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Introduction

Transport Authorities (TAs) are internationally considered to be one of the most effective institutional arrangements to deal with the complex transport issues in urban areas.

EThekwini is on the brink of establishing South Africa’s first Transport Authority. The Governing Body has already been appointed, and the Founding Agreement has been agreed by all parties and is in the process of being signed.

The eThekwini Transport Authority (eTA) has positioned itself to meet the challenge of providing efficient and effective transport in a sustainable manner. These issues include giving priority to public transport and making it more efficient and attractive.

Four strategic thrusts for eThekwini

Following an analysis of the the current environment  and challenges facing transport, four strategic thrusts for eThekwini have emerged:

1. Prioritising public transport over private transport: low occupancy private car usage is perhaps the single greatest threat to the sustainability of the transport system, having a great impact on the environment. 

Currently, the trend in eThekwini is away from PT towards increased private car usage. This poses a serious threat to the transport system. The key challenge that eThekwini has set for itself is to stem the tide and retain the present high public transport usage (around 57%).

This will require various interventions, such as car restraint measures and limited road development. It has internationally been acknowledged that it is not possible to for a City to “build” itself out of congestion with more and more roads. This merely reinforces private car usage. 

The eTA has therefore included in its structure the roads planning function and will administer the entire roads capital budget. This will allow the eTA to ensure that the road network improvements / extensions do not compromise the overall aim of giving priority to PT. In this regard, Public Transport Authorities (PTA’s) are considered to be at a disadvantage, as their control of the road buidling programme is not as direct.

2. Promoting public transport – making it more efficient and attractive: this is closely related to the above issue. There is a need to increase the usage of public transport in the long term. It needs to be a viable, convenient and attractive alternative to private car usage.
It is not an understatement to say the PT system is in a crisis situation. Rail investment has reduced over the years, with the startling reality that at current levels of investment the rail system will close down in les than 15 years. Annually, billions of rand are required to put rail on a sustainable trajectory. The bus and minibus taxis industries also have serious investment and operational problems. The entire system is inefficient, with modes operating where they are not economically efficient and system wide  duplication of services.

A recent project in eThewkini has demonstrated that restructuring and rationalizing the system can achieve long term savings of around 45% of the current subsidy bill.

A further complexity is that the transport function is currently fragmented with rail at the national level and bus contracts at a provincial level. There is therefore a need to devolve these functions to Transport Authorities so that restructuring, rationalizing and integration between all the modes can be effected.

The eTA has positioned itself for the devolution of the bus contracts, and is lobbying for the rail function to be devolved as soon as possible.

Another key challenge is that PT is unattractive (reinforcing the present shift towards the private car).  There is therefore a need to promote, amongst other things, intermodalism, with customer-focused through ticketing and information systems. Infrastructure also needs to be upgraded. Such integration and co-ordination is best achieved when one single authority is in control of all the PT modes, budgets and subsidies.

3. Spatial restructuring: most of SA cities are hampered by an apartheid spatial structure with the poor, who are reliant on public transport, living furthest away from opportunities. This spatial structure is very inefficient for public transport and has resulted in high transport subsidies.
A recent low-income housing project investigation has revealed that currently many of these projects are poorly located, and will require a high transport subsidy to give them a moderate level of PT service. The study also showed that the more expensive but better located land could be paid of in 2 to 7 years with the savings in transport subsidy.

There is therefore a clear motivation to seek to densify transport nodes and corridors,  and especially to ensure that low-income housing projects are better located through subsidizing land costs from the transport subsidy savings. This will not easily be achieved, and it is worsened by the current institutional fragmentation.

The Governing Body of the eTA, being made up exclusively of Metro Exco politicians, is in a much better position to deal with this issue once devolution of the transport functions has taken place, as the link to the Municipality is much closer.

4. Road safety: South Africa has one of the poorest accident records in the world. The annual cost of these accidents to the country is enormous, not to mention the loss of human life and skills. 

The eTA has included a road safety section that will integrate and co-ordinate all the road safety activities (the 4 E’s) in eThekwini, and will also be responsible to implement the eThekwini road safety plan.

Conclusion

The eTA has positioned itself to meet the key transport challenges in SA Cities. However, the hard work of achieving success and meeting targets still lies ahead.
