An Institutional Solution to Traffic Congestion in our Metropoles
There has been much said and written during recent years on the looming problem and likely consequences including  billions of rand in excess user costs facing our major metropolitan areas as a result of rapidly escalating road congestion. Statements such as “a change in mindset, not more roads, is needed to ease congestion” have been made by politicians, apparently not realizing that by far the majority of our metropolitan public transport journeys take place on roads and also being unaware of the real issues.

The only real alternative to the extensive use of roads for public transport is rail, and as long as 20 years ago the South African Rail Commuter Corporation (SARCC) pointed out to the financial decision-makers the parlous state of our commuter rail infrastructure particularly rolling stock and signaling equipment, and that massive financial support was needed to rectify the situation caused by disinvestments by the previous South African Transport Services (SATS) in commuter rail.

Added to this, transport professionals in the country have made at least two significant proposals to address the problem. Firstly a proposal was made in 1986 for a rail-based mass transit system (Masstran) to serve the rapidly developing areas of Johannesburg and surrounds, and which, by the year 2000 would have catered for 845 000 daily passenger trips, and secondly, a proposal in 1996 for the concessioning of rail commuter services in order to ameliorate the then crisis situation in respect of commuter rail services. The only apparent response from political and financial decision-makers thus far has been to allocate some R20 billion or so to an elite and low coverage rapid rail project, the Gautrain. 
There is no doubt that an effective and efficient rail commuter system is an essential part of an integrated public transport system for metropolitan areas. However the political will in implementing proposals by competent transport professionals to address the situation appears to be lacking in the extreme.

Since the late 1970’s when a Committee of Enquiry into urban transport infrastructure made several recommendations towards addressing the incipient problem in public transport in our major metropolitan areas, there has been little significant reaction from financial and political decision-makers, other than the Gautrain proposal. The Urban Transport Fund, for example, floundered from lack of support by the Treasury.

There are many ways professional transport planners can address the congestion problem, including congestion charging – but the primary needs are “institutional” not “financial”. Urban transport in this country has for the past five or more decades suffered because of the lack of adequate institutional arrangements  to manage the issues.

In the 1960’s and 1970’s the problem was not so severe because of generally low car ownership rates and less dense land use in the areas concerned. However the problem has grown into major proportions during the past 20 or so years – with no realistic or likely solution in sight – despite many promises to solve the problem from politicians.

Nearly 20 years ago a proposal were made by officials within the Department of Transport for the creation of metropolitan Passenger Transport Authorities (PTA’s) with the requisite powers and resources to properly plan and manage urban transport within their respective areas of jurisdiction.

There has been much dithering, political institutional jealousies, and passing of the buck in the interim with only one metropolitan area having created such an authority in terms of the National Transport Land Transition Act 2000, i.e., Ethekwini. Even this example represents an “emasculated” body since it has been created with little resources, especially financial, and  more importantly, authority, in relation to the other two tiers of government. Also it is under the control of city councilors and thus open to party political influences, rather than being driven by professional criteria pertaining to the provision of optimum transport operations . The most effective bodies worldwide are not tied, or subservient, to “council committees” and politicians, rather they answer to the general public.
The South African Road Federation calls on the appropriate political and executive decision-makers to address this problem with urgency, and to create effective and powerful PTA’s within our metropolitan areas – outside of party-political manipulations and to procure the necessary resources and authority for these bodies. Our transport professionals in South Africa possess the necessary expertise to address our problem within an appropriate structure.   
