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CONFRONTING LAND FREIGHT CHALLENGES IN SOUTH AFRICA
By Dr Malcolm Mitchell - Executive Director, South African Road Federation

South African freight growth has been exceptionally high since the mid-1970s. As always, growing pains accompany rapid expansion, and issues such as the under-funding of major freight corridors, rail’s apparent inability to compete with road freight , a lack of reliable statistical information and the flagrant flouting of the road code by hauliers, all call for urgent remedial attention.
BACKGROUND
During the first two thirds of the 20th Century, rail was the primary freight medium for technological, but especially, political reasons. The latter took shape as an artificial economic advantage due largely to legislative impediments placed by the Government on road freighting. Dubbed the Motor Carrier Transportation Act, it restricted the operational freedom of all road freight, except that used by farmers, local authorities and government departments. Permits for isolated categories such as perishable goods could be obtained, but the Act, rigidly enforced by railway police inspectors, ensured that most land-freight was rail-based.
Despite this there was an upsurge in road haulage in the decade following World War Two when South African national income rose by 57% - a substantially higher growth rate than that of most other countries – and demand for the movement of goods increased accordingly. During this period rail’s revenue per ton/miles rose by 78%, and notwithstanding the severe road freighting restrictions, the number of trucks on South African roads increased by 128% , albeit from a low base. 
Repeated exemptions as well as some relaxation of the regulations led to road haulage replacing rail as the dominant form of freight from the mid-1970s. Data from Central Statistical Services reveals that the 40 years between 1957 and 1997 saw road freight grow sevenfold, while growth in general rail freight was negligible. 
The National Transport Policy Study (NTPS) of the mid-1980s, which focused on the strategic importance of transport to the economic and social development of the country, identified the need for deregulation and privatisation of transport as a whole. This led to the scrapping of the road permit system and the focus shifted to the regulation of safety through the Road Freight Quality System (RFQS). RFQS, however, has not been fully implemented. Furthermore, although some of the elements are in operation they are not being strictly enforced. 

As things stand, we have a deregulated freight industry in which road transport accounts for the greatest tonnage by far, with much of it being hauled in an arbitrary and often dangerous manner. Rail on the other hand, although belatedly attempting to regain market share, remains under-utilised.
The main issues facing South Africa’s freight industry can be classified as economic, operational and safety, and environmental/externality – aspects of which are explored below.
ECONOMIC ISSUES 
During the second half of the 20th Century the South African economy underwent a transformation from one based primarily on agriculture and mining, to one that was industrially driven, and the fast delivery of high-cost goods emerged as being crucial to commerce and industry. “Just-in-Time” and reliable delivery have subsequently assumed ever greater importance, and in some sectors transport accounts for up to 40% of total costs. The transport industry has however failed to fully meet the challenge. Due to under-investment and huge increases in traffic volumes since the early 1980s neither road nor rail has kept pace with development.

In defending its decline in market share, rail asserts that the playing fields are not level – though no coherent argument has been presented in support of this contention. 
Nevertheless, there have been calls from many quarters for a realignment of market share so that at least some excess rail capacity can be utilised. Pricing or cost recovery studies have been attempted by Government but these have founded due rail’s reluctance to supply pertinent data. It has therefore not been possible to arrive at an accurate comparison of road-versus-rail costs . All that has been gleaned is that compared to cars heavy freight vehicles are not paying their way. 
It is a pity that Government has not seen fit to adhere to its undertaking in the 1996 White Paper on Transport Policy, to pursue “regular cost recovery studies to determine and equitably allocate costs for the provision, management, operation and maintenance of all freight transport infrastructures”.
The assertion that the legal axle load limits for heavy vehicles as well as the allowable gross vehicle mass (GVM) renders the rail sector uncompetitive cannot be substantiated. At a nine ton limit for single axles the South African axle load régime is among the lowest in the world, and indeed, is lower than that of many African states. In fact, in some European countries, a single axle load of up to 11 tons is permitted. Although our 56 ton GVM is among the highest in the world, it does not affect our roads adversely, provided the axle load limits are maintained. Some countries, notably New Zealand, have even been investigating a 75 ton GVM.
The 1998 “Moving South Africa” study noted that South African road freight hauliers’ service levels were worse than expected, and were no better on costs. Greater productivity is obviously a major priority especially when it is considered that South Africa is one of the few, if not the only, country where the major industrial area is situated 600 km from its major export harbour.
OPERATIONAL ISSUES
This is where most of issues which need resolving, are to be found.

The heart of the problem lies in the sporadic implementation of the RFQS (Road Freight Quality System). There are various reasons for this, but the most striking has been the marked lack of cooperation of the freight industry.  Some of its members have adopted a narrow approach based on self-interest and deliberately ignore the national road code. Overloading, exceeding the  80 km/hour speed limit, very poorly and dangerously maintained vehicles, and drugging drivers to keep awake, are just some of the operational conditions demanding urgent attention.

How do maverick haulers get away with it when regulations are in place to deal with them? Perhaps rail has a point about unfair competition. Major delays, accidents, injury and death, particularly in the metropolitan areas, as a result of overturned or jack-knifed heavy vehicles, present a horrifying litany of mismanagement, incompetence and lack of law enforcement.
SAFETY AND ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
South Africa has a very much poorer road safety record than that of most developed countries and rail too is increasingly succumbing to poor safety standards, especially on the commuter side. There are many contributing factors, all of which have been extensively chronicled. Nevertheless, safety is a drum we must continue to beat until the machinery required to reverse our deplorable accident rate has been mobilised effectively. 
One can at least draw some solace from the fact that unlike safety-related issues, the negative impact of road and rail transport on the environment has not reached crisis proportions. However, because of this, little research exists to determine the environmental cost of freight and other transport. In some European countries environmental maintenance costs amount to 4.27% of GDP, of which 50% can be attributed to accidents. EU and OECD studies have observed that motor vehicle usage, congestion and urbanisation are the three key components of air and noise pollution.

THE OVERARCHING FREIGHT POLICY SOLUTION
There are various documents relevant to an analysis of freight policy in South Africa. The most specific of these are:
· The 1986 National Transport Policy Study White Paper.
· The 1996 White Paper on National Transport Policy.
· “Moving South Africa”, a 20 year strategic framework for transport policy in South Africa, issued by the Minister of Transport in 1999.

As mentioned, the pendulum has swung from an era of strict road freight regulation to total deregulation. The goals as set out in the 1986 White Paper aimed at providing a safe and reliable freight transport service under the umbrella of effective and equitable competition in the private sector. They were to be based on a simplification of regulations and were premised on the introduction of a satisfactory road-freight quality system. 
Although various measures were put in place to promote these goals, a satisfactory quality system was not installed. Financial inequities which might favour one mode of transport over another were to have been eliminated, public safety was to have been protected, and operator quality (for all modes) was to have been enhanced. To date, however, these issues and the introduction of a quality system have been left to the machinations of the marketplace.
The 1996 White Paper on National Transport Policy reaffirmed and built on these principles, placing special emphasis on traffic quality and safety matters, and adding some additional policy objectives. These included:

· Development of a comprehensive freight transport information system.
· Provision of seamless intermodal services.
· Current capacity of both rail and road was to be maintained and optimized.
· The implementation of freight policy was to be prioritised in terms of sustainable economic and development needs within a practical and equitable distribution of all capital and costs.
· A strong diverse and competitive industry was to be promoted within the limits of the sustainable transport infrastructure. 

· Protection of the environment , especially with regard to the transport of hazardous substances.
· Human resource development and the promotion of entrepreneurial opportunities were also to receive attention.
Road transport law enforcement in the interests of safety was singled out for special attention. The document also dealt with the policy objective concerning coordination of internal freight transport operations.
During 1997 and 1998 the Department of Transport developed a 20-year strategic framework which included some recommendations germane to this discussion:
· Encourage inter-modal networks to achieve optimal economies of scale for a given volume and distance.
· Promote corridor density rather than a diffused freight movement network.
· Create innovative institutional and regulatory structures to coordinate the implementation of investment in an integrated fashion. For example, this would require a three-fold increase in the port-side capacity at Durban Harbour, and would have to be matched by corresponding land-side improvements.
· Recognise the role of SADC in freight generation.
· Promote lower transit times and system costs to increase the competitiveness of customers.
· Account for external cost factors such as pollution to the maximum possible degree.
· Decrease the distorting effects of cross-subsidisation and increase the potential incentive to reinvest in the business.
· Encourage a full cost recovery of infrastructure and externalities from users.
· Stimulate integrated logistics. 

Where does SARF stand in this regard?

THE SARF VIEWPOINT
Although the objectives of shifting a greater proportion of freight to rail are understood and supported, it appears that market forces are a strong deterrent to this aim. Government must deal with the fact, that in the short to medium term at least, economic forces will not bring about the desired change without the implementation of radical reform at Spoornet. 
Immediate transformation would require socio-political initiatives. These could include increased license charges and other forms of road user levies. Rail will also need to look at improving its service and reducing costs substantially. Rail users are still plagued by poor reliability because Spoornet has ignored the challenge of a changing freight market and a competitive road-freight industry. 
Rail has simply not adapted. It can be done, however, as has been demonstrated by the vastly increased performance of  American rail operators following the deregulation of freight and other transport in that country.
The Government’s freight logistics strategy document, released in September 2005, provides a framework within which rail’s improved performance could be addressed. However, rail should not be subsidised at the expense of the road sector. As it is patently obvious that there are severe operational problems in road freighting, particularly on our primary corridors, and especially on the N3, a meaningful proportion of the funds earmarked for infrastructural development should be spent on these nodes as well as on the freight routes of our metropolitan areas. 
This appears to be the most judicious approach. The last thing this country needs is higher freight costs as a means of propping up an unreliable and inefficient rail service. 
These issues demand urgent debate and to this end SARF, in conjunction with the IRF, will be holding a Regional Conference for Africa at the Durban ICC between 11 and 13 September 2006. Interested parties should contact Cilla Taylor Conferences on (012) 667-3681 or via email on confplan@iafrica.com .The conference is open to anyone involved either directly or indirectly in road and other modes of transport
NOTE TO THE EDITOR:

SARF is a non-political organisation representing all bodies in South Africa that have an interest in any aspect of the road industry and road administration. Its key agenda is the development of South Africa’s road network, its effective and safe operation, and the development of the country’s road sector. 
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