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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

• If the concept of safe operation is not given the attention and 
priority it deserves, then passenger rail transport would instead of 
being viewed as a catalyst for economic development then 
become a catalyst for economic depression, un-productivity and 
unemployment. 

•This is so because when an accident occurs, the disruption disturbs 
the Just In Time movement of people, goods and services and thus 
impacting negatively on employment and the economy.  

• In order to unearth the root cause of a series of accidents that took 
place within the Province of Gauteng, the scope of analysis 
encompasses, finding out whether the actions involved leading to 
accidents had some deliberate deviations from the prescribed 
standard operating procedures. 



PURPOSE OF THE PAPER

•The purpose of this paper is to explore the extent to which 
human error contributes to fatal accidents, injury to the 
commuting public and loss to the Passenger Rail Agency of 
South Africa. 

• The predominant focus is on accidents and the human element 
is considered as a contributing factor and forms the core of the 
problem statement for this research paper. 

• It is important to note that it is not the intention of this 
research to be used as a means of exposing or blaming any of 
the Rail Operating Companies’ inefficiencies. 

• The intention is to advance recommendations that are aligned 
with the principles of efficient rail operations with the safety 
quality requirement viewed as the first consideration.  



HYPOTHESES GENERATION

•Hypothesis 1: Accidents are as a result of obsolete and 
malfunctioning of the signalling system

•Hypothesis 2: Lack of clear and specificity of standard operating 
procedures.

•Hypothesis 3: Collisions are as a result of non-compliance with the 
operating communication procedures during train operations 
because of human error



RESEARCH STRATEGY

•The research study is exploratory in nature and seeks to explore and 
present ways and means of managing and maintaining the incident 
free passenger rail transport system in South Africa. 

•A quality passenger rail transport service would culminate into 
sustainable competitive advantage particularly when safety is instilled 
as culture in the operation of the entire passenger rail transport 
system. 

•The researcher drew data from various sources, ranging from news 
papers, safety research reports, text books, personal observation and 
informal interviews with off duty individual train drivers 



THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE OF RISK 
MANAGEMENT

• It is not unreasonable to expect that there will be a crisis looming 
some time in future. 

•No transport operator or industry can be considered immune from 
crisis. 

• It must be accepted that disruptions can occur anytime and there 
has to be a mechanism in place to manage and maintain the risk. 

• If the Passenger Rail Agency is to provide a high quality service then 
instilling safety culture, is a strategic must

• If we agree that disasters are inevitable, then it is logical that we 
must also agree that it is wise to take the necessary steps to 
manage our risks to the extent possible and to reduce the effects of 
disruptions through planning and preparedness



THE CONCEPT OF SAFETY WITHIN PRASA

•There is a need to review regulatory safety procedures to ensure 
that the safety culture of PRASA is given the attention it disserves. 

•Cultivating safety culture can result into business continuity and 
thus yielding a favourable difference between life and death within 
PRASA.

•The management of risk in any human endeavour requires careful 
and objective consideration of the environment within which one 
operates. 

•This should be the case with regard to PRASA’s train operation 
environment. 

•The risk management process begins with understanding the 
elements of the transport system, identifying, assessing and 
managing the associated risk factors throughout the entire 
passenger rail transport system value chain.   



ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION MODEL

Operating at the incubation phase
•When an organisation finds itself in an incubation phase, it 
needs to take cognisance of every hazard occurring within. 

•The incubation phase is reached when there are difficulties 
with regard to the share of information and this result into 
communication breakdown associated with the ill-structured 
problem which eventually generates the accident.  



ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION MODEL

Reaching the trigger event in operation

•A trigger event is a condition that builds up and thus causes a hazard 
to give rise to an accident. 

• For PRASA to provide a high quality service, it must adopt safety 
culture as a user requirement. 



ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION MODEL

Emerging crisis

• Safety Culture should play a fundamental role in maintaining safe 
operations. 

• Safety Culture should be viewed as an important informal coordination 
mechanism. 

• In addition to instilling safety culture, there is a need to cultivate safety 
climate which is a situation: 

✔where managers at all levels are highly committed to safety,

✔where the workforce express satisfaction with adherence to the 
organisation’s safety system, 

✔where everyone is risk averse, 

✔where there is no pressure towards maximising profits at the expense of 
safety and 

✔where operators as well as managers are highly qualified and competent



ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION MODEL

Rescue, crisis management

• An entity is in a crisis situation when life support systems fail in the face of 
pressure from external stress, resulting in loss of life and damage to property.   

• This situation is reached when an accident occurs and the focus becomes the 
rescuing of those who are trapped in a crisis situation. 

• Given the extreme challenges the PRASA train drivers face in their work 
environment due to systems failures, an intervention is sought to normalise the 
operation. 

• Organisations that value storytelling are more reliable in the competitive 
landscape. 

• PRASA should consider encouraging symposiums where safety stories are 
presented. 

• The communication of safety critical knowledge throughout the entire passenger 
rail transport industry is indispensable as this would strive to restore the safe 
operations and thus promoting safety culture. 

• Bringing back retired employees who would disseminate safety cultural stories 
among the train operating staff.  



ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION MODEL

Cultural adjustment
• For cultural adjustment to take place, there has to be several streams of 

communication.
• Safety cultural diffusion should be encouraged and this ranges from informal 

communication to extremely advanced formal communication. 
• For PRASA to undergo cultural adjustment and revert to the normal operating 

situation, it has to operate as a flexible, interactional system composed of layers of 
on-going conversations with safety culture as a subject matter for discussion. 

• When information is shared among organisational members and codified in some 
way, an organisational interpretation exists beyond that of its individual members. 

• These interpretations get passed from employee to employee, creating what is 
referred to as thread of coherence

• The interactions of individuals create an organisational level interpretation that 
can be passed on to others. 

• Operating in the normal situation can be sustained by a holistic application of 
safety climate and culture.
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INSTILLING SAFETY CULTURE AND 
ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE

Safety culture is the product of 

✔ individual and group values,

✔attitudes, 

✔perceptions, 

✔ competencies, and 

✔patterns of behaviour that determine the commitment to, and the style 
and proficiency of an organisation’s health and safety management. 

•The concept is often viewed by safety scientists as a subset of 
organisational culture or as those parts of organisational culture that 
influence safety. 

•Having unearthed the importance of safety culture within the 
organisational context of PRASA, the main goal is to ensure that all 
members’ understanding of the concept is deepened.

 



SAFETY CULTURE

Artefacts

• Artefacts are visible, tangible objects that can be seen, heard or felt in the 
organisational experience. 

• They are the first things noticeable when getting into an organisation’s premises. 

• Display of an organisation’s safety standards and norms would constitute 
appropriate artefacts that promote safety culture

• The first artefact associated with an organisation is its logo

• Not only does a logo indicate the presence of the organisation but it also 
distinguishes it from other organisations. 

• Artefacts are derived from symbols and as such, are the basis of organisational 
culture 

• The passenger rail transport industry should strive to display safety related 
artefacts where they have the opportunity to be seen by organisational members 
and the travelling public. 



SAFETY CULTURE

Values

•A value is qualities that are considered ideal. 

•The values of an organisation are often visible in the actions of its 
employees

•The values influence how organisational members facilitate and 
practice communication

•The values must be phrased in a positive way, making it difficult for 
someone to disagree

•The passenger rail transport industry must stress Safety as “The First 
Consideration” as it used to be in the past, this would rekindle the 
memory of safety culture and no one would want to disagree with this 
value statement.



SAFETY CULTURE

•  Assumptions

• Safety matters should drive organisational members from within and 
should be deeply entrenched throughout all levels of the organisation. 

• If safety culture is to be promoted, the passenger rail transport 
industry should consider encouraging the adoption of assumptions as 
this would help to guide behaviour by directing how organisational 
members should perceive, think, feel and act.



SAFETY CULTURE

Effective organisational communication 

•Without effective communication, an organisation would not be able 
to respond to the concerns of its customers or clients. 

• It is a fact that organisations cannot exist without effective 
communication. 

•Even before the members are communicating with potential 
customers and clients, they must communicate with one another to 
create and develop the organisation’s safety climate and culture. 



CONCLUSION

It can be concluded that 

• Collisions are as a result of non-compliance with the operating communication 
procedures during train operations because of human error

• Consider exploring more advanced Automatic Identification Systems (AIS) in the 
passenger rail transport industry. This would serve as a new technological 
intervention to assist drivers in their daily operations.

• Safety should be demonstrated throughout all organizational human work and 
should not be confined to safety critical and safety related grades only.

• Effective communication within and across departments would form a 
favourable stimulus to unleash safety cultural diffusion in the entire 
organisation. 

• Safety culture can be instilled and engineered among the total work force in 
order to improve train operation of the passenger rail transport industry in 
South Africa. 

• Develop safer machines, equipment and focus on strategic recruitment.

• Upgrade employees’ technical skills and direct more effort on employees’ 
quality of work-life
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THE END

THANK YOU


