	 

	Dec 11th 2006 3:58pm
Dear Mr. Paul Nordengen
Please see below details of the changes currently being implemented on Van Reenan’s Pass. The compulsory stop at Van Reenan’s will only be implemented in January 2007. Should you have any queries please contact Con Roux at N3TC on 011 – 454 3596. 

	van Reenen’s Pass Introduction of compulsory truck lane 
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The left hand lanes of the top 9km section of Van Reenen’s pass, both north and south bound, have been turned into compulsory “truck lanes” for heavy vehicles exceeding 16 tons. Trucks must move into the left hand lane as they approach the restricted section, and must remain in this lane until signage indicates the lifting of the restriction. Light motor vehicles should remain in the fast lane. 
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The speed limit in the truck lane has been reduced to 60km/hour, while the speed limit for light vehicles remains 80km/hour. Law enforcement authorities will strictly enforce speed limits, as well as the prohibition on heavy vehicles in the fast lane.

In addition, a compulsory stop for trucks will be introduced at the top of the pass in the middle of January 2007. Trucks will be required to come to a complete stop before making their descent down the pass in a controlled safe manner. 

The objective of all these interventions by N3TC is to address, insofar as it is possible from an engineering point of view, the greatest causes of accidents on the pass, namely inoperative brakes, rear-end collisions due to high speed differentials, dangerous inter-lane manoeuvres and driver disorientation in extreme weather conditions. 

Call the N3TC customer careline on 0800 203 950 or visit their website www.n3tc.co.za for further information or assistance on your journey. 

Accident Statistics for Van Reenen Pass : September 2004 to August 2006
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No of fatal accidents 166.7%)
No of heavy veh accidents 50.0%
No of Injuries 59.8%)
No of fatal 175.0%
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The result of all these (and other) factors is, quite frankly, mayhem. From a road safety point of view, Van Reenens is the single most dangerous section of the N3.

So what is being done about safety on the Pass? 

It is necessary to consider the question from three points of view: Engineering, Education and Enforcement.

Engineering
In 1999, N3 Toll Concession (Pty) Ltd (“N3TC”) entered into a 30 year Public Private Partnership with The South African National Roads Agency Ltd (“SANRAL”) for the design, construction, financing, operation and maintenance of the N3 between Heidelberg and Cedara. 

After doubling the outstanding sections of road required to provide motorists with the convenience of two lanes in each direction for the entire length of N3 between Durban and Johannesburg (completed in 2002), one of N3TC’s primary objectives has been to identify and address engineering issues related to van Reenens Pass. 

The first issue to be addressed was the improvement of the stability of one of the slopes near the top of the pass. Investigation revealed that the factor of safety related to the stability of the slope was marginal and therefore risk of failure existed. Cracks and signs of deformation had begun to appear on the surface of the road. The repair action involved construction of 56 augered piles anchored into the slope.  The cost of the slope rehabilitation, completed in 2004, was R10.5 million. 
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The second major challenge was to rectify rutting that came about as a result of the extreme traffic loading on the pass, a challenge compounded by the devastating effects of overloading, as well as the steep gradients. Normal road life expectancy when using conventional road building materials is dramatically reduced under such circumstances, necessitating costly and more frequent reconstruction interventions.



	Road safety on van Reenens Pass 

	
Van Reenens Pass is one of the most beautiful sections of the N3 between Johannesburg and Durban. Transcending the escarpment between the Free State and KwaZulu-Natal, van Reenens is a milestone in any journey along the N3. It is steeped in history, and offers superb views of the surrounding countryside.

But the pass (often referred to as “the Hill”) has a dark side.

The road is steep, very steep in places, and twists and turns as it follows the rugged terrain. The weather is infamously fickle, with high winds capable of blowing caravans and light trucks onto their sides. Snow has on a number of occasions completely closed van Reenens, while mist and rain regularly reduce visibility and render the road treacherously dangerous.. 
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Traffic, in particular heavy traffic, increases by the year as the economy continues its robust growth. Trucks relentlessly grind up and down van Reenens day and night, while during peak traffic periods as many as 3000 vehicles per hour use the pass. Currently, the daily average traffic is 9100 vehicles, of which 2600 are large trucks (5axles or more), close to a third of all vehicles.

The speed differential between trucks in low gear and the powerful new generation of light vehicles is frightening, both up and down the pass. 

High speed differentials (76% of drivers exceed the speed limit on the pass) and failure to adapt speed in relation to circumstances, have contributed to more than 70% of all accidents on the pass over the past two years.
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After extensive analysis and expert design by leading consulting engineers, N3TC commenced reconstruction and resurfacing of van Reenen’s Pass in 2005. The work was completed in July 2006 at a cost of R73 million. The innovative use during the process of steel slag aggregate in the asphalt for the first time on a national road in South Africa is expected to extend the life of the rehabilitation work, thus reducing cost and inconvenience to the motorist due to roadworks.
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Having addressed these two issues, N3TC is currently engaged in three further extremely important road-safety enhancements. 

Firstly, a compulsory stop for trucks is being constructed at a safe point near Windy Corner at the top of the pass. The primary aim of the stop is to ensure that trucks come to a complete stop, thus ensuring proper working of their braking systems. There will also be a law enforcement lay-bye area for vehicle fitness inspections and general law enforcement activities. After stopping, trucks will engage their lowest gear and proceed down the pass in a controlled safe manner. 
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Secondly, there will be demarcated lane restrictions on the steepest 7km section of the pass, effectively ensuring a dedicated truck lane. No vehicle with a gross vehicle mass of more than 16 tons will be allowed to travel either northbound or southbound in the fast lane on this section. The speed limit in the slow lane will be a strictly enforced 60km/hour. The law enforcement authorities have installed a set of mounted cameras at strategic points to enable them to enforce the speed limit and to monitor large trucks that try to avoid the slow lane and the compulsory stop.

Thirdly, new high visibility signage is being installed on the pass in conjunction with upgraded roadmarking and roadstuds. These measures will greatly enhance route awareness, particularly at night and during extreme weather conditions, as well as regulate speed and the operation of the compulsory truck stop and dedicated truck lanes. Investigations into strategically placed Variable Message Signage (“VMS”) for the pass are at an advanced stage and will be installed in due course.

The objective of all these interventions by N3TC is to address, insofar as it is possible from an engineering point of view, the greatest causes of accidents on the pass, namely vehicle unfitness (in particular inoperative brakes), rear-end collisions due to high speed differentials, dangerous inter-lane manoeuvres and driver disorientation in extreme weather conditions. 

Education
If there is to be any chance whatsoever of an improvement in the horrific road accident statistics on van Reenens Pass, not to mention the infinite number of transgressions of the law that miraculously do not result in accidents, driver attitudes and behaviour must change, primarily through education. 

Road safety, particularly on difficult terrain like van Reenens Pass, is about driving responsibly within the law and with respect for other users. The particular circumstances of each journey (weather, traffic etc) have to be taken into account, and the road has to be shared with other users, understanding their particular needs and limitations.

Basic issues like adherence to speed limits, wearing a seat belt, driving a mechanically safe vehicle, taking adequate rest breaks, not driving under the influence of drugs or alcohol, observing safe following distances, and slowing down in the event of adverse weather conditions, are simply ignored by many drivers. In so doing, they endanger not only their own lives, but also the lives of others. 

Every driver needs to accept personal responsibility for driving in a non-aggressive, responsible and safe manner. It is not sufficient simply to assume that because one has a driver’s licence, one is a competent and safe driver. All drivers should, wherever possible, make it their business to undergo advanced driver training as a non-negotiable life skill.

Insofar as the education of truck drivers is concerned, a prominent motoring journalist, Dave Scott, in conjunction with Fleetwatch Magazine, is finalising the conceptualisation of driver training / route induction material specifically for the N3. Special emphasis will be placed on safe passage over van Reenens Pass. This will be a first for long-distance haulage in SA – all current training material focuses on driving a truck without prior knowledge of the environmental conditions on a particular road.

 

The authorities, in particular the Department of Transport through its Arrive Alive programme, invest hundreds of millions of rand in educating the public regarding the dangers of the road. It is absolutely essential for the safe-driving pleas in this programme to be adhered to. 
  
The media, too, has a most important educational role in road safety with a specific focus. Prominent news items appear regularly in newspapers to remind motorists of major accidents and educate them as to the dangers of the pass. Two cases in point are the very extensive coverage received after the complete multi-hour closures of the pass due to accidents on Friday 10 February 2006 (Midmar Mile participants will still remember the event with dismay) and Friday 29 September 2006.

The news and traffic desks of all the radio stations are extremely vigilant when it comes to informing the public concerning incidents on van Reenens, and Weather SA has introduced an innovative, free weather forecast service for the KwaZulu-Natal section of the N3, including van Reenens Pass, that is updated three times daily (the number to dial is 082 231 1619). This information can be used most constructively when planning a journey or en-route ensuring that nothing has happened to necessitate a change of plans.

N3TC itself introduced a customer careline two years ago to assist motorists requiring information or assistance on their journey (0800 203 950), and is in the process of introducing an SMS messaging service to convey real-time critical information to motorists concerning incidents, construction activities and extreme weather conditions along the N3. The service will be free of charge to the motorist, apart from the cost of a normal mobile phone call to register. Further details in this regard will be published shortly.

N3TC is also in the process of completely upgrading its website www.n3tc.co.za to offer interactive communication with road users concerning every aspect of the N3 toll route, in particular road safety. It invites anyone to offer suggestions as to content of the website that would be helpful and informative and contribute to a reduction in accident statistics on the route.

Prominent trade publications in the trucking industry carry well-researched and prominent articles concerning safety on the pass, focusing on the need for drivers to be effectively trained in the dangers of speed, inadequate following distance, driver fatigue, vehicle unfitness, and the risk of secondary accidents.

Enforcement
Day-to-day responsibility for the critical third element of road safety on van Reenens Pass, law enforcement, falls primarily on the shoulders of the KwaZulu-Natal Road Traffic Inspectorate (“RTI”). 

Mr John Schnell, Manager RTI, is an officer of immense experience. He is also an outspoken critic of lawless driving. John and the Ladysmith Station Commander, Dave Steele, together have more than 57 years service in the RTI. Dave has been directly responsible for law enforcement on van Reenens for 21 years and knows what he is talking about.

Both are adamant that the speed differential between heavy and light vehicles is a major factor in serious road accidents on the pass, and give fair warning to the public that speed law enforcement will in future be stringently applied on the pass. 
The object of the exercise is not to see how many motorists are caught, rather to ensure, from a road safety point of view, that they don’t speed in the first place. The speed limit of 80km/hour (and shortly 60km/hour in the slow lane) is there for very good reason and is to be strictly enforced.

Ironically, during periods of significant reconstruction on van Reenens Pass, the number of accidents, and particularly the degree of severity, has reduced significantly. Analysts ascribe this primarily to the fact that motorists were often compelled to travel at low speed through construction areas. This led at times to frustration, but had a most beneficial spin-off. 

Dave Steele confirms that checks will take place at the compulsory truck stop as soon as it is completed (expected by the middle of December 2006).   This, by itself, is expected to have a very positive effect in reducing the number of accidents due to driver and vehicle unfitness. 

And, as always, it is unfortunately true to say that no matter how many warning, or even mandatory, signs there are along a route, there is often little compliance and observance must be enforced. Moving violations, especially reckless, negligent and inconsiderate driving, will be targeted on an ongoing basis.

Based on his years of experience, and passion for the safety of motorists on the N3, Dave simply reiterates that specific law enforcement and 100% compliance are non-negotiable factors in the ongoing battle to reduce accident and fatality rates. 

Conclusion
The bottom line is that the N3 is the single most important long-distance economic arterial, as well as the premier leisure route, in the country. Van Reenens Pass is a critical section of the route.

It is of no consequence simply to study accident statistics for the route and watch them deteriorate year by year.

In the Annual Report 2005 of the French Association of Motorway and toll road Operators, it was noted that while motorway use continued to rise, accidents with injury have fallen steadily since 1980 at an average rate of 5.5% per year. From 2002 to 2004, a spectacular drop of 34.8% was achieved. 

N3TC is extremely serious in the stand it now takes to campaign vigorously for a safer N3 and, in particular, a safer van Reenens Pass. 

It invites the trucking industry, the motoring public, the law enforcement authorities, the emergency services, the media and all other stakeholders to join hands and emulate the feats of the French in achieving an initial reduction of at least 5.5% in the number of accidents with injury that occur on the N3 in 2007. Monthly statistics, including specific statistics for van Reenens Pass, will be posted on N3TC’s website.

Come on South Africa, let’s all begin to make a truly significant difference to road safety on our preferred national highway. 2010 is around the corner!

-----------------------------------------

You can download the above information in word format by clicking the links below:

Road_safety_van_Reenens_Pass
van_Reenens_truck_lane_flyer 

Website: www.rfa.co.za
Business Portal: www.rfabiz.co.za 

Without Trucks, South Africa Stops! 
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