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2 A word from the CEO

Where to now?
Since our last edition of OTN, our world has 

experienced a dramatic change. With the 
incipience of COVID-19, large parts of the world have 
been on lockdown. We have already experienced 
more than two months of this new normal during 
which time our everyday routines, lives and work 
environments have been irrevocably changed. You 
will agree with me that this has compelled us to 
rethink how we approach our work, operational 
requirements and so much more. Read about this 
new normal on page 8 and how some of the rail 
stakeholders are dealing with the lockdown and 
working in an ever-changing environment. 

On 25 March 2020, the Minister of Transport, 
Fikile Mbalula issued a directive in line with the 

regulations to combat the spread of the 
COVID-19 in the rail context. 

Accordingly, operators 
were required to develop 

COVID-19 management 
plans to mitigate the risk 
of spreading the virus. 
The Regulator has been 
playing a key role in 
ensuring compliance to 
these directives while 
keeping our finger on 
several other safety 
requirements and 
considerations.

The new directives 
require that operators 
create protocols to 
deal with suspected 
infected passengers, 
staff and contractors 
on railway sites as 
well as increase 
cleaning protocols at 
depots, stations and 
rail facilities, among 
other measures. Browse 
the infographic on this 

on page 7 of this edition 
for information about the 

directives.
Rail is one of the key pillars 

of any country’s economy and 
South Africa is no different. 

With more of the workforce having returned 
to work during Alert Level 3 of the lockdown, 
it is important to acknowledge the vital role 
that rail workers play. As the custodian of 
rail safety, the RSR recognises the efforts 
of rail workers in ensuring that operations 
continue and are safe and free of 
occurrences. We, therefore, launched the 
Siyabavikela Campaign (Protecting our rail 
icons) earlier this month to pay homage to 
the men and women of the rail sector who 
ensures, even during these trying times, 
that our rail sector stays on track.

For the duration of Level 3 of the 
lockdown, we will be focussing our attention 
on these rail heroes and are calling on rail 
operators to ensure that their employees 
are adequately protected against COVID-19 
while they execute their duties.

June is also Youth Month and as we 
recognise the heroic sacrifices of the youth 
of 1976, I would like to thank all our frontline 
railway staff who continue to work hard to 
deliver a much needed service and thereby 
ensuring that we safely transport people 
and freight. I am reminded of the words 
of Nelson Mandela in his address on 16 
June 1994 in commemorating the Soweto 
Uprising when he asked the question, 
“Where to now?” 

I would like to use this same phrase. 
Where to now? We must adapt and change. 
We must put the safety of our workforce first 
so that we manage the spread of this virus, 
stay alert and keep safe. We must work 
together to rise above our current health 
and economic challenges.

In closing, I am excited to share that we 
have launched our new website. Visit us at 
www.rsr.org.za and let us know what you 
think.

Happy reading!

Tshepo Kgare
Acting CEO - Railway Safety Regulator
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Keatlegile Malete

Rail plays a vital role in the economy of 
the country. With more of the workforce 

having returned to work during the Alert 
Level 3 of the lockdown, more and more 
rail workers have reported for duty; ready 
to fill their posts and ensuring that the 
wheels of the rail sector keeps on turning. 
As the custodian of rail safety, the RSR 
acknowledges the efforts of rail workers 
in ensuring that operations are safe and 
free of occurrences. The Regulator has, 
therefore, called on all rail operators 
to ensure that their employees are 
adequately protected against COVID-19 
during these trying times. “Rail workers 
are paramount and should be afforded 
the protection they deserve to sustain rail 
activity during the lockdown period,” said 
the RSR’s Acting CEO, Tshepo Kgare. 

The RSR is cognisant that employees 
are facing challenging situations, including 
the added pressure of conducting their 
activities while managing social distancing 
on work sites and offices. 

To affirm its commitment towards 
the protection of rail workers, the RSR 

is has embarked on a safety campaign 
titled Siyabavikela (Protecting our rail 
icons). The digital campaign involves 
the participation of rail operators, 
employees and stakeholders at large to 
ensure maximum reach and awareness. 
In specific, the campaign reinforces 
the compliance that is required from 
operators as far as social distancing 
and the utilisation of Personal Protective 

Equipment is concerned. 
 “This campaign further seeks to 

demystify the directions issued by the 
Minister of Transport, Fikile Mbalula, 
indicating the measures to address, 
prevent and combat the spread of 
COVID-19 in railway operations. This is an 
opportunity for operators to embrace the 
new normal and demonstrate their level 
of compliance and the protection of their 

Safety first

Ploying their part...TFR staff practising social distancing while executing their duties.  Photo:Transnet Freight Rail

RSR launches campaign aimed at employee safety



Eleanor Tlhotlhalemaje - Gautrain

On 4 May 2020 Gautrain resumed its 
operations under Lockdown Level 4 

with a reduced service after the system 
was closed during Level 5 of the national 
lockdown. The Gautrain had been closed 
alongside many other forms of public 
transport when South Africa went into hard 
lockdown. Anticipated restarting, Gautrain 
started preparing to resume operations 
during Lockdown Level 5.  

On resuming the operations, the 
Minister of Transport, Fikile Mbalula, 
visited the Gautrain for an oversight 
inspection on the state of readiness of the 
service.   He spent the morning reviewing 
what was being implemented at the 
Gautrain to ensure operations resume 
and passenger safety is guaranteed.  

The Gautrain had been preparing 
for reopening and managed to put 
the necessary sanitary and physical-
distancing measures in place. Among 
these were several precautionary 
measures to ensure that the sector  
avoids the spread of COVID-19 and 
included:  

• Pilot sanitisation spray- and thermal 
screening booths installed at certain 
stations;

• Alcohol-based hand sanitisers made 
available at all stations and on buses;

• Regular cleaning protocols, i.e. trains, 
buses and midi-buses are cleaned 
and disinfected at regular intervals 
throughout the day.  Special cleaning 
staff is deployed at stations to wipe-

Getting back to business
Stakeholder Relations

   Pilot sanitisation spray is one among several 
precautionary measures set to ensure the sector 
avoids the spread of COVID-19.  ‘
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Minister Fikile Mbalula with members of the media at the Gautrain Offices
            Photo:Gautrain

Gautrain resumes operations



down and disinfect touchpoints such 
as handrails;

• In ensuring that social distancing is 
adhered to, all stations have floor 
signs to assist passengers to maintain 
the required distances;

• Seats on trains, buses and midi-buses 
have been cordoned off to allow for 
social distancing;

• The use of face masks is compulsory 
on Gautrain just as it is in all public 
transport modes and public areas.   
All passengers and staff are required 
to wear a face mask at all times at 
stations and onboard trains, buses or 
midi-buses.  Guards monitor this;   

• All staff in direct contact with customers 
are screened for COVID-19 ahead of 
resuming their normal duties. Staff 
is screened for fever throughout the 
day; and

• Staff is required to wear the respective 
personal protective equipment as 
stipulated by government regulations.

While reiterating “no mask, no ride” 
Minister Mbalula was impressed with 
the preparations that have been put in 
place by Gautrain for the safety of its 
passengers.

Due to the COVID-19 lockdown 
regulation and the current economic 
situation in the country, Gautrain fares 
will not be increased in June this year, as 
would normally have been the case.  The 
fares will be reviewed again later in the 
year.  

Stakeholder Relations 5

   Staff is required to wear 
the respective personal 
protective equipment.  
‘

Press play to access the video

Gautrain staff disinfecting touchpoints on the train



Matselanyane Makwela 

The RSR recently published a 
Determination on Verbal Safety 

Critical Communication (VSCC) in the 
government gazette Notice no. 43110 of 
20 March 2020. The following questions 
help to make sense of the VSCC.

What does the VSCC entail?
It is a safety management document 

that provides the minimum requirements 
for the management of VSCC by the 
safety critical grades within the railway 
industry.

What is the purpose of the VSCC?
• To provide a detailed communication 

framework necessary for the 
undertaking of verbal safety-critical 
communication within the railway 
industry;

• To enhance improved procedures for 
the (VSCC);

• To provide a standardised approach 
for VSCC within the railway industry 
in South Africa; and 

• To contribute to the reduction of 
railway occurrences attributable to 
verbal communication errors in the 
railway industry.

How does it aim to bring about 
the desired behavioural change and 
improve safe railway operations? 

The Protocol provides the minimum 
requirements for the management of 
VSCC that would assist the railway 
operators to: 
• Identify and manage the risks related 

to VSCC; 
• Identify the need for changes to 

VSCC processes and procedures, 
and submit the proposed changes to 
the for review and acceptance;

• Ensure effective VSCC at interfaces; 
• Identify and manage competencies 

Verbal safety critical communication
unpacked

          
                                                             Photo: Transnet Freight Rail

and requirements related to VSCC; 
and

• Identify communication barriers and 
provide mitigations to address related 
risks.

Are roles and responsibilities 
outlined  in the Protocol?

Yes, the VSCC includes the following:
• How specific persons should 

communicate during emergencies;
• Recording of safety-critical 

conversations; 
• Principles for VSCC;
• The phonetic alphabets to be used 

during safety critical communication;
• Numbers to be used during safety 

critical communication; 
• The use of standard radio terms; and
• Transmission techniques. 
Where to from here?
• All railway operators were notified 

about the publication of the VSCC 
during May 2020.

• Online workshops commenced on 
the 17th of June to familiarise the 
stakeholders with the content of the 
VSCC and to allow them to engage 
with developers to seek clarification.

• Railway operators will then will 
then be expected to incorporate the 
requirements within their processes 
and submit the plans to the RSR.

• The operators are allowed two years 
to incorporate the requirements of the 
VSCC within their processes. 

• Incorporation of the VSCC in the 
RSR Safety Management System 
assessment and compliance 
monitoring by the RSR will commence 
two years after the publication date.

• Evaluation of the VSCC impacts safe 
railway operations.  
Contact: Matselanyane Makwela 
at matselanyanem@rsr.org.za or 
Reginald Ntshingila at  
reginaldn@rsr.org.za for more 
information.

Education and awareness6



Self- assessment tool for operators 
Louisa Moloisane

On 25 March 2020, the Minister of Transport, Fikile Mbalula, issued a directive in line with the regulations to combat the spread of 
the COVID-19 in the rail environment. Accordingly, all operators must develop a COVID-19 management plan. 

The RSR has developed a self-assessment tool to enable operates to complete such plans. All plans must be submitted to the 
RSR and should be aligned to the approved Business Continuity Management and Safety Improvement Plans. Furthermore, the plan 
must be continuously updated to accommodate developments, the risk of infections and challenges related to COVID-19. 

Safety awareness 7

How to grow your 
COVID-19 plan

RSR Self Assesment Tool
for operators



Lockdown

Surviving lockdown
Zanele Nondzimba and Godwill Malete 

Prior to President Cyril Ramaphosa announcing that the country will be entering Level 3 of the lockdown, I remember having 
to visit the mall to purchase what is termed ‘essential items’, in other words, food. Now usually, when I have to do my grocery 

shopping, I freely go to the store and buy what I need without a moment’s thought. But things have been considerably different 
since the lockdown. First and foremost, you have to mentally prepare yourself to walk into a battlefield with an invisible enemy called 
COVID-19. You arm yourself with gloves and a facemask; and pray that you won’t get hit by the bullets of the virus which come in 
the form of spittle.  So, you keep your distance from other shoppers; no matter what. Whether you’re forced to stand in the queue to 
enter the mall; or you’re heading for the same item within the store, you keep your distance because this is a war and you don’t want 
to get hit. But then suddenly, a complete stranger softens their eyes as they make eye contact with you and greets to show ‘I see 
you see me’. And you soon realise that although the world seems different right now, the yearning for human interaction will never 
diminish. That has been our reality; a barrage of emotions. Emotions that come with balancing working from home while meeting 
parental responsibilities and keeping sane while isolated. It has taken solidarity, hope and respect for the law to find ourselves in a 
better position than most countries around the world. And it is with the same sentiment that we will have to approach Level 3, 2 and 1. 

 OTN spoke to a few warriors who worked throughout the lockdown, serving the country.

Press play to access the video
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What has been your experience working from home during the 
lockdown? 

I have been working from home since the lockdown was announced by 
President Ramaphosa in March. I have never worked from home before 
and always viewed it as a luxury. Most people are excited by the prospect, 
however, here we were presented with the reality of working from home 
being imposed upon us as a full-time obligation and personally I am not 
complaining about it. It works well for me, it allows flexibility, it has taught 
me to be more adaptable to different situations, disciplined, open minded, 
resilient and to have a sense of being in control of things.  I’ve had to 
condition myself into a working mode, stick to a good morning routine that 
works best for me, put in a little bit of exercise and healthy meals just to 
keep a fresh mind before resuming with my day. It is also a bit challenging 
to keep my focus sometimes due to the distractions around me such as my 
neighbours playing loud music, the TV, my partner seeking attention, social 
media but all it takes is to set up ground rules with those around me in the 
house to respect my working space during the time I am working. The most 
important thing to do in order to make things to work to my advantage is 
to structure my day, when working from home and being my own manager 
and, therefore, managing my own productivity. Keeping a journal and noting 
down all my tasks at the end of each day, writing down my to do list and 
goals for the next day so that it gives me clarity and direction and not to 
have to waste time in the morning all the time. And lastly to keep in touch 
with family, friends, colleagues and to continue staying safe at home.

Lindokuhle Nkumba from Ford Motor Company

“Keeping a journal and noting down all my tasks at 
the end of each day gives me clarity and direction”
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How are things going now that you are preparing to return to work/ have returned to work? 
We have not returned to work as yet but the organisation has been working towards setting up plans to meet the safety 

requirements and precautions that the health authorities have put forward in order to allow us as employees to return to work 
safely. There has been constant communication from the company on plans that they are working to ensure we are ready.
How has your organisation been affected by the lockdown? 

The government’s interventions in response to the coronavirus has caused the organisation to adjust to the rapid changing 
needs of its people. It has also impacted a lot on the relationship with our customers and suppliers, while navigating the financial 
and operational challenges. There hasn’t been any production meaning that the organisation has been operating at a loss due to 
no income since the beginning of this lockdown.
In your opinion, are the regulations put in place adequate to arrest this pandemic in your work environment? If not, 
what can be done to intensify this? 

Yes, based on the work that has been done so far. The markings on the ground for social distancing purposes are visible in 
and around the company, safety gear, face shields, masks and access to health care and testing have been made available. So, 
the onus now lies with individuals to follow the safe precautions put in place.
If you were given an opportunity to advice the President on COVID-19 related matters, what would that advice be? 

He is doing a great job and I admire his selflessness, professionalism, calibre, hope and good spirit that will get Africa and her 
people through this pandemic successfully. I couldn’t have asked for a better President to lead this country at this trying time. We 
are truly blessed and being led by a true born leader.



What has been your experience working from 
home during the lockdown? 

I have been partially working from home since the 
lockdown started and my experience has been really 
challenging. The struggle of choices between the 
fridge, TV and deadlines has been hard. I have since 
learnt to be S.M.A.R.T. about my time management 
and work plan to make this working from home thing 
work. I am really starting to enjoy it now.
How are things going now that you are preparing 
to return to work/ have returned to work?

We have been working throughout the lockdown, 
providing an essential service to the sugar industry 
but I have had to prepare the workplace for 
colleagues who were who were returning. It was a 
challenge to assure colleagues who were retuning 
that the measures we have put in place were 
adequate and in compliance with the regulations. A lot 
of people had concerns and feared returning to work 
and being exposed to this pandemic. 
How has your organisation been affected by the 
lockdown?

We have had to run a normal operation with a 
skeleton staff on a four-shift system, which makes it a 
bit challenging to meet targets but we pushed through 
the boundaries.
In your opinion, are the regulations put 
adequate to arrest this pandemic in your work 
environment? If not, what can be done to intensify 
this?

I really think the regulations are adequate. At some 
point I thought they were too much, but I learnt they 
were necessary as I was implementing them. 
If you were given an opportunity to advice the 
President on COVID-19 related matters, what 
would that advice be?

I would advise the President to consistently keep 
the nation informed of progress pertaining to the 
vaccine for the virus. While we cannot be involved in 
the decision-making processes, being well informed 
from a reliable source will eliminate the element of 
fear and doubt.

Siphokazi Ngidi - South African Sugar Association 

“The struggle of choices between the fridge, TV and 
deadlines has been hard.”
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What has been your experience working from 
home during the lockdown?

It has been a huge mind shift for everyone 
I guess since one is used to driving to work 
every morning and meeting with colleagues. 
I now have more time to myself since I am no 
longer commuting to work. I’ve also seen that 
I’ve saved on my fuel budget. At first, the kids 
interrupted me a lot but things have improved. 
They now understand that daddy needs to work 
from 08:00 to 16:00. Maintaining a routine was 
difficult at first because I’d find myself working 
from 08:00 to 20:00 in the evening. I have now 
learnt to switch off at 16:00. Platforms like Zoom, 
Microsoft and Skype have made it possible for 
us to have meetings and those meetings are 
quite crucial as they are not only information 
sharing sessions but they make one feel less 
disconnected from the rest of the team. Lastly, 
during the lockdown, I have been participating in 
the Africa Rail webinars held every Wednesday 
where exciting and informative railway 
engineering discussions take place.
How are things going now that you are 
gradually going back into the field?

The workload is gradually increasing which 
I am enjoying, and my training is now gaining 
momentum (I am beginning to shed the belly fat) 
since the restrictions around exercising outside 
has been eased.
What are some of your concerns when it 
comes to going out for inspections during 
lockdown?

Sbonelo Gumede – Rail Safety Regulator

“It has been a huge mind shift for everyone”

The probability of contracting the virus is higher as the Inspectors will be meeting various people. However, masks and 
sanitizing will reduce the spread.
What do you think it’s like out there for operators now that they are gradually going back to work?

The operators have lost substantial revenue during level 5 so relaxing the lockdown will give them an opportunity to 
recover financially, however, the main challenge that they are facing is to ensure that the spread of the virus is contained in 
the workplace and the employees are kept safe. The operational costs are also going to soar under lockdown (level 4 and 3) 
especially for operators such as PRASA as social distancing will require them to run longer trains more frequently.

11Lockdown



Mabila Mathebula

It was Franz Fanon who once said: “Crisis 
is an opportunity riding in the dangerous 

wind.”  One may deduce from Fanon’s 
statement that a weakness is an inability 
to identify an opportunity out of a crisis. 
Covid-19 has forced organisations to 
comply with the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act 85 of 1993, reluctantly though.  
For example, faith-based organisations 
(FBO) in South Africa have been lagging 
in terms of health and safety COVID-19 
has compelled FBO to comply with 
government regulations. The government 
has also made it clear to communicate 
the following COVID-19 cardinal health 
and safety pillars to the entire society: 
lockdown (to achieve extreme social 
distancing), social distancing, adopting 
hand hygiene practices by washing 
hands regularly with water and soap 
or sanitiser, cough etiquette including 
coughing into your elbow or a tissue, 
wearing cloth masks whenever you are in 
public places, use of personal protective 
equipment frequent cleaning of the work 
environment and other public places, 
symptom screening and testing, isolation, 
quarantine and contact tracing.

COVID-19 has challenged the railway 
industry to identify railway health and 
safety pillars including wait for the train to 
stop before detraining, observe the signs 
at the level crossing because the train has 
the right of way, stand behind the yellow 
line at the platform, watch the gap between 
the platform and the train, do not cross the 
railway line, do not construct structures 
along the railway reserve, always buy a 
train ticket and do not train surf. The RSR 
is increasing the communication  of these 
pillars via social media and community 
based media to ensure compliance with 
health and safety at all times.

The railway industry can learn from the health 
and Safety Management Strategy of COVID-19

               Photo: canva.com
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Western Cape

The RSC has been deferred 
to the next Financial Year.

ANNUAL RAIL SAFETY 
CONFERENCE (ARSC)

29 SEP - 01 OCT 2021

Announcement

As we celebrate 
Youth Month, let us 
not forget the children 
who risked their 
lives for our freedom 
today. We praise 
them, we salute them, 
we honour them. 
Sarafina, the original  
theatre production 
takes us back to the 
era of  the Soweto 
youth uprising.

‘Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it.’ - George Santayana

Remember June 16’



Talk to us

Rail_Safety  |        Railway Safety Regulator

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  
 Zanele Nondzimba or at comms@rsr.org.za.

Send us your 
articles

Editorial committee

Granny Makwela
Wanda Madumane
Mabila Mathebula
Simphiwe Ncanca

Madelein Williams
Celine Morolong
Zanele Nondzimba
Nangamso Dondolo
Godwill Malete
Louisa Moloisane
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Submit articles & photographs to 
Zanele Nondzimba at comms@rsr.org.za
For enquiries phone: 087-284-6664
Articles for the 18 t h edition should be
submitted no later than 18 August 2020.


