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Of the various aspects of society that could contribute to the African Renaissance, one of the most important is good roads. In fact roads are generally regarded, after education, as the most important catalyst for a country’s development. A good and well maintained road network is of paramount importance in the economic and social growth of any country. Some 80% of general freight movements, (i.e. excluding coal, and iron ore) in South Africa take place on roads. The role of good roads in the improvement of social conditions in Africa is readily apparent. Also investment in road infrastructure pays for itself in a short time. A survey of World Bank supported road projects during the last decade of the 20th century showed a 29% rate of return on investment, whilst it has been suggested that three quarters of US federal investment on highways during the 1950’s and 1960’s could be justified on the basis of reduction in trucking costs alone. Roads contribute to poverty alleviation both by providing infrastructure for transport services to move goods and people, and by providing access to rural populations to markets and social facilities.
 Road systems can be broadly divided into “economic” and “social” networks. The “economic networks” essentially are the primary and secondary road networks that carry substantial traffic and on which the vast majority of the transport activities take place, but which normally represent less than 20% of the total network length. To contribute to poverty alleviation these networks must be kept in such condition that the sum total of vehicle operating and road infrastructure costs are at a minimum.
As is pointed out by Dieter Schelling, a transport specialist at the World Bank , in a paper to the upcoming SARF/IRF Regional Conference for Africa to be held in Durban in September this year,  “Social road networks roughly are the rural road networks that carry only a small share of the total traffic load, but which extend to more than 80-% of total network length. These networks must provide reliable all-season access to the rural populations in order to enable them to reach markets and social facilities. The emphasis here is on basic access – rather than reduction of transport cost – to reduce the isolation of rural dwellers and hence assist them to get out of poverty.

Furthermore, roads contribute to poverty alleviation by promoting growth through the provision of infrastructure in corridors that connect nations and provide access to land-locked countries. Transport on such roads often is in competition with railways or with transport systems in other corridors. Effective inter-modal systems between road, rail and water transport are required to reduce transport cost and time.
As well, to contribute to poverty alleviation, roads need to be safe. Only if due regard is given to appropriate arrangements to deal with road safety can roads really contribute to poverty alleviation.”
Unfortunately despite the impressive economic and social development record of roads as well as the high economic rates of return, fiscal authorities in South Africa have accorded a very low priority to road investment for the past 2 to 3 decades, until recently.

A World Bank survey in 1994 showed that there are over one and a half million kilometers of roads in sub-Saharan Africa, with a replacement cost, at the time, of about US$130 billion, with a required annual budget for maintenance of some US$1½ billion required. Unfortunately, as in South Africa only a small proportion of the funds to regularly update and maintain the road network, both city streets and rural roads have been made available for the past 2 or more decades. The result has been a degeneration of our African road network as well as a flight from the industry of competent professionals to manage the system. In fact President Mbeki, in his State of the Nations address to parliament last year stated “We need assiduously to improve the management, organizational, technical and other capacities of government to meet its objectives”. He was not referring specifically to roads, but this is as true for the roads sector as it is for any other sector of government and society.

The road system is fundamental to the economic and social fabric of any country and the backbone of the African transport system. For the roads sector to prosper, a strong focal point to promote the total roads sector needs to be established. Whilst there are many public and private sector institutions and organizations involved the roads sector in South Africa, from roads authorities at all government levels, to supplier interests groups, consulting and contacting representative bodies, user representative groups there is only one non-government body that is representative of the whole spectrum of activities in the provision, maintenance and operation of roads, viz. the South African Road Federation, (SARF).

For the roads sector to prosper in the face of many competing sectorial interests in the economy, it is essential that we have a strong and effective representative body such as the SARF, which embraces the broad community of interests within the roads sector. Without such a body, political decision-makers are faced by often competing sectorial interests, thus diminishing a natural asset with a roads system ill-placed to address the significant challenges facing it.
The SARF came into being in 1952 as a member of the International Road Federation with the objective of promoting:

The development of South Africa’s road network,

The effective and safe operation of the road network, and

The development of the road sector in the country.

 At the time there was very close liaison with, and involvement by, the road authorities, right up to Ministerial level in the Federation, and the names of the participants in early Road Federation gatherings read like a “who’s who” of key engineers in central government, provincial and municipal roads departments. In fact, a significant factor in the operation of the Federation during the “developmental” years was been the involvement, at Director level, of retired senior road authority officials. The experience of, and contacts with, government was of strong benefit to the Federation at the time.

Just as the development of the country’s road network enjoyed its heyday in the first few decades following the conclusion of the Second World War, so too did the Road Federation. This was a period of growth in the country and good roads and reliable road transport was necessary to promote this growth. The road network was in a state of development and a need was perceived for an institution to effectively represent the road sector in its development including the necessity to receive a fair share of government resources.
In the 1950’s, 60’s and 70’s the SARF played a major role in helping to build up the South African road sector and the roads network – particularly in the field of education and networking to promote the industry.

However in the late 80’s onwards with the downturn of the road sector due to lack of investment in the sector, the Federations’ fortunes also suffered – as did those of the entire road industry. 

Recently the SARF, recognizing the changed dynamics of the road sector in South Africa, embarked on a process of rejuvenation.

What are the current dynamics of the South African road sector as we move into the 21st century? The era is one of vast and complex needs for our roads sector allied to a need to involve all sectors of our society in the provision, maintenance and operation of roads. Unfortunately this need coincides with a significant shortage of capacity. Of prime concern to the road sector is its viability, with some exceptions, to meet the current and future postulated traffic demands on the road system. Apart from national roads the bulk of the road network in this country is in a state of decay and disintegration with a record high figure for the percentage of roads in our total road network, in a poor or worse, condition. Much of our population has completely inadequate access to a transport system because of the absence of roads serving them.

Accessibility to facilities for rural communities is generally by roads of varying standards and levels of adequacy and the extent of development of these communities is significantly affected by the road access provided. Conversely for the business and industrial sector of the country adequate mobility in moving products plays a large role in the competitiveness of industry on the local and world markets and once again our performance is not good in this respect.

What are the forces at play that have brought about this situation during the past two or three decades and which the Road Federation needs to address in order to fulfill its mission to promote and transform the entire road sector in line with overall national policy?

The primary cause of the situation is probably disinvestment in the roads sector for the past two decades, accentuated by rampant inflationary costs in road construction during the early part of this period. Whilst the government has signaled its intention to increase investment in infrastructure, including roads, not much has been visible in the roads sector to date. Also turning on the tap too quickly brings with itself problems of efficiency and effectiveness in expenditure. The disinvestments in roads over two decades have driven much of the capacity from the industry.

Another issue which needs to be addressed is the multiplicity of road authorities with significant powers in road provision. This has lead to major problems in the coordination of expenditure and the other activities necessary to promote the roads network, as well as shortages of experienced road engineers and administrators including operations staff, such as traffic officers.

An unfortunate situation which has also arisen in respect of roads is the lack of any reliable and logical information regarding real road needs in the country. The last comprehensive rural roads needs study was carried out by the Department of Transport in 1983 and no real and comprehensive study for urban roads has ever been carried out. We thus have no knowledge of the appropriate size of the road network in South Africa, urban and rural, nor what its real financial needs constitute.

Much work needs to be done on the whole issue of the coordination of physical and financial planning for roads – despite representations from various persons during the past three decades for this to take place. Added to this is the need for proper financial management in the roads sector, consisting of the three elements, financial planning and programming, financial monitoring and control, and accountability in the expenditure of funds.

Other very important areas which need to be addressed are those of capacity development throughout the roads sector and the adoption of realistic and appropriate road network (or asset) management systems – so essential for proper planning – and incorporating adequate data bases.

In summary the current dynamics in respect of road infrastructure in South Africa which the Road Federation needs to help address is: 

· Capacity development in respect of personnel – as a first priority
· A new paradigm for planning and delivery – institutionally and procedurally based

· Sound financial management – including sustainable funding source

· Comprehensive and accurate road needs studies, both rural; and urban

· Effective coordination and provision within the road sector 

· The development of proper and integrated road network information management systems.
The road federation will assiduously direct its activities towards these needs.

To help promote the road sector, as a well as professional development endeavours, the SARF, with the IRF, will be holding a Roads Conference for Africa, at the Durban International Convention Centre from 11 to 13 September this year.
Recognizing that the social and economic development of Africa is being held back by a lack of efficiency and effectiveness of the road network throughout the African continent, and that the growth sought in terms of the African Renaissance cannot take place without a substantial improvement in road infrastructure, the conference seeks to bring together professionals in the roads field and executive decision-makers to examine what can be done to address the situation. Various topics germane to the problem will be addressed and debated upon and it is hoped that a significant step towards a solution to the problem of inadequate road infrastructure in Africa will be made. It is time for all to realize the magnitude of the brake that is being placed on our development in Africa by the inadequate and poorly maintained road network throughout the continent.
