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Technology ensure safety at level crossings
 
SA Rail 52/3 highlighted safe train travel (Safe train 
travel in SA under the spotlight) not to sensationalise 
incidents, but in a conscious focus on the reality that this is 
a challenge not just in South Africa, but around the world 
wherever trains operate.
 
In 2013, Dipuo Peters (South Africa Minister of Transport) 
officially launched Transnet Freight Rail’s (TFR) level 
crossing public awareness campaign “Always expect a 
train”. The 2014 campaign is entitled “Don’t take a chance”.
 
However, the reality is that over the past three 
years, 52 people died and 140 were hurt – many 
very badly – in collisions at level crossings across 
South Africa.
 
Engineers at Transnet Engineering (TE) recently 
devised technology to prevent careless road-users 
from endangering themselves and others when 
approaching railway lines. The new equipment 
has been installed at two crossings – Boshoek 
near Rustenburg and Leeupan in Delmas – and 
others are to follow.
 
In a nutshell, hydraulically-operated road barriers 
rise from the roadway on the approach of a train, 
physically preventing road vehicles from progressing 
beyond the crossing stop-line. Other sites earmarked 
for attention include those at Muldersvlei on the 
Cape Town main-line between Kraaifontein and 
Klapmuts, and Chavonnes near Worcester.

Rail safety is not an option

HRASA’s Steve Appleton reports back on the Rail Safety 
Regulator’s State of Railway Safety 2013-14 Report

The state of railway safety in South Africa continues to be a major 
concern for the industry, the Railway Safety Regulator and the 
Department of Transport. At the public launch of the “State of 
Railway Safety, 2013-14 Report” it was revealed that overall railway 
occurrences are up 7% compared with the last reporting period and 
that the direct costs associated with railway incidents rose by 5% to 
R411 million within TFR but thankfully decreased by 22% to R130 
million within PRASA. It was pointed out by Siyabonga Gama, CE 
of TFR, that these numbers did not include the consequential and 
human costs for the operators and for the nation as a whole. Incidents 
reduced operator revenues and often had a direct impact on imports, 
exports and forex earnings.

The Railway Safety Regulator’s (RSR’s) CEO, Nkululeko Poya, opened 
the event and said that it was with sadness that the 2013-14 reporting 
year has seen an overall 7% increase in operational occurrences. He 
added that while some areas had seen improvements, his goal is to 
be able to report improvements in not just some, but in every aspect 
of railway operational safety. 

During the reported period, there had been 4587 operational 
occurrences, 88% of them involving TFR and PRASA, reflecting 
the relatively huge scale of their operations. These operational 
occurrences had resulted in 456 fatalities (a 3% increase) and 1498 
injuries (a 16% reduction compared with the previous year). 

Unfortunately security-related incidents reflected the general level 
of crime and disobedience in South Africa. There had been 4703 
such incidents (a 42% increase with 95% of them involving TFR and 
PRASA) resulting in 10 fatalities and 379 injuries. Most prevalent 
amongst these were theft and vandalism accounting for 87%. Sadly, 
persons struck by trains had increased to 588 (2% up). The SAPS’s 
Railway Police (now called the “SAPS Rapid Rail Police”) had arrested 
nearly 15 000 people for being on railway tracks or in the railway 
reserves without permission and had recovered over 1 billion rands 
worth of stolen cables. 

Poya warned of the RSR’s aggressive intervention policy in key areas 
such as collisions. He added that the RSR had worked with PRASA in 
that respect and this had resulted in a big change and a large reduction 
in such occurrences. He further warned that the RSR wanted to ensure 
real compliance by operators and had implemented a penalty regime 
which he later admitted is still in its infancy and so its effectiveness is 
untested at present. He reiterated the need for each operator to have 
a well-crafted and functional safety management system (SMS) as a 
tool to improve safety, not simply as a document produced essentially 
to satisfy the RSR. 

Poya said that the fatality and injury statistics are closely comparable 
with the international industry trend. He added that SA’s rapid 
growth has put heavy pressure on the system. Issues such as 
rapid urbanisation, burgeoning informal settlements and difficulty 
in interfacing with municipalities and local government increased 
the problem. He reiterated that in SA one cannot be oblivious to 
social issues with its incumbent poverty leading to railway reserve 
encroachment, theft and vandalism. In turn that leads to abnormal 
train working which seriously heightens the risks. The RSR will 
therefore work to instill awareness and respect for the railway 
environment in these settlement areas. He said he was seriously 
concerned about the porosity of the railway reserves, particularly in 
urban areas. 

On a different track, Poya said the RSR had embraced an important 
shift towards the human factors element in investigations. Often in 
the past the blame for an occurrence was simply laid at the door of 
a driver or a train control officer (TCO) error or failing. Now each 
investigation needed to look for and identify the underlying root 
causes in addition to the immediate cause. Poya mentioned human 
behaviour as a critical factor and emphasised the need for better 
human resource training in this area.

Poya issued a very stern warning to operators to be fully compliant 
in all aspects of the Human Factors Standard (SANS 3000-4) for the 
2016 permit year. This standard must be fully implemented and must 
be incorporated into all operators’ SMSs. He asked the rhetorical 

question “What level of compliance are the operators at now?” adding 
that in reality there was just one year to go to become compliant or 
face the consequences.

Poya concluded his address by saying that the industry must partner 
the RSR and all must work together, collectively, to produce a safer 
railway environment. Simply complying with an SMS does not do 
enough to ensure safety.

The Department of Transport’s Chief Director: Rail Operations, Godfrey 
Maluleke, took a different track. He said that “safety was not an option” 
and that the challenge is to communicate to all that regulations are 
for the common good. He added that a balance must be struck though 
between the needs of the economy, the environment and the public 
good. He continued “Railways are now a top government priority and 
we have to build infrastructure for the future.” However, “we must 
serve our children without burdening them”. He said that government 
recognises that it is 5 to 10 times safer to travel by rail and that it is 
charged with provisioning integrated and safe transport systems that 
are affordable, efficient and safe. It is recognised that the investment 
is expensive but cited Gautrain, PRASA and Transnet as examples of 
what is now being done. 

The DoT went on to say that it is fundamentally important to change the 
way our people live and that a foundation is being built in which railways 
stand in-line with the NDP to improve access to core areas, create jobs, 
increase productivity and contribute to community development. 

He closed by saying that the DoT fully supported the RSR and that rail 
is the preferred, safe method of transport.

Dr Cornel Malan, Head of Research at the RSR and the report’s chief 
editor presented a detailed breakdown of the statistics. She said that 
the main categories contributing to the occurrences were: collisions 
21%, derailments 16%, people struck by trains 13%, people-related 
incidents and the human-train interface 16%, fires 13%.

Dr Malan pointed out that there had been as 11% increase in people 
struck by trains. This was mainly due to the increasing numbers 
of settlements close to railway lines and this was a big cause for 
concern. Interestingly, level crossing incidents accounted for only 119 
occurrences, just 2% of the total. However nearly always involving 
personal and family tragedies, Dr Malan said the emotional impact of 
these is very high and this area was still the subject of research studies. 
Nonetheless the incidents had reduced this year and had stabilised at 
18 fatalities and 66 injuries. Dr Malan stated that in such instances the 
drivers are often highly traumatised and in need of counselling.

A train passes while the triggered safety 
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The State of Safety report is available for download from the RSR’s website at: rsr.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/State-of-Safety-2013-14.pdf
The RSR’s own report on the event, including the CEO’s address, is at: rsr.org.za/the-railway-safety-regulator-hosts-the-state-of-safety-breakfast/ 
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