The issues related to intimidating policing are particularly highlighted in much of the discussion with Nigerian drivers. Some of 

them even experienced incidents of flogging, chasing around and harassment from law enforcement agencies and reported soldiers 
were shooting at car tyres and bursting them. The situation was not much different for Bangladeshi drivers too. For both countries, 
participants reported officials were collecting and accepting bribes and allowing transport services to operate without conforming to 
COVID-19 safety measures. 

These findings are not new. In general, the culture of abuse of power, corruption and concerns about police integrity are not new in 
the context of developing countries. In Nigeria, the police are more widely perceived to be corrupt and less trusted by citizens 
(Afrobarometer, 2020). The report published by Human Rights Watch (2010) revealed police officers routinely extort money from 
drivers and passengers at roadsides checkpoints. In some cases, resulting in confrontations and fuelling police abuse. For Bangladesh, a 
survey on graft in service-oriented sectors found corruption is highest in law enforcement agencies (The Daily Star, 2018). During the 
pandemic, the issue has also been frequently reported by local press of the countries, urging police authorities for stricter enforcement 
and identification of police officers involved in taking bribes (e.g., see Alawiye, 2020). 

The military used to arrest people who did not have them [facemask]. They were everywhere enforcing the use of, especially facemasks. If 
you do not have it on, they will either flog you or you buy it from them at an outrageous sum of money. (NG1) 

When these enforcement agents found that we were not finding some of these things easy, they made it more difficult for us. Sometimes, 
we had to give them some bribes for them to allow you to pass. You may also run into another group, and they will start chasing you. It 
was all chaos and so difficult to do anything. While driving, one had to be on the alert to know if the car following you was any of the 
enforcement agents. They were moving with ordinary cars and chasing people around, you would not even know that the taskforce was 
following you. (NG2) 

4.5.2. Ill-planned enforcement strategies 
The deficits in the planning of enforcement strategies further compounded challenges for drivers. Discriminatory and irregular rule 

compliance, as well as heavy fines and vehicle confiscation and recoveries, all added to the problems of drivers. Driving illegally on 
different hidden routes has also been reported. In Bangladesh, drivers explicitly mentioned lenient enforcement in the second lock-
down compared to the first one. However, the situation was not different in the case of Nigeria either where despite being frequent 
mention of strict enforcement, illegal operations were successfully continued by drivers at different routes. However, research has 
shown that strict enforcement could improve adherence to some of these rules. A recent study confirms that strict enforcement 
measures and ensuring people’s adherence to rules are needed to reduce the spread of infections (Islam et al., 2020). 
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There are people who know all kinds of routes. If you wanted to travel from here to Portharcourt on Bike, you will see someone to take 
you. They know all roads. These young boys know all the routes, they even travel from here to Rivers state (75 km). They used their 
motorcycle and followed farm roads to avoid the military off at various points even from Obinze. (NG1) 

I have not seen any police checking anyone for masks. The government has said that there will be strict regulation on mask, but I have not 
seen any activity from the government at all. The policies are more active if there is a high ranked police officer is coming to visit. (BD13) 

5. Conclusions 

This research concludes that the impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak and its following containment measures on the health and 
wellbeing, personal and working lives of public and paratransit drivers in developing countries are substantial. The pandemic has 
amplified earlier inequalities and disproportionately affected transport workers in developing countries. The financial hardship faced 
by all drivers was further aggravated by the government requirement for the provision of sanitization facilities for passengers and 
protections measures for themselves. There is a clear sense among the public transport and paratransit drivers that they were aban-
doned by governments and were left with no other choice than to work in the risky situations. Any ‘announced’ support or benefits did 
not reach the drivers either. The behaviour of transport operating companies was also not helpful – as evidenced by the increases in the 
‘cut’ for ridesourcing platforms immediately after such services were allowed. There was a severe lack of support networks or in-
stitutions (other than family and friends) for these drivers. 

Subjective reflection of drivers highlights discriminatory practices and intimidating enforcement experiences during this time. 
These challenges have impacted both their personal and working lives. In Bangladesh, drivers were found to be less compliant with 
COVID19 rules especially during the second lockdown due to lenient enforcement. On the other hand, intimidating law enforcement 
practices in Nigeria widened the gap between citizens and the government. Lack of information campaigns to reach transport workers 
also sometimes created confusion and a whole-hearted buy-in from the drivers and operators was limited. Also, some drivers were 
forced to break the lockdown related regulations to feed their family members. As such, penalizing drivers without alternative pro-
visions to maintain livelihood need to be avoided. 

The challenge for the governments is to introduce fair, non-discriminatory enforcement and compliance strategies that are well 
received by people and can positively influence their perception. Information campaigns to enlighten the passengers about the need for 
distancing and sanitizing measures will ease the public transport drivers’ tasks, while targeted campaigns to educate the transport 
workers will also likely be useful. Policies that can be discriminatory by design (e.g., allowing bus fares to rise in Bangladesh, but 
banning motorcycle ridesourcing) need to be avoided. A risk-based decision making process should be practised – although such 
evidence was missing at the start of the pandemic, they are now available, e.g. Hetherington et al. (2021) showed that low cost shields 
can drastically reduce airborne exposure in motorcycle taxis. 

An early area of intervention is the provision of financial and food support to the transport workers. In most of the developed world, 
the transport industry had received substantial bailout packages from respective governments. Such financial and food support directly 
targeted at the most vulnerable transport workers, rather than vehicle owners will be more useful. Transparent governance of such 
support schemes is also vitally important, as there were complaints of ‘missing’ support. Given the poor driving skills of many of these 
drivers, and a large number of crashes in these countries, conditioning some of the financial/food support upon driver training can be a 
beneficial strategy in the long term. Skills training in other areas can also be a useful long-term strategy. 

To maintain a safe transport provision in buses and paratransit. The purchase of PPE and sanitisers should also be supported by the 
governments, rather than leaving it to private drivers, who are already stretched. Encouraging interest-free loans and providing the 
private lending sector with guarantees for these types of loans to vulnerable workers can be another avenue to help the workers. While 
these strategies are difficult to implement in practice due to the unorganised nature of transport provision in most developing 
countries, the need for some form of organization – even via local worker unions or NGOs – becomes even more important in the 
context of a pandemic. 

To conclude, it is hoped the present research has helped to accumulate an understanding of the issues faced by the public- and 
paratransit drivers in LMICs and would contribute to developing a pandemic resilient public transport system for the future without 
placing the livelihood and health and wellbeing of its workers at risk. 
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