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Identity cards for rickshaw-pullers

- 45-year-old plays good Samaritan to stop police harassment in Dhanbad PRADUMAN CHOUBEY 
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	Prem Bachchan Das (right) and rickshaw-pullers at a rally. Pix: Gautam Dey 


Dhanbad, Jan. 16: Identity cards for rickshaw-pullers — does the idea sound too far-fetched or for that matter, utopian? 

Not for Dhanbad, where the rickshaw-pullers have been issued ID cards by various police stations, thanks to the initiative of one Prem Bachchan Das, the self-appointed guardian of the downtrodden. 

Das, 45, popularly known as netaji among his close friends and relatives, has been fighting for the cause of the rickshaw-pullers for over 20 years. He has not only organised them under the banner of Jharkhand Rickshaw Mazdoor Sangh, but also made sure that they were issued identity cards to save them from frequent police harassment. Further, Das strongly feels the ID cards will also instil a sense of dignity among the rickshaw-pullers. 

Explaining how the concept of ID cards came into play, Das said: “Tired of frequent police harassment of the rickshaw-pullers, I took up the matter with the police officers. They suggested issuing ID cards to the rickshaw-pullers and we agreed.” 

Jharia police inspector Ramakant Prasad first issued the cards to more than 400 rickshaw-pullers in 2000. Later, other police stations, including Jorapokhar, Dhanbad, Kenduadih and Katras, followed suit. The ID cards have brought other benefits to the rickshaw-pullers, too. 

On the basis of these cards, the State Bank of Jaipur and Bikaner recently provided loans to around 20 rickshaw-pullers at a minimal interest rate of 4 per cent for buying new three-wheelers.

“We hope that other banks will also extend loans in due course of time,” Das said. 

Talking about the organisation, Das said he formed the Jharkhand Rickshaw Mazdoor Sangh in 1990. The organisation that started with only half a dozen members of Jharia became so popular that it soon spread to other districts, including Ranchi, Hazaribagh, Palamau, Bokaro and Jamshedpur. 

Workers of the unorganised sector, particularly coolies, and domestic helps, also joined it. 

More recently, Das has embarked on a mission to promote education among the rickshaw-pullers by launching a month-long mobile education programme. This apart, they would also be educated about current social and political issues.

