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United in rail safety



Welcome to the first edition of On 
Track News for 2019. I trust you 

are having a fruitful year thus far. Sadly, 
we once again commenced the year on 
a rather sad note. The Mountainview 
train collision occurred just eight days 
into the New Year. Four people died and 
many others were injured. Incidents such 
as these have sadly become part of our 
commuters’ reality – and as the railway 
industry we cannot allow this. 

Fatalities are bad for business. 
Fatalities set us back in our vision to make 
rail the preferred mode of land transport. 
Rail incidents not only rob families 
already battling to make ends meet of 
breadwinners, they further break down 
family units because of the enormous 
strain train delays place on already 
vulnerable workers. 

 Rail is the cheapest mode of transport, 
however, safety has over the year 

become a cause for concern. The industry 
needs to redouble its effort to ensure that 
railways are safe and secure.  

To deal with the ills in rail, the industry 
needs to be collaborative in its approach 
to improve railway safety. The challenges 
facing railways are not attributed to a single 
operator or stakeholder;  all stakeholders 
have a role to play in improving rail 
safety.  From settlements mushrooming 
next to the rail line, to theft of railway 

infrastructure and flagrant disregard 
of railway rules, laws, procedures and 
standards by various stakeholders; the 
challenges are many. All these challenges 
compromise the safety of train operations. 

As the new financial year begins, I urge 
all stakeholders to intensify activities to  
improve and promote rail safety. The RSR 
strives to lead by example in this regard. 
To this end, the Regulator has formalised 
its  engagements with two of the biggest 
trade unions in the rail sector;  the South 
African Transport and Allied Workers 
Union and the United National Transport 
Union (UNTU). The unions are but part of 
the many  stakeholders the RSR engages 
to ensure that safety shapes and guides 
decision making among all stakeholders. 
The engagements with labour unions 
also assist in ensuring that rail employees 
know and understand the mandate of the 
RSR. Since the formalisation of of the 
engagements, the Regulator has been 
encouraged by the positive feedback from 
labour. 

I hope as an industry, we will have  a 
much safer year on our railways. 

Tshepo Kgare
Acting CEO - Railway Safety Regulator
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 Mohlapa Mogano

There are over 7 500 level crossings in 
South Africa today and they present 

significant safety hazards to road and 
railway users. 

Traffic controls for road users at level 
crossings vary from passive and active 
signage, which is the combination of 
warning boards, boom gates and warning 
lights. Even with all the protection in 
place, almost 95% of occurrences at  level 
crossings are caused by road users. This 
is attributable to lack of concentration, 
risk taking, disregard of road rules and 
signage, and at times, suicides. 

The State of Safety Reports from the 
past two financial years show that there 
was a steady increase in occurrences at 
level crossings. North West, KwaZulu-
Natal, Western Cape and Gauteng 
contributed over two-thirds of the total of 
level crossing occurrences. Investigations 

reveal that motorists failed to observe 
road rules.

The Buttskop level crossing in  
Western Cape on 27 April attests to this. 
The occurrence involved a passenger 
train and a bakkie. The level crossing 
is protected by flashing lights, warning 
signs, stop signs and boom gates on both 
sides. The motorist failed to stop. Cable 
theft also played a role because there 
was a delay in boom gates closing on 
time. From this, it can be drawn that even 
though the motorists fail to stop, there are 
other actors in the system that contribute 
to  occurrences.

To address the risks associated with  
level crossings, the RSR:

• Conducts investigations to establish 
the facts that led to the occurrences 
and make recommendations to 
mitigate the risks.

• Established a technical committee 
comprising all  relevant stakeholders, 

95% of level crossing accidents 
are caused by road users

Safety Compliance 3

The level crossings can be classified as public or private                        Photo: RSR                                    

including road authorities, network 
operators and municipalities.

• Conducts safety campaigns to raise 
awareness among motorists and 
pedestrians about the dangers at 
level crossings.

What is a level crossing?

A place where the road crosses 
the railway without the recourse 

to a bridge or tunnel. The crossing 
has to be approved by the network 
operator and road authority. The level 
crossings can be classified as public 
or private. It is the responsibility of the 
network operator, road authority and 
private road owners to ensure that 
they have a sort of an agreement and 
that the level crossing is protected as 
per their risks assessment stipulated 
in SANS 3000-2-2-1:2012.
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Keatlegile Malete

The RSR in partnershhip with the  
National Department of Transport; the 

Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa 
(PRASA); Transnet Freight Rail (TFR); 
the Road Traffic Management Corporation 
(RTMC); the Rapid Rail Police and the 
office of the Ward Councillor in the area 
conducted an awarenes campaign   at the 
Pienaarspoort level crossing in Mamelodi, 
east of Pretoria on 25 February. Senior 
officials from all the stakeholders took part 
in the campaign.

The crossing is situated approximately 
40m from the Pienaarspoort train station 
and is infamous for its high number of level 
crossing occurrences.

According to reports from the RSR 
inspectorate, most occurrences were as a 
result of complacency and non-adherence 
to rail and road rules and signage by 
motorists. Due to the development of 

Early morning train blues 

A member of the Rapid Rail Police talks to learners during a campaign at Pienaarspoort in Mamelodi, east of Pretoria             Photo: RSR

human settlements in the area, there is 
also a high number of pedestrians crossing 
the rail track at undedicated areas.

Stakeholders arrived at Pienaarspoort 
as early as 05h00, targeting commuters 
who were travelling to work as well as taxi 
drivers from the nearby taxi rank. The main 
message of the campaign targeting taxi 
drivers and other motorists was that trains 
take a long time to stop – even when the 
driver applies brakes, a train can take more 
than a kilometre to stop.  

Engagements with commuters indicated  
that train delays and overcrowding were 
some of their challenges in the area. This 
was witnessed by all stakeholders present 
when the station became packed to 
capacity, with train delays of  almost three 
hours. 

PRASA explained that there was 
a panel out and therefore trains could 
not be authorised. Commuters were, 
however, assured that technicians were 

working on the matter and trains would 
be available soon. In the meantime, the 
station was becoming overcrowded with 
people standing everywhere, even on 
rail tracks. As unpleasant as the situation 
was, it afforded an opportunity for the rail 
stakeholders to educate commuters on 
the dangers of standing on the rail line. It 
also gave PRASA a platform to address 
commuters on challenges they are having, 
and the progress they are making in 
addressing them.

When the first train arrived at the 
station, as expected, it was packed to 
capacity by the time it left the station. 

At the conclusion of the campaign, 
it was agreed among the stakeholders 
that there is a great need for ongoing 
interventions in the area, even beyond the 
campaign.

As a starting point, the RSR undertook 
to share the report of a survey that  
was conducted on the day of the campaign.

Awareness campaign marred by three-hour delays and overcrowding  
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Human error comes 
in different guises

Valeree Mmadi

There are multiple reasons for the 
causes of human error. Though some 

errors may be in direct violation of set out 
rules and procedures, sometimes errors 
occur because an established procedure 
is inappropriate or incorrect, or there’s 
an over-reliance on personal knowledge 
or because of a poor safety culture 
throughout the organisation.

When attempting to determine the 
causes of incidents one should not focus 
only on human error because it does not 
provide the full information on how the 
occurrence happened. 

In assessing the causes of errors, it 
is easy to focus only on the behaviour 
of front-line staff. However, there may 
be management and organisational 
errors that have the potential to influence 
front line human failures, for example, 
inadequacies in competency assurance.  

Human error can be viewed in two 
ways, the person approach and system 
approach. The approaches apply different 
methods for error management. The 
person approach focuses on two kinds of 
unintentional errors; physical errors which 
involve not doing what you meant to do, 
and mental errors when you do the wrong 
thing but believed it to be right.

There are also intentional errors which 
occur when a person knowingly takes 
short cuts or does not follow known 
procedures. Possible counter-measures 
to deal with person-focused errors in 
order to reduce unwanted variability in 
human behaviour focus on encouraging 
a culture of reporting, which should lead 
to corrective actions such as retraining, 
reviewing procedures and disciplinary 
measures. 

The system approach, on the other 
hand, is based on the fact that people 
are fallible and errors are expected. The 
system approach concentrates on the 
conditions in which individuals work and 
attempts to build defences to avert errors 
or mitigate their effects. The defences 
include recurrent error traps in the 
workplace or job processes. The counter-
measures are based on the assumption 
that, though human conditions cannot be 
changed, the conditions under which the 
human works can be changed.

Human errors are recurrent and 
predictable, however, if they go unnoticed 

and not rectified they will eventually lead to 
risks. There is, therefore, a need to guard 
against errors that lead to catastrophic 
events by ensuring that adequate control 
measures are effectively implemented to 
monitor the events and/or activities that 
could lead to the occurrence.

Organisations should, therefore, 
consider the human and systems 
approach when conducting investigations 
that involve front-line employees to ensure 
that the necessary counter-measures are 
implemented to prevent the re-occurrence 
of incidents.

                Source: http://josecurtiss.blogspot.com
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Tell us about yourself. Who is Paul 
Soto?

I am a commuter activist.  Over the years, 
I developed an interest to fight  for the rights 
of commuters and employees. 

When did you  develop an interest in 
trains and safety?

In 2009, I conducted a study to 
understand how railway networks operate. 
One of the things that came out of the study 
was compromised safety. Many commuters 
were robbed inside early morning and 
late trains. This caught my attention and I 
wanted to be part of the solution. 

What is United Commuters Voice and 
Sisonke and how do they relate?

United Commuters Voice (UCV) is a 
commuter based organisation operating 
from corridor regions per province and 
at a national level, liaising as a link 
between commuters and Metrorail, civic 
organisations, government institutions, law 
enforcement agencies, and other structures. 
Sisonke, on the other hand, is a programme 
of UCV. Sisonke involves a number of 
key roleplayers in its activities. The two 
structures relate mainly because Sisonke 
serves the interest of commuters, which is  
the mandate of UCV. 

What led to the establishment of 
Sisonke?

It was formed as a response to a call 
made by former Metrorail protection service 
manager, the late Dumisani Xelelo who 
requested UCV to come up with a plan that 
will assist the organisation to fight criminal 
activities in the rail environment.  

What has been the achievements and 
challenges of Sisonke to date?

We have managed to bring together 

key roleplayers under one room to discuss 
issues affecting rail service and the safety 
of commuters. 

We have involved the Gauteng Provincial 
Legislature Portfolio Committee on Roads 
and Transport so that it can  understand the 
issues of rail, which were overlooked by the 
provincial government for years. This gave 
birth to the the Rail Summit.   

The challenge we have is resources to 
advance this initiative to its full capacity. 
Resistance from some of the key roleplayers 
is worrisome, even though they are the 
main beneficiaries of the initiative. 

Tell us more about the Rail Summit. 
It provided a platform for commuters 

to voice their concerns; and operators, 
particularly Metrorail, to respond to 
them. Metrorail officials also shared their 
challenges with commuters. The Summit, 
among other things,  called for the 
establishment of:
• A rail court to deal with all rail specific 

criminal offenses;
• Appropriate laws to regulate the 

buying and selling of scrap metal; and 
• A Rail Compensation Fund for victims 

of rail occurrences. 

If you had things your way, what would 
you do to change the rail landscape?
If I had resources I would strengthen 

working relationships among all key 
roleplayers to ensure that I reach out to 
each and every problematic area. 

I would ensure that commuters’ safety 
concerns are addressed and that the 
resolutions taken at the Rail Summit are 
implemented.

This newsletter is distributed to rail 
operators and stakeholders across 

the country, what would you like to say 
to them?

The President Mr Cyril Ramaphosa 
during the state of the Nation Address 
called upon non-profit organisations to play 
a major role in their communities. 

I am, therefore, calling upon all principals 
from the public and private sector to join 
hands with Sisonke in fighting crime in rail.  

Selfless railway activist with 
commuters interests at heart 

 Paul Soto gives commuters a voice           Photo: RSR                                    

          Stakeholder Engagement 

Keatlegile Malete  
chats to Paul Soto 
about  serving others
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Somers Naidoo, Transnet Freight Rail
    

On  14 March, Container and 
Automotive Business (CAB), together 

with PRASA and the RSR  conducted a 
train trip along the Natal Corridor mainline, 
aimed at assessing the level of compliance 
at level crossings. 

The trip was from Durban Station to 
Cato Ridge Station. Prior to the train 
trip, a comprehensive risk assessment 
was conducted by TFR and PRASA, 
with a focus on the overall risks faced by  
operators,  communities residing nearby, 
as well as the road users and pedestrians 
that make use of the level crossings. 

The team conducted a site visit in 
order to familiarise themselves with the 
existing conditions. Thereafter, a risk 
assessment workshop was conducted 

A collaborative affair

Somers Naidoo (TFR), Chandrakumar Ramraj(TFR), Sipho Ntshangase (TFR), Thembelihle Mhlongo (RSR), Lungelo Nzuza 
(RSR), Lerato Japi (RSR), Nkayiso Duma (PRASA), Rakesh Sindraj (PRASA), Lizwi Mahlangeni (TFR) and Andre Els (RSR)                   
                    Photo: TFR

as per the Enterprise Risk Management 
framework to evaluate the identified risks, 
provide recommendations on how to treat 
the identified risk exposure and to assist 
in making informed decisions on how 
to improve rail safety during interface 
activities with other stakeholders. 

After the trip, the RSR had a “close 
out meeting” with both operators. They 
advised TFR to urgently look at vegetation 
alongside the tracks. The RSR had seen 
that TFR has done work to improve the 
safety of its own employees; PRASA 
commuters and local communities.

The  RSR also indicated that there 
should be a follow up trip to evaluate 
the progress and ensure that the 
recommended corrective measures were 
implemented. 

          Stakeholder Engagement 



Keatlegile Malete

As the 2018/19 Financial Year draws 
to a close, one of the prominent 

achievements of the RSR was to establish 
and sustain relations with the two, trade 
unions in the rail sector – the South 
African Transport and Allied Workers 
Union (SATAWU) and the United National 
Transport Union (UNTU). 

The relations were established 
based on a strategic intent to develop 
collaborative and sustainable solutions 
to significantly decrease the number 
of railway occurrences in the South 
African railway environment. This was 
underpinned by an understanding that 
the South African railway industry will be 
changing rapidly over the next couple of 
years due to substantial investments in 
commuter, freight rail infrastructure and 
new rolling stock. 
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The RSR and organised labour 
come together  to improve safety    

The risks associated with the 
introduction of new infrastructure and 
rolling stock will have to receive attention 
to ensure that the safety of people in 
and around the railway environment 
is not compromised. This called for 
collaboration from all interested and 
affected stakeholders including the trade 
unions, who have rail employees as their 
constituency. 

To date, the forum has successfully 
managed to identify areas of concerns 
and initiate joint measures to properly 
address them and track progress on 
mitigation actions put in place to address 
safety risks.

 Plans are also afoot to initiate 
educational and awareness programmes 
for rail commuters and members of the 
public, on matters pertaining to rail safety. 

                                                            Photo: RSR

          Stakeholder Engagement 
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Pienaarspoort campaign in pictures
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Tell us what you think of  On Track News. We also welcome 
suggestions for articles and contributions. Send your articles, 

photographs, comments, compliments and suggestions to  
Mr Siphiwe Luthango at comms@rsr.org.za.


