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Glossary  

Algoa Bus (Algoa Bus Company): Privately-owned bus company providing subsidised bus services in 

Nelson Mandela Bay. 

BRT (Bus Rapid Transit): Generic term for the new public transport services being implemented by 

several city governments, which generally feature dedicated roadways and stations that 

permit large numbers of people to board and alight quickly.   

Capex costs (Capital costs): For public transport systems, the costs of installing the system, including 

infrastructure (routes, stations, depots, ticketing systems, etc.) and vehicles (buses, rolling 

stock, etc.). 

Capital subsidy: For public transport systems, a subsidy intended to cover capital costs. 

Conventional bus: A mode of transport: Privately owned bus service which traditionally conveyed 

workers between townships and workplaces, and currently subsidised by the provincial 

governments. 

Cost drivers: The key factors which cause costs to increase or decline. 

Dedicated lane: A road lane which is allocated to the use of a public transport service as a right-of-

way (i.e. it may not be used by other road vehicles).  Rail services effectively have a dedicated 

lane already, since they operate on a rail line which no other transport mode can use; but 

buses share the road with private vehicles.  Allocating a dedicated lane to a bus service is a 

key public transport policy decision to consider. 

Dedicated roadway: See `Dedicated lane’. 

Depot: A property where public transport vehicles are stored overnight or between trips.  Vehicles 

may also be maintained and washed at depots.  Depot location may be a significant factor in 

public transport viability, as travel to and from a depot is not revenue-generating.  

EPR (Expenditure & Performance Review): A review of the efficacy of public expenditure, in this 

case public expenditure on public transport services. 

Farebox: Fares collected from passengers. 

Farebox recovery rate: Percentage of operating costs covered by passenger fares. 

Feeder routes: The routes used by feeder services.  

Feeder services: Public transport routes which support (i.e. `feed’) a fixed-route service such as 

Gautrain or a BRT system.  The need for feeder services arises because it is not viable to 

provide stations on the fixed route service throughout the metro area.  The feeder service 

enlarges the catchment area from which passengers may be drawn to the fixed route service. 

Frequencies: The number of times per hour that public transport vehicles pass a specific point on a 

public transport route.  See `Headway'. 

GABS (Golden Arrow Bus Services): Privately-owned bus company providing subsidised bus services 

in many parts of the Western Cape. 

Gautrain: High-speed rail service of Gauteng province.  

GGP (Gross Geographic Product): A measure of the economic product of a subnational area such as 

a metro area (alternatively GVA). 
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GMA (Gautrain Management Agency): Agency of the Gauteng government which is charged with 

overseeing the performance of the Bombela Consortium which operates the Gautrain. 

Gross contracting model: A public transport business model (in SA associated with BRT systems) in 

which bus operators are paid per vehicle-kilometre, and the public authority collects 

passenger fares through an independent fare collection company.  The model is designed to 

permit managed competition between operators who tender to operate on a given route.  

More than one operator can be allocated to operate on each route without each aggressively 

chasing fare income.   

GVA (Gross Value Added): A measure of the economic product of a subnational area such as a 

metro area (alternatively GGP). 

Headway: The time between vehicles in a public transport system.  A system with short headways 

has greater carrying capacity (and are more expensive to operate) than a system with longer 

headways, because more vehicles travel per hour along a given route. 

I&R (Interest and redemption): An expression of capital costs (such as for a vehicle) where the 

capital purchase was financed through borrowing or a hire-purchase agreement.      

IRPTNs (Integrated Rapid Public Transport Networks): Government’s new public transport 
initiatives in the major cities. ‘Rapid’ services generally refer to services that have dedicated 
roadways and stations that permit large number of people to board and alight quickly where 

demand levels merit this. Rapid services in the current context refer to rail and bus rapid 

transit with dedicated lanes.   

Metro (Metropolitan areas): For the purposes of this report, Johannesburg, Cape Town, eThekwini, 

Tshwane, Ekurhuleni and Nelson Mandela Bay. 

Metrorail: Commuter rail division of PRASA. 

Minibus taxis: Privately owned, unsubsidised and mainly informal commuter services which first 

emerged in the 1980s. 

Mode (Mode of transport): Type or form of transport.  For the purposes of this report, one of the 

following six types: conventional bus, municipal bus, minibus taxi, BRT, commuter rail, and 

Gautrain. 

Municipal bus: Bus service owned and subsidised by a metro Council, and which traditionally served 

white areas. 

Net contacting model: A public transport business model (in SA, used for conventional buses) in 

which bus operators are collect and retain their own passenger fares, and subsidies are based 

on the difference between operating costs and fares collected.  In this model it is not normally 

feasible to have more than one operator per route. 

Off-peak: Transport outside the morning and afternoon peak periods.  

Operating subsidy: For public transport systems, a subsidy intended to cover operating costs. 

Opex costs (Operating costs): For public transport systems, costs of operating the system, including 

costs of fuel, salaries, tyres, vehicle maintenance, etc. 

Passenger-trip: A single trip by a single passenger.  An individual passenger who travels between 

work and home each day will account for at least two passenger trips per day.  This may rise 

to four or even more passenger trips per day if the passenger changes mode (e.g. taxi to bus), 

or changes between different vehicles in the same mode (e.g. between a BRT feeder and trunk 
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service, or between two-minibuses) on the way to work and on the way home. In the latter 

case, where transfers are made, the series of trips may be referred to as a passenger journey.    

Patronage guarantee (Ridership guarantee): Subsidy paid to the Gautrain operator to make up the 

difference between fare and other revenue and an agreed level of annual income to operate 

the service. 

Pattern of demand: The full characteristics of the demand for transport, including the total number 

of passengers seeking to travel, the distance they seek to travel, the ratio of the peak to the 

off-peak demand (see `Peak to off-peak ratio’), the extent of reverse flow (see `Reverse flow’), 
and the extent of seat renewal (see `Seat renewal’). 

Peak: Transport during the morning and afternoon peak periods.  

Peak to off-peak ratio: The ratio of passenger demand in the peak periods to passenger demand 

outside of the peak periods.  

PRASA (Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa): State-owned enterprise which provides passenger 

rail, freight rail, and intercity bus services in South Africa.  

Private transport: For the purposes of this report, private cars, walking or other (motorbikes & 

cycling etc.). 

PTIS (Public Transport Infrastructure & Systems): The infrastructure & systems which make up the 

public transport services of SA cities.  

PTISG (Public Transport Infrastructure & Systems Grant): Capital subsidy grant for government’s 
new initiatives to create IRPTNs in the major cities. 

PTNOG (Public Transport National Operating Grant): Operating subsidy grant for government’s new 
initiatives to create IRPTNs in the major cities. 

PTOG (Public Transport Operating Grant): Traditional subsidy to conventional bus operators such as 

PUTCO and GABS. 

Public expenditure: Expenditure funded from the public purse (i.e. from taxes collected by 

government or borrowing by government). 

Public transport: A transport service which may be used by members of the public: for the purposes 

of this report, buses, trains or minibus taxis. 

PUTCO (originally, Public Utility Corporation): Privately-owned bus company providing subsidised 

bus services in many parts of Gauteng. 

Reverse flow: Passenger demand for transport in the opposite direction to the main passenger 

demand for transport.  Public transport routes will be more viable if there is substantial 

reverse flow. 

Seat renewal: The repeated re-use (i.e. re-sale) of the same seat as a bus or train travels along a 

given route.   Public transport routes will be more viable if there is substantial seat renewal.  

In SA cities seat renewal is extremely low, but in some Asian and European cities seat renewal 

can be much  higher, with seat renewal of 1000% quite feasible (i.e. each seat is sold ten 

times). 

Trainset: A standard combination of engine and passenger coaches used on public transport railway 

services.  For example, Gautrain has trainsets made up of two passenger and two engine 

coaches: in peak hours two of these trainsets are combined to create an eight-coach train.  

Metrorail currently uses three types of trainsets, which generally operate with 8, 11 and 13 

coaches. 
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Trunk routes: The main routes of a fixed-route public transport service such as a BRT system. Rail 

routes would generally all be defined as trunk routes. 

Uni-directional flow: Passenger demand for transport which is in one direction only (i.e. there is very 

little reverse flow).  Passenger demand of this kind is characteristic of commuting in SA cities. 

Value-added services: Services other than the public transport service, from which a public 

transport operator could generate revenues.  The most obvious example is advertising; and 

some operators may also be in a position to generate revenues from property development 

near stations or other properties over which they have control. 

Zonal fare system: System used by Metrorail and some municipal bus services in terms of which the 

fares charged depend on the number of zones across which the passenger travels. 
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1. Introduction  
 

The National Treasury have commissioned a series of Expenditure and Performance Reviews in order 

to develop a better understanding of the efficacy of public sector spending in various sectors. 

 

This Expenditure and Performance Review (EPR) deals with Public Transport Infrastructure and 

Systems (PTIS) in metropolitan areas.  The scope of the review is public expenditure on all road- and 

rail-based public transport in the six largest metropolitan areas, namely Johannesburg, Tshwane, 

Ekurhuleni, Cape Town, eThekwini, and Nelson Mandela Bay.  The variety of institutional 

arrangements associated with metropolitan public transport in South Africa requires an examination 

of four road-based modes (conventional bus services, municipal bus services1, bus rapid transit 

services (BRT), and minibus taxi services), and two rail-based modes (Metrorail and Gautrain). 

 

Table 1 illustrates and summarises the scope of the study.  

 

Table 1: The scope of the PTIS EPR 

 
Joburg Tshwane Ekurhuleni Cape Town eThekwini 

Nelson 

Mandela Bay 

Conventional 

bus 

Mainly 

PUTCO2 
Mainly PUTCO Mainly PUTCO GABS3 

13 different 

contracts 

Algoa Bus 

Company 

Municipal 

bus 
Metrobus 

Tshwane Bus 

Company 

Brakpan & 

Germiston Bus 
n/a Multiple contracts n/a 

Bus Rapid 

Transit 
Rea Vaya 

Planned, not 

yet 

implemented 

Planned, not yet 

implemented 
MyCiTi 

Planned, not yet 

implemented 

Planned, not 

yet 

implemented 

Minibus taxi 
Predominantly 

informal 

Predominantly 

informal 

Predominantly 

informal 

Predominantly 

informal 

Predominantly 

informal 

Predominantly 

informal 

Gautrain Provides services across all three metros n/a n/a n/a 

Metrorail Metrorail Gauteng 
Metrorail 

Western Cape 

Metrorail 

KwaZulu-Natal 

Metrorail 

Eastern Cape 

 

The conventional bus services are provided by large and well-established private companies on 

contracts issued by provincial governments.  Municipal bus services are generally owned and run by 

departments or municipal entities of metropolitan municipalities. eThekwini represents an exception 

in that its service is outsourced.  Cape Town and Nelson Mandela Bay have no municipal bus services 

in this sense.   

 

For conventional bus, municipal bus and minibus taxis, the services being analysed have been in 

place for many years and thus present a relatively stable picture.  However, government has 

implemented some important new initiatives in recent years, including Gautrain, bus rapid transit, 

and the recapitalisation of Metrorail.  In cases where there has been expenditure on improvements, 

but these have not yet translated into additional services or ridership, care must be taken not to 

draw misleading conclusions. This study has sought to take this into account.  

 

For example, sufficient of the first phases of  Bus Rapid Transit services are in place in Johannesburg 

and Cape Town for these to be included in the analysis, but in the other four cities BRT services are 

still in various stages of planning and implementation; thus they were not included.  

 

                                                           
1 Although these first two may appear to be one mode of transport (`bus’), they are treated separately because they are institutionally 

different and have different histories. 
2 Originally called the `Public Utility Transport Corporation’ when it was founded in 1945. 
3 Golden Arrow Bus Services. 
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Efficiency and effectiveness in public transport is driven by a complex set of factors that sometimes 

have counter-intuitive results. For example, it is often assumed that increasing ridership on a route 

should increase the profitability of the route. However, this is only true under certain circumstances; 

in other cases it can result in increased losses.  

 

Part of this review has entailed understanding and demonstrating this in some detail. To do so a 

multi-variant model has been built which allows a nuanced and sophisticated understanding of  the 

impact of a range of factors, including specific route based market characteristics and unit costs, as 

well as how the outcome is affected by key policy choices, such as whether to construct dedicated 

roadways or not. This model, which is one of the products of the review, is available to support 

ongoing expenditure decisions. 

 

Another part of the review is based on an analysis of recent expenditure and revenue across the 

different modes in each of the metros.  

 

The two perspectives are complementary in that while the model has been based on real 

information gathered for the purposes of the expenditure analysis, its outputs enable much richer 

analytical insights into that information.  
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2. Background  

2.1 Scale of national expenditure to support public transport 

The following table summarises the allocation of national government resources to the various 

public transport sectors over an 11 year period from 2006/07 to the current year with MTEF 

budgeted figures through to 2016/17. A conservative estimate of provincial spending on Gautrain 

has been added to the table since showing only national figures would give a misleading view of this 

key project.   

 

Table 2: Allocation of national spending on public transport 

KEY NATIONAL 

SUBSIDIES (R billion) 

2006/07 

to 

2010/11 

2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 

Public Transport 

Operating Grant (PTOG) 
16.53 4.15 4.32 4.55 4.83 5.05 5.32 

Public Transport 

Infrastructure & Systems 

Grant (PTISG) 

10.91 4.61 4.88 4.67 4.97 5.10 5.10 

Public Transport 

National Operating 

Grant (PTNOG) 

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.88 0.90 1.04 1.36 

Taxi recapitalisation 2.10 0.45 0.41 0.47 0.42 0.45 0.78 

Total PRASA subsidy 30.06 9.47 10.23 10.51 14.95 18.27 19.29 

   Current subsidy 14.40 3.34 3.53 3.68 3.89 4.07 4.28 

   Capital subsidy 15.66 6.13 6.70 6.83 11.06 14.20 15.01 

Gautrain capital subsidy4 25.90 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Gautrain ridership 

guarantee paid to 

operator5 

0.00 0.60 0.83 1.04 0.99 0.98 0.97 

TOTALS 85.50 19.29 20.67 22.12 27.06 30.89 32.83 

Sources: National Treasury Expenditure Estimates for the period; Gauteng Provincial budgets; Gautrain Management Agency (GMA) 

Annual Reports. 

 

The Public Transport Operating Grant (PTOG) is paid to the provinces and used for the operating 

subsidy paid to the long established provincially subsidised bus services, such as PUTCO and Golden 

Arrow Bus Services (GABS)  

 

The Public Transport Infrastructure and Systems Grant (PTISG) now called just the Public Transport 

Infrastructure Grant (PTIG) is for the capital expenditure on government’s program to create 
Integrated Rapid Public Transport Networks in terms of its 2007 Public Transport Strategy and Action 

Plan. This grant is paid mainly to 7 of the larger metropolitan and city government for the new bus 

rapid transit projects being implemented, such as Rea Vaya in Johannesburg and MyCiTi in Cape 

Town. The Public Transport Network Operating Grant (PTNOG) is for operating subsidies paid 

towards these services, although also includes significant amounts for compensation to existing 

operators whose licences are being bought out.  

 

                                                           
4 The high level agreement for funding the Gautrain was that national government would pay half via a conditional grant and Gauteng 

Province would pay a similar amount out of its equitable share grants. The figure used here for the capital amount is based on doubling the 

conditional grants provided by national government over the implementation period.  The loan of R2.7 bn provided by the Concessionaire is 

excluded.   
5 The figure for the ridership guarantee is taken form GMA Annual Reports and budgets. The amounts budgeted by the Gauteng Province to 

pay to the Gautrain Management Agency over the period 2013/14 to 2016/17 are higher than this at R1.42bn; R1.31bn: R1.56bn and 

R1.83bn.  
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The taxi recapitalisation is a program that subsidises the purchase of new minibus taxis by licenced 

operators.  

 

The Gautrain Ridership Guarantee is an operating subsidy paid to the operator to make up the 

difference between fare revenues and what was agreed in the original concession agreement to be 

required to operate the system.  

  

Several important observations can be drawn from the table: 

 

 National government spending on public transport is rising very rapidly, with the 2016/17 figure 

projected to be 70.2% higher than the total for 2011/12. 

 There is a major ramping up of spending currently underway, with a 39.7% increase between 

2013/14 and 2015/16, mainly attributable to increased spending on PRASA  

 In the five year period from 2006/07 to 2010/11 spending on rail represented 65.5% of all 

transport spending across the country, while Gautrain represented just over 30% of all spending.   

 

The following table shows the proportion of actual and budgeted spending on the various modes 

over the five year period from 2012/13 to 2016/17.  

 

Table 3: Share of key items in total actual and projected expenditure over five year period 2012/13 to 

2016/17  

KEY NATIONAL SUBSIDIES (R billion) 
2012/13 to 

2016/17 
% split  

 

Public Transport Operating Grant (PTOG) 24.07 18.0% 

Road based 

41.5% 

Public Transport Infrastructure & Systems 

Grant (PTISG) 
24.72 18.5% 

Public Transport National Operating Grant 

(PTNOG) 
4.19 3.1% 

Taxi recapitalisation 2.53 1.9% 

Total PRASA subsidy 73.25 54.8% 

Rail 

58.4% 

   Current subsidy 19.44 14.6% 

   Capital subsidy 53.81 40.3% 

Gautrain capital subsidy 0.00 0.0% 

Gautrain ridership guarantee paid to 

operator 
4.81 3.6% 

TOTALS 133.57 100.0%  

 

 It can be seen from this table that over the five year period from 2012/13 to 2016/17 

o National government will have spent R133.6 billion on public transport 

o Of the amount spent in this period 60.7% will have been spent on capital and 39.3% 

on operating subsidies  

o Rail will have absorbed 58.4% of the total and road based services 41.6% 

o Operating subsidies for the traditional bus services will represent 18.0% of the total, 

while spending, mostly on capital on new BRT systems will absorb  21.6% of the total 

o The taxi recapitalisation programme will represent 1.9% of spending  

 

The scale of the spending and the share of investment spending in the total highlights the 

importance of developing a good understanding of the efficacy of the spending.  Public transport 

investments are extremely long-lasting, and the investments currently underway will have a 

profound effect on urban efficiency for many years into the future.  
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2.2 Summary of subsidy per mode  

The subsidy cost of public transport is high, when measured both in terms of public operating 

subsidy cost (excluding capital costs) per passenger carried, and the subsidy as a proportion of 

operating costs.    

 

Table 4: Operating subsidies for public transport in South African cities 

Mode Operating subsidy 

per passenger trip 

Fare box recovery 

rates as % of  

operating costs 

Comment 

Municipal bus services R 16.75 – R 24.36 13% - 31%  These figures are reasonably reliable 

Conventional bus services R11.40 – R 16.89 31% - 44% These figures are reasonably reliable 

Bus rapid transport R11.76 –R15.12 28% to 44%  
Based on initial Rea Vaya and MyCiTi services 

only and thus not yet representative or stable6 

Minibus taxis R 0.00 0% Taxi recapitalisation is a capital subsidy only 

Gautrain R60.03 57% 

Based on ridership guarantee paid to operator7 

assumptions made on operating costs to 

calculate recovery rate may be inaccurate 

PRASA Metrorail R3.73 39% 
Figures annualised from a small sample 

provided by PRASA; may be misrepresentative  
Source: Modelling and calculations by the authors for this project. See Section 4. 

 

These are relatively high subsidy levels when compared with those prevailing in other countries. This 

is brought home in Figure 1, which illustrates the proportion of operating costs covered by 

passenger fares collected for public transport services in a range of cities around the world.  In South 

Africa passengers fares cover between 13% and 57% of the operating costs of public transport 

services (with the notable exception of minibus taxis services, for which passenger fares cover 100% 

of operating costs).  

 

Figure 1: Fare box recovery rates as a percentage of operating costs in selected countries and regions8 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
6 Includes the costs of vehicle operators, fare systems, control centre and station services, but excludes institutional overheads and 

marketing. 
7 Excludes the costs of the Gautrain Management Agency. The GMA head office cost for the 2013/14 financial year was R123.4 million and 

the allocation for the 2014/15 financial year is R126.1 million. 
8 See, for example, Teik-Soon Looi, Kim-Hong Tan (2009), "Singapore’s case of institutional arrangement for fare affordability", 11th 

Conference on Competition and Ownership in Land Transport, August; Allison Yoh, Brian D. Taylor, and John Gahbauer (2012): Does 

Transit Mean Business? Reconciling academic, organizational, and political perspectives on reforming Transit Fare Policies, UC Los Angeles, 

June; and Twin Cities Metropolitan Council (2009), Twin Cities Transit System Performance Evaluation, Chapter 4, downloaded from 

http://test.metrocouncil.org/Transportation/Publications-And-Resources/Evaluation2009Chapter4-pdf.aspx. Data for cities in South Asia, 

Latin America, and other parts of Africa are unfortunately not available.  
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This is somewhat lower than the contributions of passenger fares in US cities9, where the range is 

generally between 26% and 56%, Canadian cities10 (39% to 84%) and European cities11 (40% to 91%).  

 

Public transport systems can of course achieve much higher fare box ratios in very large and high 

density cities.  Passenger fares covered approximately 60% of operating costs of the Beijing subway 

in 2012, but in Taiwan in 2011 and Hong Kong in 2012, the ratios of 119% and 186% were achieved 

on mass transit systems – fare prices are set to cover capital as well as operating costs.  

2.3 Expenditure on all passenger transport as proportion of GDP 

International comparisons show that the proportion of metropolitan GGP allocated to passenger 

transport services (both public and private) in South Africa is extremely high.  

 

The following graphic compares the proportion of productive resources allocated to the passenger 

transport sector within South African metropolitan areas to a number of other regions. It also 

distinguishes between resources allocated to private and public passenger transport.   Not only does 

it demonstrate the importance of the sector, but according to these figures, at close to 24%, a larger 

proportion of resources are absorbed by the passenger transport sector in South African 

metropolitan areas (and also in cities elsewhere in Africa) than is the case in any other region.  

 

At close to 24% of the total metropolitan economy, passenger transport in South African 

metropolitan areas accounts for nearly 18% more of the total metropolitan economy than is the 

case in the wealthy Asian countries such as Hong Kong and Singapore, where less than 6% of the 

total metropolitan output is accounted for by passenger transport.   In Developing Asian and Latin 

American countries the proportion allocated is higher, and in the rest of Africa higher still, but South 

Africa remains a substantial outlier.  

 

                                                           
9 Orlando, Altanta, New York, San Fransisco, Chicago, Las Vegas 
10 Edmonton, Ottowa, Vancouver, Montreal, Toronto 
11 Paris, Helsinki, Berlin, London 



 

 

17 

 

Figure 2: Passenger transport costs as % of metropolitan GDP 

 
Source: ‘Urban Transport Benchmarking Initiative: Year Three’ UITP 200612 

 

Passenger transport is not an end in itself, but rather a means to access other opportunities.  High 

passenger transport costs are wasteful and a significant drain on the economy.  These figures 

suggest that South African metropolitan economies suffer from an exceptionally severe structural 

inefficiency.  This has significant implications for the metropolitan economies, and given their weight 

in the national economy, for the South African economy as a whole. 

2.4 Urban population densities  

South Africa’s urban form leads to patterns of demand which are extremely expensive to service.  

Low average population densities imply that public transport systems will operate over relatively 

longer distances and with relatively fewer passengers than higher population densities.  Figure 3 

compares population densities in the built-up areas of a sample of cities across the world.13  

 

North American cities tend to have very low population densities.  European and Latin American 

cities occupy a large part of the centre of the spectrum.  Asian cities on the other hand generally 

have very high population densities. 

 

The African cities in the sample span a very wide range.  Addis Ababa, Abidjan and Tunis all have 

fairly high population densities, while South African cities have low population densities - 

comparable to the very low density, car-oriented US cities. 

 

The graphic highlights the extent to which South Africa is an outlier.  The city spatial form in South 

Africa is the major structural reason for the high overall expenditure on passenger transport as a 

share of city GDP, and also substantially explains the low share of public transport operating costs 

which can be recovered through passenger fares.  

 

 

                                                           
12 The UITP conducted a major urban-based research which produced a `Mobility in Cities Database 2006’.  The UITP 

constructed a `Cost of Transport for the Local Community’ statistic which added spending on public transport (investment 

and operations), spending on road investment and maintenance, and spending on the use of motorised private modes 

(including vehicle depreciation, but excluding fuel levies).  This was then compared to city GDP. 
13 The table is based on research undertaken by geographer, Alain Bertaud, in the various cities in which he has worked at 

the time he did the work. In 1991 he worked on Johannesburg and a decade later on Gauteng, hence the labelling as such. 

The boundary taken for calculating the densities in each case is not the jurisdictional boundary, but rather the identifiable 

urban edge. All substantial unbuilt areas such as nature reserves or major water bodies are excluded.  
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Figure 3: Comparative average population densities in the built up areas of selected metropolitan areas 

 
Source: Reconstructed by the authors from Alain Bertaud (2005) Order without Design 
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2.5 Modal share in South African metros 

National Household Travel Surveys were conducted in 2003 and 2013. While the  data was only 

analysed by Statistics South Africa on a provincial basis14, this study has been able to use the raw 

data to generate travel statistics for each of the six metropolitan areas under review for both survey 

years, giving not only a rich insight into current patterns, but also into trends over the decade. The 

boundaries current in 2013 were applied to the 2003 data, so the trends are not influenced by 

changes in metropolitan boundaries. While the 2013 data has not yet been validated it can be 

assumed to give a largely accurate view. 

 

Table 5 provides data on the total number of daily trips in 2003 and 2013 for work and educational 

purposes by mode aggregated across the six cities combined, and immediately below it Table 6 

shows the share of each mode in the total.    

 

Table 5: Main modes of daily travel for work & educational purposes in 2003 and 2013 (for all 6 metros) 

 

  
Total daily 

trips 2003 

Total daily 

trips 2013 

Change in 

number of 

daily trips 

2003 - 2013 

Change 2003 - 

2013 (%) 

Public 

transport 
Train 651 000 823 000  173 000 26.4% 

Bus 689 000 768 000  79 000 11.5% 

Taxi 2 064 000 3 110 000  1 046 000 50.7% 

TOTAL 3 404 000 4 701 000  1 297 000 38.1% 

Private 

transport 
Car 2 610 000 4 242 000  1 636 000 62.5% 

Walk 2 958 000 3 198 000  242 000 8.1% 

Other 198 000 254 000  55 000 28.3% 

TOTAL 5 766 000 7 694 000  1 928 000 33.4% 

Total daily trips 9 169 000 12 395 000  3 233 000 35.2% 

Estimated city population 15 551 000  19 800 000   4 249 000 27.3% 

Trips as % of city population 59.0% 62.6% 3.6% 6.2% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria).   

Population figures for 2003 and 2013 were estimated by the authors by applying the annual growth rates published by Stats SA to the 

census results for 2001 and 2011.  

 

Table 6: Overall modal split: daily travel for work & educational purposes in 2003 and 2013 (for all 6 metros) 

 
  

Modal share 

2003 

Modal share 

2013 

Change 2003 - 

2013 

Public 

transport 

Train 7.1% 6.6% -0.5% 

Bus 7.5% 6.2% -1.3% 

Taxi 22.5% 25.1% 2.6% 

TOTAL 37.1% 37.9% 0.8% 

Private 

transport 
Car 28.5% 34.2% 5.8% 

Walk 32.3% 25.8% -6.5% 

Other 2.2% 2.0% -0.1% 

TOTAL 62.9% 62.1% -0.8% 

Total daily trips 100.0% 100.0% 100% 
Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

                                                           
14 The use of provinces as the basis for area analysis of transport is unhelpful since the key differentiator is 

between urban and rural.   



 

 

20 

 

A number of important points become clear from this data.   

 

Firstly, private car usage has increased 62.5% over the decade and at 34.2% now leads all modes as 

the main mode of travel for daily trips for work and educational purposes.  

 In 2013 this mode accounted for 4.24 million trips per day (34.2%); followed by walking all 

the way (3.20 million – or 25.8%) and the minibus taxi (3.11 million or 25.1%).  Trains 

(823,000 or 6.6%), buses (768,000 or 6.2%) and minor modes (254,000 or 2.0%) are used far 

less. 

 

However, secondly, while car usage has increased significantly the share of public transport for daily 

trips for work and educational purposes has increased marginally (by 0.8%), from 37.1% of all daily 

trips in 2003 to 37.9% in 2013. The increase in car use has been accompanied mainly by a 

concomitant drop in walking as the main mode of travel for work and education combined 

 In 2003 walking all the way was the leading mode (2.96 million or 32.3%), followed by cars 

(2.61 million or 28.5%) and minibus taxis (2.06 million or 22.5%).  At that stage buses 

(689,000 or 7.5%) were used more than trains (651,000 or 7.1%), a ranking which had 

changed 10 years later. 

 

Thirdly, city residents are travelling more than previously: 

 The population of the six cities increased by 27.3% between 2003 and 2013, but the number 

of daily trips for work and educational purposes increased by 35.2%. 

 Daily trips for work and educational purposes were 59.0 % of aggregate city populations in 

2003 but 62.6% of aggregate city populations in 2013. 

 By implication the average number of daily trips per resident has increased by 6.2 percent 

between 2003 and 2013.  

 

Fourthly, the number of daily trips by means of road-based transport has increased especially 

rapidly: 

 The use of private cars in daily trips increased by 62.5%, and the use of minibus taxis by 

50.7%, between 2003 and 2013, although bus use increased only 11.5% 

 While population has increased only 27.3%, the total number of people using roads for the 

main daily mode of travel has increased 51.4% over the 10 years from 5.36 million to 8.12 

million   

 Daily trips by walking increased by only 8.1%, and by train by only 26.4%  

 

Fifthly, while the share of public transport in overall trips has increased marginally there has been a 

change in the composition of these trips, with minibus taxis increasing their share at the expense of 

trains and buses : 

 The share of rail declined by 0.5%, from 7.1% to 6.6%; 

 The share of buses declined by 1.3%, from 7.5% to 6.2%; 

 The share of minibus taxis increased by 2.6%, from 22.5% to 25.1%. 

Transport modal share for daily trips for work and educational purposes in the six metros in 

aggregate can be summarized as follows: 

 37.9% by public transport (share rising very slowly) 

 34.2% by private car (share rising fast) 

 25.8% by walking all the way (share declining very fast)  

 25.1% by minibus taxi (share rising very fast) 

 6.6% by train (share declining very slowly) 

 6.2% by bus (share declining slowly) 

 2% by other modes (share declining very slowly) 
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There are quite significant differences in modal shares between how people travel to work and how 

they travel for educational purposes. As might be expected the share of walking is very much higher 

for educational trips than for trips to work. 

 

A comparison between the two following tables indicates that the large shift away from walking is 

accounted for by changes in trips for education purposes. The drop in walking from 57% to 45% for 

education purposes is matched by an increase in cars from 17% to 25% and by taxis from 16% to 

20%. Indeed, the data suggests that while there has been some shift from trains and buses to cars 

for work trips, the biggest shift between 2003 and 2013 is that learners are being driven to school in 

cars or by minibus taxis instead of walking.  

 

Table 7: Modal share of daily trips by purpose: 2003 

Mode Work 
% of work 

trips 
Study 

% of 

study 

trips 

Total 

% of 

total 

trips 

Train 526 000 11% 123 833 3% 649 833 7% 

Bus 408 000 9% 280 633 6% 688 633 8% 

Taxi 1 367 000 29% 695 736 16% 2 062 736 23% 

Car 1 860 000 39% 748 988 17% 2 608 988 28% 

Walk 424 000 9% 2 535 020 57% 2 959 020 32% 

Other 127 000 3% 70 719 2% 197 719 2% 

Total daily trips 4 712 000 100% 4 454 929 100% 9 166 930 100% 

Works/study shares 51%   49%   100%   
Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

 

Table 8: Modal share of daily trips by purpose: 2013 

 

Mode Work 
% of work 

trips 
Study 

% of 

study 

trips 

Total 

% of 

metro 

total 

Train 649 000 10% 174 000 3% 823 000 7% 

Bus 439 000 6% 329 000 6% 768 000 6% 

Taxi 1 987 000 29% 1 123 000 20% 3 110 000 25% 

Car 2 833 000 42% 1 409 000 25% 4 242 000 34% 

Walk 689 000 10% 2 509 000 45% 3 198 000 26% 

Other 181 000 3% 73 000 1% 254 000 2% 

Total daily trips 6 778 000 100% 5 617 000 100% 12 395 001 100% 

Works/study shares 55%   45%   100%   
Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

 

However there are significant differences in both current travel patterns and trends amongst the 

different metropolitan areas. This is evident from the following three tables. 
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Table 9: Daily travel for work & educational purposes in 2013 by metro 

  JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Train 151 000  105 000  150 000  335 000  78 000  4 000  823 000  

Bus 169 000  146 000  64 000  181 000  162 000  46 000  768 000  

Taxi 861 000  483 000  577 000  367 000  686 000  136 000  3 110 000  

Public transport total 1 181 000  734 000  791 000  883 000  926 000  186 000  4 701 000  

Car 1 151 000  749 000  633 000  973 000  527 000  209 000  4 242 000  

Walk 772 000  439 000  484 000  656 000  638 000  209 000  3 198 000  

Other 53 000  43 000  33 000  72 000  34 000  19 000  254 000  

Private transport total 1 976 000  1 231 000  1 150 000  1 701 000  1 199 000  437 000  7 694 000  

Total 3 157 000  1 965 000  1 941 000  2 584 000  2 125 000  623 000  12 395 000  

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

Table 10: Modal split for daily travel for work & educational purposes by metro in 2013 

  JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Train 4.8% 5.3% 7.7% 13.0% 3.7% 0.6% 6.6% 

Bus 5.4% 7.4% 3.3% 7.0% 7.6% 7.4% 6.2% 

Taxi 27.3% 24.6% 29.7% 14.2% 32.3% 21.8% 25.1% 

Public transport total 37.4% 37.4% 40.8% 34.2% 43.6% 29.9% 37.9% 

Car 36.5% 38.1% 32.6% 37.7% 24.8% 33.5% 34.2% 

Walk 24.5% 22.3% 24.9% 25.4% 30.0% 33.5% 25.8% 

Other 1.7% 2.2% 1.7% 2.8% 1.6% 3.0% 2.0% 

Private transport total 62.6% 62.6% 59.2% 65.8% 56.4% 70.1% 62.1% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

Table 11: Main modes of transport for morning work and education trips per 100,000 population in 2013) 

  JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Train 3 198  3 381  4 494  8 514  2 218  338  4 157  

Bus 3 579  4 701  1 918  4 600  4 606  3 886  3 879  

Taxi 18 236  15 553  17 289  9 327  19 505  11 490  15 707  

Public transport total 25 014  23 636  23 701  22 441  26 328  15 714  23 743  

Car 24 379  24 119  18 967  24 728  14 984  17 657  21 425  

Walk 16 351  14 137  14 502  16 672  18 140  17 657  16 152  

Other 1 123  1 385  989  1 830  967  1 605  1 283  

Private transport total 41 852  39 640  34 458  43 230  34 090  36 919  38 859  

Total city trips 66 866  63 276  58 159  65 672  60 419  52 633  62 602  

Source: Calculated using census population figures  

Some key aspects of the differences across metropolitan areas are: 

 The reliance upon private cars is greatest in Tshwane (38.1%) and lowest in eThekwini 

(24.8%).  The latter is a surprisingly low figure as apart from eThekwini, the share of private 

cars in all other cities exceeded 32%; 

 The reliance upon walking all the way is highest in Nelson Mandela Bay (33.5%) and 

eThekwini (30.0%) and lowest in Tshwane (22.3%) 

 The reliance upon minibus taxis is highest in eThekwini (32.3%) and lowest in Cape Town 

(14.2%).  The latter is a surprisingly low figure since the share of minibus taxis exceeds 21% 

in all other cities; 
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 The reliance upon trains is highest in Cape Town (13.0%) and lowest in Nelson Mandela Bay 

(0.6%); 

 The reliance upon buses is highest in eThekwini (7.6%) and lowest in Ekurhuleni (3.3%); 

 The reliance upon other modes of transport is highest in Nelson Mandela Bay (3.0%) and 

Cape Town (2.8%) and lowest in eThekwini (1.6%) and Johannesburg (1.7%)  

 Johannesburg is the most commuting-intensive city, and Nelson Mandela Bay the least. 

 Ranking the cities by morning trips per 100,000 population follows the same rank order as 

ranking them by GGP, with the exception that Tshwane is one rank higher in this list, and 

eThekwini is one rank lower, than in the GGP list. 

 

A comparison between the 2003 and 2013 data also shows interesting and differentiated changes in 

modal shares across the different metro. The next table shows the modal shares by metropolitan 

area in 2003, followed by a table showing the changes in shares between 2003 and 2013, and 

another showing the comparisons based on expressing the figures as trips per 100 000 population.  

 

Table 12: Modal split for daily travel for work & educational purposes by metro in 2003 

  JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Train 7.2% 5.9% 7.6% 13.1% 3.0% 0.7% 7.1% 

Bus 4.2% 12.2% 1.8% 7.4% 12.5% 9.3% 7.5% 

Taxi 27.7% 20.8% 28.3% 14.7% 21.9% 19.8% 22.5% 

Public transport total 39.1% 38.9% 37.7% 35.2% 37.4% 29.8% 37.1% 

Car 29.0% 24.2% 30.4% 32.5% 24.9% 28.8% 28.5% 

Walk 30.0% 34.9% 29.8% 29.1% 36.2% 39.8% 32.3% 

Other 2.0% 1.9% 2.1% 3.2% 1.6% 1.5% 2.2% 

Private transport total 61.0% 61.0% 62.3% 64.8% 62.6% 70.2% 62.9% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

Table 13: Changes in modal split for daily travel for work & educational purposes by metro between 2003 

and 2013 

  JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Train -2.4% -0.6% 0.1% -0.1% 0.7% -0.1% -0.5% 

Bus 1.2% -4.8% 1.5% -0.4% -4.9% -1.9% -1.3% 

Taxi -0.4% 3.8% 1.4% -0.5% 10.4% 2.0% 2.6% 

Public transport total -1.7% -1.5% 3.1% -1.0% 6.2% 0.1% 0.8% 

Car 7.5% 13.9% 2.2% 5.2% -0.1% 4.7% 5.7% 

Walk -5.5% -12.6% -4.9% -3.7% -6.2% -6.3% -6.5% 

Other -0.3% 0.3% -0.4% -0.4% 0.0% 1.5% -0.2% 

Private transport total 1.6% 1.6% -3.1% 1.0% -6.2% -0.1% -0.8% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 
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Table 14: Changes in commuting intensity by city (morning trips per 100,000 population) 

 
2003 2013 

% change 2003 

to 2013 

Johannesburg 61 444  66 866  9% 

Cape Town 63 015  65 672  4% 

Tshwane 56 588  63 276  12% 

eThekwini 55 767  60 419  8% 

Ekurhuleni 57 559  58 159  1% 

Nelson Mandela Bay 57 095  52 633  -8% 

Total 6 metros 58 948  62 602  6% 

Significant changes by metropolitan area include:  

  

Johannesburg  

A significant increase in car usage (7.5%) matched by decreases in rail (-2.4%) 

and walking (-5.5%). In terms of commuting intensity Johannesburg increased by 

9% 

Tshwane 

A very large increase in car usage (13.9%) matched by a very large decrease in 

walking (-12.6%) and bus usage (-4.8%). Tshwane increased its commuting 

intensity the most (by 12%) 

Ekurhuleni 

A decrease in walking (-4.9%) and moderate increases in bus (1.5%) and taxis 

(1.4%). There was only a 1% increase in trips per 100 000 population between 

2003 and 2013. 

Cape Town  

A decrease in walking (-3.7%) matched by an increase in car usage, but only 

small shifts away from public transport  and no substantial shift between public 

transport modes 

eThekwini 

A large increase in minibus taxi usage (10.4%) matched by a decrease (-6.2%) in 

walking and bus usage (-4.9%). eThekwini is the only metro that shows a fall in 

car usage as a proportion of the total and a significant overall increase in public 

transport usage, caused mainly by a shift from walking to minibus taxis  

Nelson 

Mandela Bay 

NMB also demonstrates a shift from walking (-6.3%) and an increase in car usage 

(4.7%) with a moderate increase (2.0%) in the share carried by taxis. 

Significantly, Nelson Mandela Bay showed a decrease of 8% in the number of 

commuting trips per 100 000 population  

 

The data on main mode to work or educational institution is based on survey’s of individuals. The 
following table shows a comparison between access to cars by households between 2003 and 2013. 

The increases across all the metropolitan areas of Gauteng are evident with the climb in Tshwane 

especially dramatic. Of some interest is the fact that access to motor cars as a percentage of 

households in Cape Town, whilst highest in the country, has climbed very little over the decade. 
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 Table 15: Household access to a motor car by metropolitan area in 2003 and 2013 

Metropolitan area 2003 2013 

Johannesburg 32.1% 41.9% 

Tshwane 33.7% 50.1% 

Ekurhuleni 32.8% 40.3% 

Cape Town 49.1% 50.5% 

Ethekwini 33.7% 34.3% 

Nelson Mandela 33.8% 36.1% 

All  36.0% 43.1% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

The number of daily trips for educational and work purposes is a function of the size of the city 

population and the city economy, as can be seen from Table 16 

 Thus Johannesburg accounts for 24% of the aggregate city population and 29% of the 

aggregate economy of the six metros.  It accounts for 25% of all the daily trips, and around 

67% of its population takes a daily trip for work and educational purposes. 

 eThekwini accounts for 18% of the aggregate city population and 28% of the aggregate 

economy of the six metros.  It accounts for 17% of all the daily trips, and 60% of its 

population takes a daily trip for work or educational purposes. 

 At the other extreme, Nelson Mandela Bay accounts for 6% of the population and 5% of the 

economy of the 6 metros.  It accounts for only 5% of all the daily trips, and only 

approximately 53% of its population appears to take a daily trip for work and educational 

purposes. 

 

Table 16: Daily city trips compared to size of city populations and city economies, 2013 

 
JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Total 

Daily city trips 3 157 000  1 965 000  1 941 000  2 584 000  2 125 000  623 000  12 395 000  

City trips as % of 6 metros 25% 16% 16% 21% 17% 5% 100% 

City population (2013) 4 721 367  3 105 428  3 337 426  3 934 734  3 517 118  1 183 666  19 799 737  

City trips as % of city population 67% 63% 58% 66% 60% 53% 63% 

City population as % of 6 metros 24% 16% 17% 20% 18% 6% 100% 

City GVA in 2013 (2012 R b) 488  294  188  329  313  92  1 704  

City GVA as % of 6 metros 29% 17% 11% 19% 18% 5% 100% 

Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

Table 17: Monthly travel cost to work in 2013 

 JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Average 

Train 536 535 337 345 286 562 401 

Bus 568 576 731 471 582 430 542 

Taxi 602 677 634 505 557 415 588 

Car driver 1 723 1 593 1 141 2 178 1 341 444 1 590 

Car passenger 969 951 785 630 658 538 783 
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Table 18: Monthly travel cost for educational purposes in 2013 

 
JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB Average 

Train 685 394 563 336 267 329 429 

Bus 458 453 499 629 352 377 458 

Taxi 430 408 427 439 338 349 402 

Car driver 1 109 1 163 1 273 988 1 710 1 464 1 188 

Car passenger 511 677 549 392 378 328 461 

 

 

Finally, information on the public transport modal share in metropolitan areas allows a comparison 

with the share of national public expenditure on each mode (which was set out in Table 2 ).  The 

following table, Table 19, compares the share of combined capital and operating spending by 

national and provincial governments on each mode of public transport for the period from 2006/07 

to 2016/17 with the modal share within public transport in 2013.  

 

Table 19: Metro public transport modal share and share on national spending on metro public transport 

Public transport 

mode 

 

Metropolitan public transport users in 

2013 

National govt. spending on metro public 

transport 2006/07  - 2016/17 

No. % R b. % 

Rail 823 000 17.5% 144.1 60.5% 

Bus 768 000 16.3% 89.2 37.4% 

Taxi 3 110 000 66.2% 5.1 2.1% 

Total 4 701 000 100.0% 238.4 100.0% 

Sources: See tables above. 

 

The comparison reveals that spending on minibus taxis through the recapitalisation programme will 

have accounted for accounts for only 2.1% of national spending on public transport over the 11 

years from 2006/07 to 2016/17 while this mode accounts for 66.2% of public transport trips in metro 

areas.  By contrast, rail is absorbing 60.5% of public transport spending while carrying 17.5% of 

passengers.  Buses are absorbing 37.4% of public transport while carrying 16.3% of public transport 

passengers. 

 

The implication is that the formal sector, consisting of bus and rail services, and absorbing 

substantial  public transport subsidies are carrying approximately half of the passengers carried by 

the informal sector.  However, it must be acknowledged, as is shown below, that the formal sector 

tends to provide the more expensive longer distance services, while the minibus taxi sector tends to 

serve shorter  trips where it has a competitive advantage. 

2.6 Policy framework  

There have been three official policy documents and two important pieces of legislation on public 

transport since 1994.  These are 

 White Paper on National Transport Policy (1996) 

 Moving South Africa (1999)  

 The National Land Transport Transition Act (no 22 of 2000) 

 Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan (2007) 

 National Land Transport Act (no 5 of 2009) 

 

While rail is addressed in the policy documents, the two pieces of legislation are directed essentially 

at road-based public transport. 
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The approach which has emerged, especially in the Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan (2007) 

and the National Land Transport Act (2009), envisages an active role for the public sector in the 

management of city wide networks, with city governments playing the leading role15.   The strategy 

is intended `to shift public transport service delivery away from operator controlled, commuter 

based, uni-modal routes to user oriented, publicly controlled, fully integrated, mass rapid public 

transport networks’16.   

 

The key components are summarised in the strategy as follows:  

 85% of all residents within 1km of Rapid PT Network by 2020 

 Upgraded modal fleet, facilities, stops and stations 

 Extended hours of operations (16-24 hours) 

 Peak frequencies (5-10 min) – Off-peak frequencies (10-30 min) 

 Full special needs and wheelchair access 

 Safe and secure operations monitored by Control Centre 

 Electronic fare integration when making transfers 

 Integrated feeder services including walking/cycling and taxi networks 

 Integration with metered taxi services and long distance intercity services 

 Car competitive PT option – enables strict peak period car use management17.   

The main building blocks of the strategy are envisaged as 

 Municipal control over integrated networks 

 Integrated Rapid Public Transport Network Implementation Plans for each metropolitan area; 

 A maximum stake for existing bus/minibus sector in rapid public transport network operations. 

 

South Africa’s public transport strategy is clearly very ambitious (in the sense that it is intended to be 

achieved rapidly) and sets standards (such as the extended periods of operation, and very short 

peak- and off-peak frequencies) which, while normal in most cities where densities are higher and 

urban form is better suited to public transport, are expensive to achieve under South African 

conditions. One of the purposes of this Expenditure and Performance Review is to shed some light 

on the affordability of the strategy. 

  

                                                           
15 This approach of this Expenditure and Performance Review, whereby analysis has been conducted on a metropolitan basis, flows from 

the intentions of the Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan. 
16 National Treasury (2008): Expenditure Estimates for 2008/9. 
17 Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan (2007) 
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3. Framework for analysing expenditure efficiency in the urban 
public transport sector 

 

The objective of the review is to assess the efficiency of expenditure on public transport across the 

different modes and metropolitan areas. This section outlines a framework for analysis.  

 

At the most rudimentary level measuring efficiency requires measuring the cost of supply – the 

relative cost of conveying passengers (for example, the cost of supplying ‘seat-kilometres’).  
However, efficiency also requires that the seat kilometres supplied must match demand.   Transport 

systems can be efficient in providing seat-kilometres at low cost but ineffective in meeting the key 

characteristics of demand. 

 

Different patterns of demand can have very different impacts upon costs, and costs can also vary 

according to the way supply is provided.  The crucial issue in running a financially successful service 

is not just how cheaply seat kilometres can be provided, but whether they are filled or not – what is 

referred to as the ‘load factor’.    
 

The cost-effectiveness of a public transport service therefore depends upon (a) the level and pattern 

of demand; and (b) modal and other supply side characteristics, including service level requirements 

such as headways, and rights of way including the existence or not of dedicated roadways. The 

importance of the right of way depends on contextual factors such as levels of congestion. Other  

contextual features, such as road conditions can be also be important. Figure 4 tabulates the major 

factors which must be considered.  

 

Figure 4: Demand and supply factors affecting the cost-effectiveness of public transport systems 

Demand 

 Size of demand 

 Peak to off peak ratios 

 Reverse flow 

 Journey distances 

 Seat renewal 

Supply 

 Vehicle size 

 Labour conditions 

 Cost structureRight of way & route flexibility 

 Headways & other service requirements 

 Effective speeds including whether 

dedicated roadways are used 

 

Context  

 Other: Road surface condition, stop-start traffic vs open road 

 

The interaction between these various cost-drivers is extremely complex.  A model incorporating all 

the variables explained in this section (other than road surface condition) was therefore developed 

so that their impact can be understood using real values drawn from the research undertaken.   

 

The graphs used in the following pages to illustrate the impact of the various cost drivers have been 

generated from this model.  The model results are calculated by starting with a `base case’ on a 16 

kilometre public transport route with assumed characteristics typical of South African BRT systems, 

and varying the cost driver parameters individually from that base case.   

 

Section 3.1 reviews the demand-side factors while Section 3.2 examines modal and supply side 

factors.  Some general implications are set out in 3.3. 
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3.1 The multi-dimensional demand for public transport  

An efficient public transport service will be one that has a low cost of supply that matches demand.  

This subsection sets out what it means for supply to be efficiently matched to demand. 

 

The demand for public transport has many dimensions.  The starting point is the trips which must be 

made each day.  Trips must be made from an origin to a destination and (usually) back again; and 

the trips must (usually) be made at a specific time. 

 

The origins and destinations of daily trips depends on the urban form (settlement pattern) of the 

metropolitan area.  The timing of the trips depends on daily work and educational schedules. 

  

Transport systems must convey transport users: 

 where they want to travel, which includes how close the service is to initial origin and final 

destination; 

 when they want to travel, which relates to the extent of hours of operation, as well as the 

frequency across those hours, including in off-peak periods; 

 in minimal total journey time. This relates not only to the average vehicle speed, but also to 

the time spent waiting for connections at transfers; 

 in safety and comfort. Safety relates to the safety of the vehicle as well as the safety of the 

environment on and off the vehicle. Comfort includes issues such as whether passengers are 

seated or standing; how comfortable the seating and how crowded the vehicle is, especially 

if standing is required. 

 at an affordable price.  

 

A public transport system must seek to provide (supply) services which meet all these requirements.   

In so doing it will need to confront the pattern of demand.  The following aspects of the `pattern of 

demand’ are especially important: demand size; peak to off-peak ratios; reverse flow; trip distances, 

and seat renewal.  

 

Demand size: This refers to the number of passengers who want to travel from the origin to the 

destination.  Higher demand lends itself to larger vehicles as well as economies of scale in 

operations, which should enable costs to be lower per passenger carried. However, the importance 

of total size of demand is often over-estimated as a factor in determining how cheaply and cost-

effectively a service can be provided.   

Peak to off-peak ratios: the ratio between the number of passengers who want to travel at peak 

times to those willing to travel at off peak times.  This is a critical issue, as fleet size is determined by 

the peak period demand. Peak periods differ in different contexts, but often last for about two hours 

in the morning and somewhat longer in the afternoon. There are also peaks within each peak which 

may last for perhaps 30 minutes. 

 

Where capacity is established to meet the peaks – or even the peak of the peaks – but is largely 

empty for the remainder of the day, costs can be much higher.   Once capacity exists the profitability 

of providing a service in the off-peak depends on whether fare revenue for each trip exceeds the 

additional costs associated with providing the trip. This depends on off-peak demand levels and 

resultant vehicle load factors. 

 

Figure 5, which is generated by the model referred to above – as are all the graphs in this section - 

shows how the public transport finances improve as the peak is flattened.  As the passenger demand 

falls from 45% of demand being in each peak to only 30% of demand being in each peak the surplus 

increases. 
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Figure 5: Less acute daily peaks means more viable public transport 

 

 

Reverse flow: the number of people who want to travel from the destination to the origin.  Uni-

directional passenger demand along a route is more expensive to meet than bi-directional flow. 

Where demand is uni-directional vehicles travel empty on the return trip. Increasing reverse flow 

demand results in increased revenue at no additional cost.   Figure 6 illustrates the improvement in 

viability as the reverse flow increases from 47% to 75% of the main flow. 

 

Figure 6: Higher reverse flow means more viable public transport 

 
 

Trip distances: Journey distances affect profitability in two ways. Firstly, shorter journeys imply 

shorter cycle times, which translate into smaller fleets to service the same level of demand.  

Secondly, shorter journeys can usually be charged at a higher rate per kilometre than longer 

journeys, resulting in a lower total fare to the passenger but higher income to the service provider.  

Based on a standard fare structure, Figure 7 illustrates the decreasing viability of public transport 

service as the trip distance increases.  
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Figure 7: Shorter trips means more viable public transport 

 
 

Seat renewal: Seat renewal is selling the same seat more than once during a trip.  This yields higher 

revenue returns and increases public transport viability because the price of a seat is not 

proportional to the distance travelled, but rather involves passengers on shorter trips paying higher 

prices per kilometre travelled.    

 

Seat renewal makes a very dramatic difference to the surplus. Figure 8 shows seat renewal 

increasing from 15% to over 450%. Seat renewal of 450% on a 16 km route is quite common in public 

transport systems in many cities around the world, but is unlikely to exist in South Africa.  

 

Figure 8: Higher seat renewal greatly improves public transport viability 

 

 

3.2 Impact of mode and other supply characteristics on cost effectiveness  

Different modes have different characteristics and requirements which result in their being affected 

differentially by the different demand patterns.   The key factors here are the vehicle size; labour 

conditions; other aspects of the cost structure; headways and other service requirements; and right 

of way and route flexibility. 

 

Vehicle size: Larger vehicles should run at lower costs per seat kilometre, and in peaks, where 

demand is high they will have an advantage over smaller vehicles. However smaller vehicles can run 

at more frequent headways in low demand environments, such as in the off-peak, and still maintain 

high load factors.  
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Labour conditions:  The variation in demand throughout the day creates a particular challenge in 

relation to labour conditions. The two peaks are too far apart to be covered by a normal working day 

length. A labour environment which permits split shifts and/or longer working days, without 

resulting in significantly increased driver wages reduces costs substantially. 

 

A crucial issue is the ‘platform time’ a driver can work – the number of hours per week that the 

driver is actually at the wheel transporting passengers. This is affected by scheduling, as well as 

getting drivers to the vehicle start position.  The spread over time, which is the maximum period 

permitted between reporting to work for the first shift and leaving at the end of the last is also of 

critical importance here. 

 

A major difference between informal and formal sector providers is not so much wage levels but 

length and flexibility of working hours.  

 

Other aspects of the cost structure: Different modes have different relationships between fixed and 

variable costs. High fixed costs in relation to variable costs exacerbates the problem of off-peak 

idleness. 

 

The informal sector often has a lower cost structure in relation to other factors besides labour.   For 

example, minibus taxis are an example of `mass technology’, i.e. available ‘off the shelf’ rather than 

purpose built, which is the case for trains and buses for BRT systems.  Mass technology is cheaper to 

buy, and labour and suppliers are more easily available and thus cheaper.   

 

Headways and other service requirements: Once capacity exists the profitability of providing a 

service in the off-peak depends on whether fare revenue for each trip exceeds the additional costs 

associated with providing the trip. This depends on off-peak demand levels and resultant vehicle 

load factors. 

 

Making the ‘headway’ (the time between successive vehicles) longer should, in theory, increase the 

number of travellers per vehicle and so improve profitability. But if headways become too long the 

resulting inconvenience can mean that users abandon the service and find other alternatives.  

If off-peak headways are set such that loads are too small to run the off-peak service profitably, then 

the longer the hours of operation the greater the losses. 

 

Modes that are required to run to set headways and timetables cannot wait till they are full before 

moving. Informal sector ‘on-demand’ services have this option and can make substantial savings.  
Figure 9 illustrates the great importance of headways on the viability of public transport: imposing 

short headways will require significantly larger subsidies. In the example portrayed in this graphic 

demand is such that cutting headways to shorter than 30 minutes begins to reduce profitability, with 

profitability reducing sharply as required headways reduce to 10 minutes. Once demand is such that 

vehicles running a particular headway are full, allowing the headway to be longer makes no 

difference to profitability – the service will meet those headway requirements anyway.   
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Figure 9: Short headways reduce the viability of public transport 

 

 

Right of way and route flexibility: Rail services have exclusive right of way along tracks leading to 

much quicker travel times, while Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) is generally understood to have dedicated 

roadways along trunk services. 

 

On the other hand rail has no route flexibility, while road-based vehicles can make use of a 

comprehensive road network restricted only by whether roads are navigable for the vehicle size.  

Minibus taxis in particular take advantage of this flexibility.   

 

Effective speeds: Faster travel speeds not only benefit the passenger, but can also lead to significant 

cost reductions for the service provider, because it allows much faster ‘cycle times’ – the time 

between when a vehicle starts its first trip and returns to the origin to be ready for its second trip. 

Where cycle times are sufficiently fast for a vehicle to run more than one cycle in the peak period 

fleet size can be reduced significantly, thus reducing costs. 

 

The crucial factor is usually congestion in the forward direction during the peak.  Dedicated 

roadways allowing uncongested movement in peaks can be a very significant cost saver while greatly 

improving service levels. 

 

This is an extremely important factor in public transport viability.  

 

Other factors: There are also other factors which impact on the cost of supply, such as road surface 

condition, or whether operations run in stop-start traffic, which increases vehicle wear and fuel 

costs, or in more open conditions. 

3.3 Implications  

The major implications of this analysis is that, in the long term, it is the urban spatial form that 

determines the cost-effectiveness or ineffectiveness of public transport in South Africa.    

 

Public transport demand in South Africa is characterised by  

 Long trip distances  

 Uni-directional ‘line-haul’ flow, whereby passengers travel to work from outlying residential 

areas in the mornings and return in the evenings, with relatively little seat renewal along the 

route (seat renewal is where some passengers disembark and other board to take up their seats) 

 High peak demand combined with low off-peak demand  
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This pattern is illustrated in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10: Typical public transport route in South African metro areas 

 
 

It is often assumed that higher demand leads to lower costs because of economies of scale. 

However, if a service is loss making, which is the case for many services, higher demand leads to 

higher losses.  

 

Furthermore, higher passenger numbers on a route can result in higher financial losses to the service 

provider if such increases are in the peak and result in increased capacity requirements which lie idle 

most of the time. 

 

One key implication of the model results is that densification per se does not lead to more 

financially viable services; the right type of densification is required.   

 

Densely populated residential areas set at a distance from concentrated work areas tend to lead to 

the adverse demand patterns described above.  The modelling results confirm that the most viable 

urban form from the perspective of transport service efficiency would be mixed use corridors where 

different users travel part way along the corridor between their origins and destinations in different 

directions, with demand spread relatively evenly throughout the day. Figure 11 illustrates such a 

route. 

 

Figure 11: Ideal public transport route 

 
 

One of the key tenets that should inform any public transport policy and strategy is that changing 

the pattern of demand is the key to improving financial viability.  

 

All passengers travel long distances, in the morning peak, from residential areas to centres of 

employment and return in the evening; densification on this basis is not efficient   

Origin Destination 

Passengers make short trips – some in the forward direction and others the reverse – along a corridor 

throughout the day   
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Another critical tenet is that it is not densification per se which is important, but the right kind of 

densification.  Large and dense urban settlements far from work opportunities are typical of the 

existing urban form and perpetuate its problems.  What is required instead is the densification of 

more smaller residential and economic activity areas which are closer to each other, and within 

existing urban boundaries.   

 

These are clearly both matters which can only be addressed in the long term.  However that does 

not mean that they should be down-played.  Every new large residential settlement which is far from 

work opportunities will aggravate the problem.  Every new residential area which is within existing 

urban boundaries and closer to work opportunities starts to address the problem of South Africa’s 
urban form. 

 

In the meantime there are some aspects of the pattern of demand and supply which can be 

addressed over a shorter period.  The most obvious is the provision of dedicated lanes and routes to 

all forms of public transport.  This will greatly improve their financial viability and also improve their 

service standards. 

 

The second matter which could be addressed in the short or medium term is to smooth the demand 

peaks which so dramatically undermine financial viability of public transport.  A major campaign, 

supported by appropriate legislation and regulations if necessary, to adjust the starting and finishing 

times of work and educational activities in such a way that peak demand is reduced to 30% of total 

daily demand per peak, instead of 45% and more which prevails at present, would dramatically 

improve all aspects of public transport, including its financial viability. 
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4. Modal responses to demand requirements  
The different transport modes have varying strengths and weaknesses which make them better 

suited to different demand conditions. The following sections discuss each of the different modes in 

turn indicating key issues that have arisen from the expenditure review.   The purpose of this is to 

provide insights into differences and similarities across the various transport modes and 

metropolitan areas.  

 

As has been demonstrated in earlier sections the factors influencing the efficiency and cost 

effectiveness of public transport are complex, and are dependent upon both cost of supply as well as 

patterns of demand. To simplify the analysis, apart from the insights that are available from use of 

the model explained above, three key factors have been identified, which can be manipulated 

further to capture much of the essence of what drives efficiency.  The three factors are as follows:  

 

A = seat kilometres supplied (including both standing room and actual seats) 

B = passenger kilometres carried  

C = number of passengers carried  

 

Public transport systems can be said to be efficient where:  

 

1. The cost of A (ie the cost per seat kilometre supplied) is as low as possible.  This cost driver is 

self-explanatory. In general larger vehicles can supply seat kilometres more cheaply than 

smaller vehicles.  

 

2. B/A is as close to 1 as possible. While it is good if the relative cost of providing each seat is 

low, it is inefficient if the seats are not filled. If all the seats are filled all the time the number 

of passenger kilometres carried (B) will be equal to the number of seat kilometres supplied 

(A) and therefore the ratio will be equal to 1. This ratio is often referred to as the load factor. 

The closer the load factor is to 1 the better. 

 

3. B/C is as low as possible.  If B/C is low then this implies that the average trip distance is 

short.  

 

In sum, an efficient system is thus one where the cost of supplying seat kilometres is low, load 

factors are high and average trip distances are short. 

 

Not all aspects of the analysis can be captured in this way. Thus, while the analysis in the ensuing 

sections is formed around this basic framework of analysis, other factors are also discussed.   

 

It should be noted that efficiency does not translate directly into high levels of service. For example, 

a system may achieve higher levels of efficiency by increasing off-peak headways so that vehicles are 

fuller (ie B/A is closer to 1). However, this translates into longer waiting times and thus lower 

services levels. Many of the provincially subsidised bus services achieve such efficiencies by simply 

not providing services in the off-peak.  Lower costs per seat kilometre supplied may also be achieved 

by lowering safety standards.     
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4.1 Summary of public expenditure characteristics of public transport in the 

six metropolitan areas 

Table 20 provides a summary comparison of the scale of public transport services in the six metro 

areas, together with details such as fare revenue and subsidy cost per passenger.   The table has 

been compiled from the detailed analyses of the different modes of public transport set out the rest 

of this section.  While there are many reasons to be cautious when interpreting these figures, it is 

believed that they do at least provide an initial summary review of public expenditure on public 

transport by mode in South Africa’s largest metropolitan areas.   
 

Table 20: Comparative expenditure indicators of public transport modes in the six metros 

    Convent-

ional bus 

Municipal 

bus 

Bus Rapid 

Transit 

Minibus 

taxi 

Gautrain Metrorail Total/ 

average 

1 Operating expenditure (R m) 4 269.4  783.4  850.6  13 087.6  2 417.9  4 783.0  26 191.8  

2 Operating revenue (R m) 4 269.4  754.6  850.6  13 087.6  2 417.9  3 878.7  25 258.8  

3 Operating subsidy (R m) 2 599.6  590.6  522.4  0.0  1 035.9  1 940.1  6 688.6  

4 Fare revenue (R m) 1 669.8  140.9  316.2  13 087.6  1 341.7  1 882.2  18 438.4  

5 Other revenue (R m) 0.0  23.1  12.0  0.0  40.3  56.4  131.7  

6 Operating deficit (R m) 0.0  28.8  0.0  0.0  0.0  904.2  933.1  

7 Fare revenue/operating costs (%) 39% 18% 37% 100% 55% 39% 70% 

8 Passengers carried per year (m) 194.1  32.1  40.7  1 617.2  17.3  519.6  2 420.9  

9 Passengers carried % 8% 1% 2% 67% 1% 21% 100% 

10 Operating cost/passenger carried (R) 22.00  24.42  20.90  8.09  140.11  9.20  10.82  

11 Fare revenue/passenger carried (R) 8.60  4.39  7.77  8.09  77.75  3.62  7.62  

12 Subsidy/passenger carried (R) 13.40  18.41  12.84  0.00  60.03  3.73  2.76  

13 Deficit/passenger carried (R) 0.00  0.90  0.00  0.00  0.00  1.74  0.39  

 

The following major observations can be drawn from the table: 

 Total public and private expenditure on public transport services in South Africa’s six largest 
metropolitan areas amounts to approximately R26.2 billion per year.  The minibus taxi 

industry is financially the largest of the six services (turning over around R13.1 billion per 

year, or 50% of the total), followed by commuter rail (around R4.8 billion or 18%), 

conventional buses (R4.3 billion or 16%) and Gautrain (R 2.4 billion or 9%) 

 Around R18.4 billion (70%) of this amount is raised as fares from passengers, while R6.7 

billion (26%) is provided as operating subsidies. 

 Some R132 million (1%) is covered by income from other sources, and there is a further 

R933 million (4%) operating deficit which is covered by the responsible administrations. 

 These funds are spent on providing around 2.4 billion passenger-trips per year. 

 The operating cost per passenger trip varies from a low of R8.09 for minibus taxis and R9.20 

in the case of commuter rail, through R21 to R24 for the three kinds of bus service, to 

R140.11 in the case of Gautrain.   

 Operating subsidies per passenger trip range from zero in the case of the minibus taxis, 

around R3.73 for commuter rail, R13 – R18 for the various bus services, to around R60 for 

Gautrain. 

 

Possibly the most dramatic modal comparisons are highlighted in Table 21 below. 

Table 21: Modal share of passengers, fare revenues and operating subsidies 

  

Convent-

ional bus 

Municipal 

bus 

Bus Rapid 

Transit 

Minibus 

taxi 
Gautrain Metrorail 

Total/ 

average 

1 Passengers carried 8% 1% 2% 67% 1% 21% 100% 

2 Fare revenue 9% 1% 2% 71% 7% 10% 100% 

3 Operating subsidy 39% 9% 8% 0% 15% 29% 100% 
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The key points are that, in South Africa’s six largest metropolitan areas: 
 Minibus taxis carry 67% of the passengers, raise 71% of the total fare revenue collected, and 

receive 0% of the subsidies;  

 Commuter rail carries 29% of the passengers, raises 10% of the fare revenue, and receives 

receive 21% of operating subsidies; 

 Conventional buses carry 8% of the passengers, raise 9% of the fare revenue and receive 

39% of the operating subsidies; 

 Municipal buses carry 1% of the passengers, raise 1% of the total fare revenue collected, and 

receive 9% of the operating subsidies;  

 Gautrain carries 1% of the passengers, raises 7% of the total fare revenue collected, and 

receives 15% of the subsidies;  

 Bus rapid transit carries 2% of the passengers, raises 2% of the total fare revenue, and 

receive 8% of the operating subsidies; although in the case of BRT it must be emphasised  

that these figures are based on partial roll-out of the initial phases of two systems only and 

are therefore not necessarily a good reflection of costs and revenues 
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4.2 Conventional bus services  

The conventional bus (i.e. provincially subsidised) bus services arose during the apartheid period in 

response to the long travel distances between newly established black townships and places of 

work. In most cases they flowed directly from the apartheid urban geography that was being 

implemented at the time.  

 

The six metropolitan areas are currently provided with provincially-subsidised bus services in terms 

of 44 contracts issued by the provincial governments within which the cities fall: 

 

Province Metro No of contracts 

Eastern Cape Nelson Mandela Bay 1 

Western Cape Cape Town 1 

Gauteng Ekurhuleni 5 

Johannesburg 12 

Tshwane 12 

Kwa-Zulu-Natal eThekwini 13 

Total 44 

 

In terms of these 44 contracts, nearly 4,200 buses drove over 13.2 million kilometres on 343,000 

trips, carrying 16.2 million passengers, each month during 2012/13. 

Each month, the contracted bus companies collected R139.2 million in fares from passengers (73% 

via monthly tickets), and received R216.6 million in state subsidies.  State subsidies therefore 

accounted for 61% of the total revenue of the bus companies providing the subsidised services. 

On average fares were R8.60 per passenger transported, and state subsidies were R13.40. 

Provincially-subsidised bus services are generally characterised by  

 

 long journey distances between township origin and workplace destination (and the reverse 

in the afternoon).  

 a few stops around the origin to fill the vehicle and a similarly, a few stops at the 

destination; but little, if any seat renewal en route. 

 very little reverse flow demand.   

 Because journey times are long it is difficult for passengers to stand; thus vehicles seek to 

maximise seating space and minimise standing room. 

 Because of long journey times there is little scope for vehicles to be brought back to the 

origin in the peak to provide a second trip.   

 Demand is highly peaked.  

 

This type of route is costly to service.  Operations are therefore often designed whereby vehicles 

make one inward journey in the morning peak, remain in the centre unused during the working day, 

and then make one journey back out in the afternoon peak.  

 

In this way, vehicles carry a very small number of passengers per day, but run at high load factors. In 

other words, they are full for most of the time they run. While carrying abnormally few passengers 

per day they run a relatively high number of kilometres per day because of the long line haul routes.  

 

The subsidy system is designed to support regular workers in that it offers a set number of trips that 
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can be taken per week or month. Only if the same trip is done for most of the working days of the 

week does it make sense to buy the subsidised clipcard. For ad hoc users the unsubsidised fare is 

payable. This results in most users being commuters doing regular jobs, tending to exacerbate the 

peaking of the schedule. 

 

Subsidies for this service have generally not been increased in recent years other than to 

compensate for inflation; there has been limited expansion of the service despite significant urban 

growth. This appears to be because of uncertainty as to whether and how the service should be 

developed.      

 

Figure 12 illustrates a typical passenger demand profile along a provincially subsidised bus route.  

Figure 12: Example of a passenger demand profile for a conventional bus service  

 
Source: City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C. 

 

While attempts are being made to shift to a new contracting model, under current arrangements 

(known as net contracting) the private service provider keeps the fare revenue while also being paid 

a subsidy largely on a per kilometre basis to run services.  Where service providers keep the fare box 

it is not feasible to have competing services running in the same area. This would logically lead to a 

version of the kind of competition seen in the minibus taxi industry where, for example, getting to 

passengers just ahead of rivals leads to increased returns.   

 

The capability of the public sector to ensure that the services are run as contracted is very limited.   

 

Table 22 summarises the major efficiency indicators for provincially subsidised bus contracts across 

the six metropolitan areas. 

Table 22: Conventional bus: summary of efficiency indicators 
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A: R per seat km supplied Minimise 0.60 0.42 0.45 0.46 0.40 0.46 0.45 

B/A: Load factor (%) Maximise 102% 100% 77% 58% 80% 64% 78% 
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Source: Analysis for this project 

 

A number of observations can be made from Table 22: 

(a) the cost per seat kilometre offered are consistent and relatively low (although anomalously 

high in Johannesburg). 

(b) Load factors are relatively high, especially in Johannesburg and Tshwane.  The lower load 

factor in Cape Town is due to the fact that the provincially subsidised buses also provide 

some of the services which in Tshwane and Johannesburg are provided by municipal bus 

services. 

(c) Trip lengths are relatively long (again, the exception is Cape Town for the same reason as 

above) 

Table 23 provides more detailed statistics on conventional bus services. 

  

Table 23: Conventional bus: detailed statistics 

MONTHLY JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB TOTAL 

Data 
       

Number of vehicles 651 1 507 100 1 021 609 310 4 198 

Number of routes operated 1 029 696 132 2 461 714 1 280 6 311 

Number of  staff 1 165 5 041 197 1 380 1 176 627 9 586 

Number of trips operated 28 783 108 222 4 708 129 271 44 697 28 053 343 734 

Number of km operated (m) 1.356 6.041 0.200 3.374 1.522 0.724 13.217 

Number of cash passengers (m) 0.214 0.781 0.089 1.133 1.225 1.069 4.512 

Number of MJT passengers (m) 1.539 5.705 0.128 3.376 0.913 - 11.660 

Total no of passengers (m) 1.753 6.486 0.217 4.509 2.137 1.069 16.172 

Income from cash tickets (R m) 3.293 9.071 1.409 9.745 5.768 7.615 36.901 

Income from MJTs18 (R m) 15.649 52.088 0.923 27.819 5.594 0.172 102.246 

Total passenger revenue (R m) 18.942 61.159 2.332 37.565 11.363 7.787 139.147 

PTOG allocation (R m) 30.382 91.489 3.241 55.414 24.738 8.960 214.223 

Value of claims (R m) 29.840 89.152 3.352 57.703 25.682 12.546 218.275 

Value of subsidies paid (R m) 29.612 91.019 3.029 55.414 25.354 12.206 216.632 

        
Statistics 

       
Subsidy/vehicle ( R ) 45 477 60 415 30 294 54 249 41 612 39 387 51 600 

Subsidy/passenger ( R ) 16.9 14.0 13.9 12.3 11.9 11.4 13.4 

Subsidy/kilometre operated 21.8 15.1 15.1 16.4 16.7 16.9 16.4 

Kilometres operated/vehicle 2 083 4 010 2 002 3 304 2 497 2 336 3 148 

Passengers/trip operated 60.9 59.9 46.2 34.9 47.8 38.1 47.0 

Passenger revenue/kilometre 14.0 10.1 11.6 11.1 7.5 10.8 10.5 

Passenger revenue/trip operated 658.1 565.1 495.3 290.6 254.2 277.6 404.8 

Number of trips operated per day 959 3 607 157 4 309 1 490 935 11 458 

        
Revenue per km 35.80 25.19 26.78 27.55 24.13 27.62 26.92 

Seat-trips offered (m) 1.727 6.493 0.282 7.756 2.682 1.683 20.624 

Seat-trips taken up (m) 1.753 6.486 0.217 4.509 2.137 1.069 16.172 

Source: Analysis for this project 

 

                                                           
18 MJT = multi-journey ticket 

B/C: Trip length (km) Minimise 47.12 55.82 42.52 26.10 34.04 25.81 38.45 
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4.3 Municipal bus services 

For the purposes of this report `municipal bus services’ are bus services directly provided by 

metropolitan governments, whether through their transport departments or through municipal 

entities. The City of Johannesburg provides such a service through Metro Bus, Ekurhuleni through 

the Brakpan Bus Company and the Germiston Bus Company, and Tshwane through Tshwane Bus 

Services. 

 

Cape Town and Nelson Mandela Bay do not provide bus services themselves: the equivalent services 

are instead provided as part of the conventional bus services contracted and subsidised through 

their respective provincial governments.  eThekwini does provide a municipal bus service, but does 

this largely through contractors rather than the metropolitan government itself.    For these reasons, 

this section deals only with the municipal bus services provided by Johannesburg, Tshwane, and 

Ekurhuleni metros. 

 

Together the three metros operated 935 buses in 2012/13.  They travelled 22.1 million kilometres 

(1.845 million per month) and carried just over 32 million passengers (2.673 million per month). 

The average fare was R4.39 per trip, and the operating subsidy (provided in this case by the metros) 

was R18.41 per trip. 

 

The three metros collectively spent R784.4 million on operating their municipal bus services in 

2012/13.  They collected R140.9 million in fares and provided operational subsidies of R590.6 

million.  Marketing and other revenues contributed R23.1 million.  Fare and other revenue therefore 

accounted for only 21% of the aggregate operational expenditure of the three metros: operating 

subsidies accounted for 75% (the remaining 4% was accounted for the deficit shown by 

Johannesburg’s Metro Bus in that year).  
 

A typical passenger demand profile along a municipal bus route is illustrated Figure 13.   It features 

slightly more resale of seats (alighting and boarding during the trip) than is common for conventional 

provincially subsidised bus routes. 

 

Figure 13: Example of a passenger demand profile for a municipal bus service 

 
Source: City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C. 
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Municipal bus services originated as services within white apartheid municipalities.  They serviced 

the shorter routes within the core city, while the longer routes to and from the black townships 

were left to the provincially subsidised buses. 

 

Although the racial exclusiveness of the municipal bus services has of course been removed, to a 

degree their operational legacy remains in place.  When compared to provincially-subsidised 

conventional buses, operating costs tend to be higher, load factors are lower, and trip lengths are 

shorter.   

 

Figure 14: Municipal bus: summary of efficiency indicators 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Analysis for this project 

 

Unlike subsidised conventional buses, a relatively large fraction of their services are provided to 

pensioners and to scholars on their way to and from school, accounting for significantly lower fare 

revenue.  Municipal bus services absorb higher operating subsidies than conventional bus services. 

 

Table 24 provides more detailed statistics on municipal bus services. 

 

Table 24: Municipal bus: detailed statistics 

 
COJ EKU TSH 

TOTAL/ 

AVERAGE 

Operating Expenditure ( R ) 461 380 000 47 275 670 274 789 823 783 445 493 

Operating Revenue ( R ) 432 550 000 47 268 636 274 786 087 754 604 723 

Operating Subsidy ( R ) 319 400 000 32 568 773 23 8 649 823 590 618 596 

Fare Revenue ( R ) 95 450 000 12 081 956 33 360 990 140 892 946 

Marketing & other revenue ( R ) 17 700 000 2 617 907 2 775 274 23 093 181 

No of buses 451 86 398 935 

Total km per year 12 359 178 1 627 663 8 150 000 22 136 841 

Total passengers per year 16 494 150 1 336 858 14 248 359 32 079 367 

     
Average km per bus per year 27 404 18 926 20 477 23 676 

Average passenger trip length 32 45 30 31 

Seat kilometres supplied 865 142 460 105 798 095 529 750 000 1 492 283 517 

Passenger kilometers carried 522 024 949 60 780 846 427 450 770 1 010 256 566 

     
Operating cost per passenger carried ( R ) 27.97 35.36 19.29 24.42 

Subsidy cost  per passenger carried ( R ) 19.36 24.36 16.75 18.41 

Fare collected per passenger carried ( R ) 5.79 9.04 2.34 4.39 

Operating cost per vehicle km driven ( R ) 37.33 29.05 33.72 35.39 

Subsidy cost  per vehicle km driven ( R ) 25.84 20.01 29.28 26.68 

Fare collected per vehicle km driven ( R ) 7.72 7.42 4.09 6.36 

Operating cost per seat km provided 0.53 0.45 0.52 0.52 

Subsidy cost  per seat km provided 0.37 0.31 0.45 0.40 

Fare collected  per seat km provided 0.11 0.11 0.06 0.09 

Operating cost per passenger km provided 0.88 0.78 0.64 0.78 

Subsidy cost  per passenger km provided 0.61 0.54 0.56 0.58 

Fare collected  per passenger km provided 0.18 0.20 0.08 0.14 
Source: Analysis for this project 

INDICATORS 
Efficiency 

means: 
JHB TSH EKU TOTAL 

Cost per seat km supplied ( R ) Minimise 0.53 0.45 0.52 0.52 

Load factor (% use of seats supplied) Maximise 60% 57% 81% 68% 

Trip length (km) Minimise 32 45 30 31 
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4.4 Bus Rapid Transit   

(a) Introduction   

The Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan implicitly lends support to extensive implementation 

of what is referred to as Bus Rapid Transit. In line with the Strategy and Action Plan most of South 

Africa’s metros and a few secondary cities are rolling out BRT projects with substantial national 
government support through the national Department of Transport.  

 

However, as of 30th June 2013, which is the period up to which this review is intended to address, 

only two cities, Johannesburg and Cape Town, had actually begun operating these projects, and then 

only to a very limited degree.     

 

The BRT model was developed in Latin America, but is now being implemented all over the world, 

especially in China and other parts of Asia, and is widely regarded as best practice for modernising 

road based urban public transport services.  

 

BRT has two key sets of design features. The Operational Design features are intended to increase 

speeds and thus improve customer service while reducing costs through reducing cycle times, the 

rationale for which has been demonstrated above in section 3. The Business model features are 

designed to enable more than one vehicle operator to provide services along the same route or in 

the same area, thus creating a more competitive supplier environment. 

 

While the new, gross contracting model offers greater opportunity for competition between 

operators, it places the onus on the public authority to determine when and where vehicles should 

operate, and exposes it to significantly greater financial risks. 

 

There is evidence of high levels of customer satisfaction with the service where it is operating; 

however implementation costs are proving higher than expected. In Johannesburg demand has 

fallen recently, ostensibly owing to resistance to the new card based fare system. However, this is 

likely to be temporary; and the system continues to run at capacity on key routes during peaks.  This 

section seeks to convey some of the key issues and possible directions that are suggested from the 

evidence available thus far.  

  

(b) Key features of the BRT model  

The BRT model has distinctive operational and business model features which are designed to 

increase speed, comfort and efficiency.  These are the following:  

Operational design features    

 Dedicated roadways in the median: This allows public transport vehicles to be unimpeded by 

general traffic. Placing the exclusive lane in the median rather than on the left curbside 

results in there being less interference from left turning vehicles. The faster speeds 

permitted by the dedicated lanes substantially improve cycle times along congested routes 

and thus improve the cost to revenue ratio.  

 Enclosed stations in the median with wide doors for entering the vehicles: Passengers use 

their tickets to enter the station. When the bus arrives large numbers of passengers can 

board and alight quickly since they do not have to verify their fare as they enter the bus. This 

greatly reduces dwell time at stations and increases overall speed 

 Level boarding:  This makes the system wheel chair accessible and boarding and alighting 

easier and quicker for all passengers  
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Business model features  

The business model features are designed to permit competition between operators in a 

managed way that allows more than one operator to work in an area while providing an 

integrated seamless service to the public. In essence this is achieved by having the public 

authority collect fares through an independent fare collection company and paying operators on 

a vehicle kilometre (or similar) basis, sometimes referred to as a ‘gross contacting model’. This 
contrasts with the older ‘net contacting model’ where the vehicle operator retains fare box 
proceeds.  Decisions on when and where to provide services are taken by the public authority.  

 

Thus the model has the following features:   

 Publicly controlled network management via control centre: All vehicles are tracked and 

controlled in real time by a publicly owned control centre. This control centre, which could 

be staffed by a private operator contracted to the network management authority, 

determines when and where vehicles operate in terms of routes, frequencies etc. 

 Independent fare and station management: The fare system is provided by an independent 

service provider other than the vehicle operator under contract to the network authority. 

Station management is an independent operation, which could be done by the vehicle 

operators or by a different service provider.  

 Gross contacting: Vehicle operators are paid on an agreed basis for the services they 

provide, such as the kilometres driven. In principle, their income is not dependent on the 

fares collected.  

 Depots owned by public authority: Depot location is often an important factor in reducing 

costs. Where private operators own well located depots they can use this to monopolise 

supply. In the BRT model the well located depots are owned by the public authority and 

leased to the vehicle operator for the duration of contracts. 

 

The gross contracting approach tends to place more financial risk with the public authority since 

the public authority takes the risk that sufficient fare revenue will be collected to cover the 

payments to the operators for services rendered. However, the public authority can cut costs by 

reducing services on unprofitable routes; and in some systems the total payment to the 

combined operators is a function of the fare revenue collected.  

 

(c) Costs  

Some experience of the actual cost implications of the BRT initiatives is available based on the 

Johannesburg and Cape Town cases, although in Cape Town much of the roll out of Phase 1 only 

began in the course of the 2013/14 financial year.   

 

Experience thus far indicates a significantly higher operating cost to revenue ratio than was initially 

anticipated. Initially it was intended that fare and advertising revenues would cover all the direct 

vehicle operator costs. This is not proving valid thus far in either Cape Town or Johannesburg.  

 

Cape Town case  

In reviewing costs it is necessary to make a judgement as to what costs to include. Moreover, it is 

important to show costs for a whole phase or collection of phases.  Where rollout is partial costs are 

incurred prior to ridership materialising.  

 

Table 25 and Table 26 give Cape Town’s total capital and operating costs for when Phase 1 and the 

N2 Express services are fully implemented. It is based on capital expenditure for these two phases 

which is almost complete and based on experience of the roll-out so far which is still underway but 

sufficiently advanced to make reasonable operating cost and revenue estimates. 
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Table 25: Service statistics (actual and projected for completion of roll-out) 19 

Item  Number  

Weekday passenger trips 164 754 

Weekday passenger journeys 91 531 

Passenger kilometres per month  25 629 781 

Average journey length  23 kms 

Kms of bi-directional dedicated bus way 31.4 

Kms of feeder service routes  374.3 

Number of trunk stations  42 

Number of stops  712 

Number of 18 metre trunk vehicles   52 

Number of 12 metre trunk vehicles  105 

Number of 9 metre feeder vehicles  221 

 

Capital costs  

 

The first table shows the total capital cost of Phase 1 and N2 Express. Approximately half the costs 

are attributable to construction of roadways and civil works, stations and stops, and depots; and a 

further 21% are attributable to the purchase of vehicles.   

 

The fare system and control centre account for 11.5% of costs. As the system is extended the 

marginal cost of these elements should fall significantly.  

 

Industry transition costs, which in Phase 1 were capitalised are a substantial amount. These 

represent compensation payments for minibus taxi operators to cease operating. They were partly 

used to capitalise the new vehicle operating companies that now operate the service.     

 

Table 26: Total capital costs of completed MyCiTi Phase 1 and N2 Express (2006/7 to 2015/16) 

PHASE 1: Element Phase 1 N2 Express Total % 

Roadway civil works R1 863 679 803  R0  R1 863 679 803  32.5% 

Depots R263 706 088  R750 000  R264 456 088  4.6% 

Stations & stops R550 330 699  R60 747 099  R611 077 798  10.7% 

Transport management centre R60 000 000  R0  R60 000 000  1.0% 

Land  R252 349 983  R0  R252 349 983  4.4% 

Non Motorised Transport R22 892 165  R0  R22 892 165  0.4% 

Contingency R0  R159 628  R159 628  0.0% 

Escalation R0  R207 516  R207 516  0.0% 

Sundry R28 716 063  R0  R28 716 063  0.5% 

Control centre R219 491 135  R9 370 000  R228 861 135  4.0% 

Fare system R414 578 108  R17 485 000  R432 063 108  7.5% 

Vehicles R1 035 889 660  R183 806 344  R1 219 696 004  21.3% 

Industry Transition R752 109 380  operating cost   R752 109 380  13.1% 

Sub-Total R5 463 743 085  R272 525 586 R5 736 268 671  100.0% 

 

                                                           

19 A trip is recorded each time a person boards a vehicle; a journey is between two points, where the passenger enters and exits the 

MyCiTi system, and which may involve transfers. There are thus more trips than journeys. 
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Operating costs  

 

In Table 27 all operating costs are included, showing the costs of all the ancillary services associated 

with the BRT model as described above, as well as other associated costs such as the unit in the City 

of Cape Town responsible for MyCiTi, other City department costs for items such as cleansing, and 

security costs.  Note that the capital cost of the buses has been included under the previous table; 

thus the vehicle operator costs do not include interest and capital repayments on the vehicles. 

 

Below the table ratios of revenue to various cost groupings are provided.   

 

Table 27: Estimates of `fully rolled out’ costs and revenues for Cape Town’s MyCiTi bus service20 

FY 2015/16 (in 2014/15 rands) TOTAL 

SYSTEM REVENUE 253 677 313 

  Fare revenue 241 654 102 

  Advertising  12 023 211 

   

SYSTEM COSTS 709 180 988 

Contracted Services 579 465 653 

  Vehicle Operators 435 324 959 

  Control Centre 13 680 000 

  Fare system 26 183 820 

  Station services 94 926 374 

  N2 Express Transition 9 350 500 

Operations Unit & Marketing 83 000 000 

Support from other City Departments 26 094 691 

Law enforcement services 20 620 644 

 

SYSTEM REVENUE LESS SYSTEM COSTS -455 503 674 

GRANT FUNDING PTNOG 182 595 157 

 
PTOG 37 275 000 

RATES FUNDING  4% rates 237 700 515 

Remaining deficit  
 

2 066 998 

 

These figures indicate that total operating revenue represent: 

 58% of the cost of vehicle operations; 

 44% of the cost of Contracted services, including Vehicle Operators, Control Centre, Fare System, 

Station Services and N2 Express transition costs   

 36%  of all operating costs including the operations unit in the Public Authority responsible for 

the service, marketing, other City services such as cleansing, utilities, etc., and security. 

 

In assessing these costs the following should be noted:  

i. Estimated figures: the figures are based on estimates, but are likely to be reasonably accurate 

ii. New system: the system represents a new initiative based on very limited experience under 

South African conditions. This means there is substantial potential for improvement in future 

projects including reduction of costs and increase in revenues. 

iii. Fares are low: off-peak fares have been based on matching existing subsidised fares, which are 

low. These could be increased. 

                                                           
20 These estimates are for Phase 1 and N2 Express for the first year after being fully rolled (FY 2015/16)    
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iv. Vehicle operator costs are high: costs in Cape Town are especially elevated because three 

companies were established to run a relatively small service. This was done to establish the basis 

for competition going forward, but has resulted in significantly higher costs because of 

diseconomies arising from lack of scale.  

 

Costs were also elevated because they were negotiated with the incumbent taxi and bus 

operators rather than tendered. This was necessary to ensure that, in particular, the taxi 

industry supported the implementation of BRT. Had they not done so the potential for violent 

disruption would have been high. The BRT replaced the taxis who were promised (by the 

national Minister for Transport) that none of them would be worse off as a result of the 

implementation.  Negotiations took place in a context where the City had a political imperative 

to implement the service as quickly as possible, while the prospective operators had no similar 

urgency. Risk arising from the absence of past experience also drove costs higher.   

 

It would not be unreasonable to assume that in a more mature system and with procurement 

based on competitive tendering vehicle operator costs could be at least 20% lower; although the 

City is now committed to these costs for the length of the contracts which in both cases is 12 

years.  

 

v. Station service costs are high: Both capital and operating costs of stations are substantial, yet 

because of travel patterns many stations are significantly underutilised.  

 

The traditional model upon which MyCiTi has been based requires that all boarding and alighting 

points on the trunk routes require stations. This is because high floor vehicles have been used. 

For the N2 Express low floor vehicles are being used which makes it possible to build stations 

only where passenger numbers warrant it and use unstaffed stops elsewhere. 

 

vi. Frequent headways: The service provides frequent headways, usually of 20 minutes or less 

throughout the day, other than in the later evening,which increases costs  

 

vii. Sources of grant funding and contribution of City own funding: the sources of ongoing operating 

subsidy from national government are envisaged to be the Public Transport Network Operating 

Grant (PTNOG) and the Public Transport Operating Grant (PTOG). The former was established to 

fund the new initiatives, while the latter is the funding source for the provincially funded bus 

services; to the extent that BRT replaces such services operating grants are supposed to be 

shifted to the new system. There are, however, considerable practical challenges in shifting 

funding from PTOG funded services to the new BRT services with the result that other 

approaches may need to be devised  

 

viii. The contribution of the City of Cape Town of 4% of its rates income is high, and if substantial 

further rates contributions are required to extend the system out further across the city this will 

not be sustainable; in the absence of substantial and sustained operating subsidies costs must 

fall and revenues rise and/or there must be further local funding sources.  

 

(d) Current feedback on both the Johannesburg and Cape Town systems indicate:  

In Johannesburg ridership has declined recently, ostensibly because of a shift from a cash system to 

an electronic, card based fare system.  This decline is likely to be temporary; there remains strong 

demand on key routes in the peaks. In Cape Town daily ridership is climbing and expected to reach 

2.3 million per month once the system is fully implemented by the end of the current fiscal year.  
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Customer feedback has generally been positive and in some cases very positive, with the new 

services in Cape Town attracting a substantial number of new passengers, including a substantial 

proportion of previous motor car users 

The provision of regular and predictable off-peak services, while costly, is resulting in significantly 

higher than anticipated off-peak and reverse flow ridership on a number of routes.  

 

Figure 15 shows satisfaction levels with different modes in Cape Town based on a composite 

indicator combining the following categories  

 Comfort - Availability of a seat / Crowdedness 

 Security - Security from crime (security guards, CCTV cameras, lighting) 

 Safety - Safety (accidents, maintenance, driver behaviour) 

 Reliability - Adherence to time table 

 Appearance - Cleanliness and Visual Appearance 

 Accessibility - Distance to the nearest station / stop 

 Convenience - Ease of use - ticketing, passenger information 

 

Figure 15: Passenger satisfaction with different public transport modes in Cape Town. 

 

3 = GOOD 

 

 

2 = ACCEPTABLE 

 

 

1 = BAD 

 

 

 

In terms of this indicator, the Bus rapid transit system is perceived to be the best of the public 

transport services, followed by conventional bus services.  Minibus taxis and train services trail 

behind these. 

 

(e) Emerging implementation and financial issues  

The levels of subsidy support required from Johannesburg and Cape Town metropolitan 

municipalities for operating the initial phases are too large to be replicated for roll-out across the 

cities; there is a need for national and municipal governments to reassess what is feasible and 

develop a workable strategy for BRT within an affordable fiscal envelope. 

 

 Implementation of BRT has proven extremely demanding, partly because of the complexity of 

involving the minibus taxi industry as envisaged. Ongoing re-assessment and refinement of 

approaches is required together with substantial capacity building.    

 

In particular, the current approaches whereby taxi operators are compensated for surrendering their 

licences appears to be unlikely to be sustainable financially if there are to be substantial further 
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rollouts21. If the new systems are so much less profitable than existing informal systems that they 

require not only high ongoing subsidies but also large compensation payments, then the merit of 

introducing the new systems in their current form must be re-assessed. If the new systems are 

potentially as profitable as the ones they replace, then compensation should ideally be financed to a 

larger degree from the profits of the new systems.    The issue is a challenging one, since it is a site of 

significant potential conflict. The fact that challenges to the system from the taxi industry have been 

minimal should be viewed as a success; although the price paid may arguably be too high. 

(f) Key emerging lessons for BRT projects appear to include  

 Choosing carefully which routes are appropriate for BRT and not implementing it on 

inappropriate routes 

 Developing mechanisms for co-existing and integrating with other modes where BRT is not 

the most appropriate mode, including minibus taxis   

 Implementing dedicated roadways only where congestion or imminent congestion levels 

require it  

 Developing BRT technologies that require stations to be built only where passenger numbers 

dictate 

 Investing very significantly in building the capacity of all relevant role players responsible for 

designing, implementing and running the new systems 

 Developing sustainable approaches to the payment  of compensation for taxi operators who 

surrender their licences   

 Addressing the funding framework including ongoing operating subsidy levels from national 

government   

 

It is not possible to judge conclusively the appropriateness of the initiative based directly on 

experience thus far. At the same time, it must be understood that current projects will be costly. 

Unless there is a process and strategy to reduce costs over time the BRT projects will absorb a very 

high proportion of the transport budget in relation to the returns they deliver.  A workable national 

funding framework is required within this context. 

 

Implementation capacity issues will also need to be addressed. 

4.5 Gautrain  

(a) Introduction  

The Gautrain Rapid Rail Link project was developed as a Public Private Partnership (PPP) contract, 

registered in terms of the PFMA as a PPP project with National Treasury in 2001.  The approved 

concession period entailed 54 months of development (construction) and 15 years of operations, to 

March 2026. 

 

The Gautrain system was opened in three phases:  

i. The section between the OR Tambo International Airport and Sandton on the   8 June 2010 

for the FIFA 2010 World Cup; 

ii. The section between Rosebank and Hatfield stations on 2 August 2011; and 

iii. The complete system, which included the section between Rosebank and Park Stations on 8 

June 2012. 

                                                           
21 See C von der Heyden, E Hastings and N Leitner (2014) ‘Models and Implications for Industry Compensation in the 

Restructuring of Public Transport in South Africa’ Proceedings of 33rd Southern African Transport Conference (SATC 2014) 

Pretoria, 7-10 July 2014. 
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The complete system as designed has now been in full operation for two years. During this period 

there has been an average monthly increase in rail passengers of 2.6% (a total of 76.7% growth over 

30 months).  Passengers on the feeder and distribution bus services have grown by an average of 

4.3% per month. 

 

During November 2013, the month before the introduction of the e-tolls, the daily average weekday 

train ridership was 49 000 passengers and on the feeder and distribution buses 17 000 passengers.  

After the Christmas break the ridership has stabilised during February 2014 to a daily average 

weekday train ridership of 62 000 passengers and 22 000 passengers on the feeder and distribution 

buses. 

 

(b) Public finance exposure 

The initial Gautrain capital costs of R27.8 billion22 represented approximately a third of all public  

spending, including capital grants and operating subsidies, by all three spheres of government 

between 2005/6 and 2010/11.   

 

The Concessionaire was required to fully price the design, construction, operations, debt servicing, 

and maintenance of the fixed and operational infrastructure (including associated risks) and indicate 

a lump sum fixed price, scope, timeframe and identified risk allocation.    

 

All OPEX costs including maintenance and upgrade costs (including the replacement of the current 

fleet of 125 Gautrain buses) are covered by the Bombela Consortium (BCC).  The Concession 

agreement prescribes the amount of profit the BCC can make, and if the profit is above this amount 

it is shared between the BCC and the Gauteng Province. As a consequence of this arrangement, the 

Concessionaire is involved in the total life-cycle of the project; all costs are fixed in the Concession 

Agreement (financial model) and any cost overrun is for the risk and account of the Concessionaire; 

and Government knows and can budget for its contingent liability for the duration of the concession 

period. 

 

The income of the concessionaire is based on fare revenue and value add services (advertising, 

property development, etc.).  This income is underpinned by a Patronage Guarantee (which 

represents the only cost exposure that the Gautrain Management Agency has for the operations of 

Gautrain). The patronage guarantee is, in essence, an operating subsidy aimed at making up the 

difference between fare revenue and the revenue deemed in the concessionaire agreement to be 

required to make participation in the project sufficiently profitable.   

 

For 2013/14 financial year the Patronage Guarantee was an average of R86.325 million per month, 

or R1.036 billion for the full financial year.  This is projected to decline slightly over the period of the 

current MTEF: 

 

Figure 16: Gautrain patronage guarrantee 

 
Monthly (R m) Annually (R m) 

2013/14 (actual) 86.3 1 035.9 

2014/15 (budget) 82.5 990.0 

2015/16 (MTEF projection) 81.7 980.4 

2016/17 (MTEF projection) 80.8 969.6 

 

                                                           
22 This figure includes the estimated R25.9 bn public contribution as well as the capital contribution of the 

private operator.  
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The Gautrain Head Office cost for the 2013/14 financial year was R123.4 million and the allocation 

for the 2014/15 financial year is R126.1 million. 

 

(c) Conclusion 

User satisfaction with Gautrain appears to be high and it is largely welcomed as an additional public 

transport service. It has made a substantial difference to those using it, as reflected in significant 

property price increases in properties close to Gautrain stations.  

 

However, with a current maximum of 62000 passengers per day Gautrain ridership numbers are 

relatively low. Annual passenger numbers are equivalent to the passengers the Gauteng minibus taxi 

industry carries in fewer than five days, while, as indicated ongoing operating subsidies amount to 

R1 billion per year, or R64.25 per passenger trip. 

4.6 Minibus taxis  

Reliable information on the size of the minibus taxi industry is not available, largely because the 

industry remains largely informal.  Estimate of the number of minibus taxis currently operating in 

South Africa range from around 200,00023  through 220,00024 to as many as 250,00025, the latter 

guesstimate also suggesting that the industry has an annual turnover of nearly R40 billion per annum 

and employs 600,000 people.   Survey data published by Stats SA indicate that in 2013 South Africa’s 

minibus taxis transported 6.26 million people each day26.  

  

Minibus taxis currently provide two thirds of all public transport in metro areas; and also carry more 

than one third of daily passengers in motorised transport in the metropolitan areas (ie not including 

trips by walking, cycling or `other’). The figures below show the morning trips to work and study for 

the six metropolitan areas combined. 

 

28: Minibus taxi share in total public transport and motorised market (2013) 

MODE Work Study Total 

Share of 

motorised 

transport 

Share of public 

transport 

Train 649 000 174 000 823 000 9.2% 17.5% 

Bus 439 000 329 000 768 000 8.6% 16.3% 

Taxi 1 987 000 1 123 000 3 110 000 34.8% 66.2% 

TOTAL PUBLIC  3 075 000 1 626 000 4 701 000 52.6% 100.0% 

Car 2 833 000 1 409 000 4 242 000 47.4% 

 

TOTAL MOTORISED 5 908 000 3 035 000 8 943 000 100.0% 

 Source: Extracted for this project from data produced by the National Household Travel Surveys of 2003 and 2013 (Stats SA, Pretoria) 

 

Minibus taxis have proven remarkably efficient in providing public transport services, particularly 

over shorter routes where the subsidy advantage benefitting competing services is not as 

pronounced. A notable feature of this industry is that it has no operational subsidy, unlike the other 

transport modes.  

 

                                                           
23

 Minister of Economic Development, 13th November 2012: http://www.economic.gov.za/communications/50-media-releases/175-

south-africa-opens-second-minibus-taxi-assembly-plant  
24

 Engineering News, 10th February 2014: http://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/nissan-returns-to-south-african-minibus-taxi-

market-2014-02-10 
25

 MoneyWeb, 10th March 2014: http://www.moneyweb.co.za/moneyweb-economic-trends/sas-r398bn-taxi-industry  

26 Stats SA (2014) National Household Travel Survey 2013, Statistical Release PO320, Pretoria. 

http://www.economic.gov.za/communications/50-media-releases/175-south-africa-opens-second-minibus-taxi-assembly-plant
http://www.economic.gov.za/communications/50-media-releases/175-south-africa-opens-second-minibus-taxi-assembly-plant
http://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/nissan-returns-to-south-african-minibus-taxi-market-2014-02-10
http://www.engineeringnews.co.za/article/nissan-returns-to-south-african-minibus-taxi-market-2014-02-10
http://www.moneyweb.co.za/moneyweb-economic-trends/sas-r398bn-taxi-industry
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On the other hand it must be recognised that despite attempts at control by route associations the 

minibus taxi market tends to get over saturated with the result that, while beneficial to the users, 

many minibus taxi businesses are barely viable.  The informal and unregulated nature of the minibus 

taxi sector also has disadvantages such as poor working conditions, a poor safety record and, on 

occasions, destructive competitive.     

 

Minibus taxi revenues in Johannesburg 

Figure 17 shows a typical daily activity for a minibus taxi in Johannesburg.   In the example chosen, 

the taxi operated from 06h00 to 17h00 on a single day along the route between the Bree Street 

Rank and Randburg.  It covered 219 kilometres and carried 85 passengers altogether, stopping 101 

times for passengers to board or alight.  The minibus taxi had 14 seats but occasionally squeezed 15 

passengers on board.  Total fares earned from this operation were in the region of R1 224 per day, 

or R25 700 per month. 

 

Figure 17: Example of a passenger demand profile for a minibus taxi service 

 
Source: City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C. 

 

 

Table 29 summarises information from a selection of other minibus taxi routes in Johannesburg.  

Minibus taxis on these routes may do anything between four and 19 trips per working day; they may 

travel between 110 km and 284 km and carry between 39 and 176 passengers per day; and collect 

fare revenue of between R12,285 and R33,264 per month.  
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Table 29: Data for a selection of minibus taxi routes in Johannesburg 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Bree 

Street - 

Randburg 

Diepsloot 

- 

Fourways 

Jeppe/ 

Delvers - 

Eastgate 

MTN / 

Noord St - 

Midrand 

Noord St – 

Sunning 

hill/ 

Sandton 

Orange 

Farm - 

Bree St 

Roode-poort 

(Ondekkers) 

- Bree St 

No of trips in period 9 6 19 6 8 4 6 

Total no of km travelled 135 110 284 175 146 168 150 

No of seats per bus 15 15 15 16 13 12 14 

Total no of passengers 104 90 176 70 106 39 101 

Average fare / single trip ( R ) 10.00 9.00 9.00 13.00 12.50 15.00 10.50 

Average fare / km ( R ) 1.50 2.04 1.66 2.24 1.46 2.80 2.38  

Fare revenue / day ( R ) 1 040 810 1 584 910 1 325 585 1 061 

Fare revenue / month ( R ) 21 840 17 010 33 264 19 110 27 825 12 285 22 271 

Source: Calculated from City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C.  

 

 

Minibus taxi revenues in Cape Town 

Recently Cape Town undertook research into profitability of minibus taxi routes mainly in the central 

city area. These included a collection of highly profitable routes, such as in Vredehoek in the city 

bowl, which was an exception and recorded profits in excess of R20000 per month, and between the 

centre of Cape Town and the Waterfront, Sea Point and Camps Bay areas, where profits ranged 

between R10000 and R13000 per month. Some less profitable routes were also surveyed which 

showed that some services were loss making (Maitland).   

 

These figures should not be regarded as representative of Cape Town minibus taxis in general, and 

certainly not of the national industry, but do offer some interesting insights.     

 

Table 30: Data from a selection of minibus taxi routes in Cape Town 

Association Number of 

vehicles  per 

route 

Owner profit 

per vehicle 

per month 

Fare revenue 

per vehicle 

per day 

Passengers 

per vehicle 

per day 

Average fare 

paid per 

passenger 

Atlantis/Blaawberg (ABTA) 131 R 4 042 R 1 006 148 R 6.80 

Central Unity (CUTA) 48 R 12 024 R 1 475 217 R 6.80 

Du Noon (DTA) 142 R 4 653 R 712 69 R 10.32 

Maitland (MATA) 105 -R 2 010 R 489 77 R 6.35 

PTA - Corporation 17 R 13 674 R 1 045 209 R 5.00 

PTA -  Plein 21 R 12 702 R 1 073 215 R 4.99 

PTA -  Station Deck 30 R 9 577 R 986 116 R 8.50 

PTA - Camps Bay 109 R 10 580 R 1 268 204 R 6.22 

PTA - Waterfront 33 R 12 939 R 956 273 R 3.50 

United (UTA) 15 R 2 677 R 635 97 R 6.55 

Vredehoek/Devils Peak (VDPTA) 9 R 23 518 R 1 665 333 R 5.00 

Ysterplaat (YTA) 40 R 2 001 R 406 69 R 5.88 

 

The high profit generating routes are those with high seat renewal (seats are resold frequently along 

a route), a favourable fare structure because of the route being short, and even, bi-directional flow 

throughout the day.  
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As can be seen in Table 30, the number of passengers carried per day is the crucial driver of profit.  

Of interest, too, is the fact that the most profitable route per vehicle has only 9 vehicles running on 

it. The Vredehoek/Devil’s Peal Taxi Association has managed to successfully restrict entry to the 

market.  Given the small number of vehicles it is also able to regulate how they run, including setting 

off at reasonable intervals in the off-peak rather than waiting to fill up at the rank before moving.  

 

Summary of financial and operational data 

From evidence in Johannesburg and Cape Town it could be estimated that most taxis  

 

 run between 100 and 250 kms per day  

 carry between 50 and about 200 passengers per day, and  

 make profits of between zero and R15000 per vehicle per month 

 

There is significant variation in profit levels per route. The key factor in driving profitability is the 

number of passengers carried per vehicle per day. Thus taxis plying shorter routes tend to be able to 

make more trips and increase their income.  

 

For taxis there is little correlation between the size of passenger demand and profitability. The most 

profitable route of those surveyed in Cape Town had only 9 taxis working it, which was the lowest of 

all routes studied. However each of these taxis carried on average 333 passengers per day and made 

profits in excess of R20000 per month. It is the patterns of demand and how they are responded to 

that drives profitability, not so much the size of demand.  

The efficiencies of the minibus taxi system are rooted in  

 their informality, including informal working conditions, which permits a very low cost 

structure 

 their use of mass vehicle technology, which is cheap and reliable   

 their flexibility, which enables them to respond quickly to market demands    

 their small vehicle size, which means that they can profitably serve relatively low demand 

routes at acceptable headways 

 

The suitability of the minibus taxis sector to servicing the off-peak means that when in competition 

with formal services it tends to take a larger proportion of the off-peak market. This gives it a more 

even demand throughout the day, which improves its profitability while increasing the peak to off-

peak differential of its competitors. Where routes are left entirely to the minibus taxi sector this 

advantage dissipates. 

 

Table 31 provides estimates of the key statistics of the minibus taxi industry for the six metros.  
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Table 31: Minibus taxis: detailed statistics 

 

 
JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB TOTAL 

Operating costs incl profit (Rm)  3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Operating revenue (R m) 3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Operating subsidy (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Fare revenue (R m) 3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Other revenue (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Operating deficit (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Fare revenue as % of operating 

costs 
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Passengers carried per year (m) 447.7  251.2  300.0  190.8  356.7  70.7  1 617.2  

ANNUAL 28% 16% 19% 12% 22% 4% 100% 

Operating expenditure (R m) 7.93  8.17  8.24  8.36  7.91  8.40  8.09  

Fare revenue per passenger carried 

( R ) 
7.93  8.17  8.24  8.36  7.91  8.40  8.09  

 

 

It is evident from comparison between the table below and a similar table for conventional buses 

that operating cost per seat-kilometre provided are in the same range (27 to 28 cents) as those that 

prevail for conventional buses.  Furthermore the data indicates that load factors are lower than for 

conventional buses.  If this is valid the key advantage for minibus taxis appears to be that their 

average trip distances are shorter.  

 

Table 32: Minibus taxis: summary of efficiency indicators 

 

 

Demands for subsidisation 

 

The efficiency of the minibus taxi sector and the current scale of operations combined with the 

marginal nature of many individual businesses and the problems arising from lack of regulation is 

resulting in demands to both subsidise the sector beyond the current taxi recapitalisation 

programme, as well as formalise and regulate it more strongly. Subsidisation of the sector is seen by 

some as offering a mechanism to both formalise the sector and strengthen its regulation, and thus 

achieve higher safety levels, better working conditions and better management of competition. 

However there is a danger that doing so will run the risk of increasing costs with minimal or no 

concomitant improvement in output.  

 

Appendix 1 compares the cost per vehicle of running an informal minibus taxi business with a 

formal, regulated business. The crucial difference would be in driver costs, although there are other 

costs of formalisation that need to be accounted for.  

 

It is estimated that the total cost of the minibus taxi industry for the six largest metros is 

approximately R13.1 billion per year, and that this would approximately double if the industry was 

formalised, bringing the cost in the six metros to a total of approximately R26.2 billion.   

INDICATORS 
Efficiency 

means: 
JHB EKU CCT Average 

Cost per seat km supplied (cents) Minimise 27 17 28 24 

Load factor (% use of seats supplied) Maximise 46% 32% 48% 42% 

Trip length Minimise 18 23 18 20 
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 It is not clear what would be gained by the users if the industry was formalised. If the formalisation 

of the industry were to allow much better regulation and control over the way taxis operate there 

could be significant benefits. However it is not clear that formalisation will necessarily achieve that; 

and there may be other ways of achieving improved regulation, such as through creative framing of 

taxi licences to operate and better enforcement. 

 

Exploring co-existence between minibus taxis and formal operators  

If potential synergy between the formal and informal industry could be captured the benefits would 

be substantial. This has long been argued by transport economists who sometimes describe this as a 

‘hybrid model’.  
 

However, there appears to have been little success in South Africa or abroad in creating a well 

functioning hybrid service combining the formal and informal operators.         

 

In implementing its first phase of MyCiTi BRT system, Cape Town initially sought to remove all 

minibus taxis from its area of operation to avoid competition. Minibus taxi businesses were valued 

and compensated for giving up their licences, and the proceeds used to capitalize vehicle operating 

companies owned by former minibus taxi operators to run the new MyCiTi vehicle operations.  

 

However it has been found that 

  

 For various reasons not all minibus taxis were able to be removed; some had licences for 

other areas which gave them rights in the Phase 1 area, and others were not willing to take 

the compensation levels offered 

 Some MyCiTi routes have made bigger losses than anticipated, in some cases but not all 

cases because of competition from continued legal and illegal minibus taxi operations  

 Peak demand on some routes results in MyCiTi’s cost to revenue differential worsening if 
the peak demand is fully met.  

 

One option currently being explored by City of Cape Town is to allow minibus taxis to operate in 

competition with its MyCiTi Bus Rapid Transit service on certain feeder routes only during the peak 

period. This reduces the MyCiTi peak fleet requirement and saves costs, while not eroding the 

MyCiTi off-peak demand.  Because of the minibus taxi cost structure and the possibility that they can 

perform other tasks, such as contract work during off-peaks this may be a viable option for the 

minibus taxi operators. However, it is too early to assess the actual feasibility of this approach.  

 

Conclusion  

The current Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan appears to envisage the replacement of the 

informal minibus taxi sector with formal operations.  

 

The costs of providing formal bus services to replace informal services, or formalising the existing 

minibus taxi sector around a medium size business model would be very substantial, and it is not 

clear that it would result in significant additional returns. 

 

Defining an appropriate way forward whereby the roles of the various modes are optimised and 

potential synergies between the formal and informal sector captured is clearly one of the highest 

priorities in the South African public transport sector.  

4.7 Metrorail   

Metrorail (a division of PRASA) is responsible for the provision of commuter rail services in the six 

metropolitan areas.   The commuter rail services include traditional commuter services (Metro and 
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MetroPlus), as well as the newer Business Express services (MetroPlus Express), which are provided 

between Soweto and Springs and Johannesburg, Johannesburg and Pretoria, and Strand, Khayelitsha 

and Paarl and Cape Town. 

 

These services are provided through four regional operations, namely Western Cape (Cape Town); 

Gauteng (Ekurhuleni, Johannesburg, & Tshwane); KwaZulu-Natal (eThekwini) and Eastern Cape 

(Nelson Mandela Bay and Buffalo City).  Table 33 below illustrates the four networks.    

 

Table 33: Metrorail commuter networks 

Gauteng KwaZulu-Natal 

  

Western Cape Eastern Cape 

  
Source: MetroRail website http://www.metrorail.co.za/Routes2.html 

 

The Metrorail network in the Eastern Cape is clearly much smaller than in the other areas, which has 

important implications for its viability.  Furthermore, since the Nelson Mandela Bay line was 
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originally constructed as a freight line away from residential areas27, rail services are accessible to 

only a relatively small number of residents who live within walking distance of the stations.  

 

For all four regions collectively, Metrorail deploys 270 train sets with 3,100 coaches (each with an 

average capacity of around 190 passengers, seated and standing) deployed to transport 

approximately two million passengers per day between 478 stations.   

 

Metrorail currently uses three types of trainsets: 5M, 8M and 10M.  These generally operate with up 

to 8, 11 and 13 coaches, respectively.  For example, the 5M2/5M2A trainsets on the Southern 

Suburbs line in the Western Cape (which are PRASA’S oldest rolling stock and have have been in 
service for over 60 years, although refurbished in the last 15 years) run with a minimum of two 

motor coaches and four trailer coaches per trainset.  The motorcoach has space for 78 standing 

passengers and 56 seated passengers, while the trailer coach can carry 72 seated passengers and 

180 standing passengers.   The standard 8-coach 5M2/5M2A trainset can carry up to 1,995 

passenger. As an example, the Table below sets out the passenger capacities of the different 

trainsets used by Metrorail in the Western Cape28.  

 

Table 34: Passenger carrying capacities of trainsets used in Metrorail’s Western Cape region 

Coach 

Type 

Coaches Passenger 

capacity: 

seating 

Passenger 

capacity: 

standing 

Passenger 

capacity: 

total 

Metrorail corridors where these 

configurations are used 

5M2A 8 472 1,523 1,995 Simon’s Town, Cape Flats, Worcester 

11 632 1,716 2,348 Wellington/Strand/Muldersvlei 

12 784 1,916 2,700 Kapteinsklip/Khayelitsha/Sarepta 

14 786 2,168 2,954 Kapteinsklip/Khayelitsha/Sarepta 

8M 12 720 2,976 3,048 Khayelitsha 

10M3 8 398 1,252 1,650 Simon’s Town, Cape Flats 

10M5 14 806 3,388 4,194  

12 696 2,895 3,591  

 

Metrorail uses a zonal fare system in terms of which passengers can travel at extremely low prices 

per trip.  For example, Table 35 illustrates the ticket prices currently applicable in Metrorail’s 
Gauteng East sub-region. 

 

Table 35: Metrorail zonal fares for Gauteng East, 2014/15 

 
Single Return Weekly Monthly 

1 - 10 km 6.50 12.50 43.00 135.00 

11-19 km 6.50 12.50 43.00 135.00 

20 - 30 km 7.50 14.50 49.00 155.00 

31 - 50 km 8.50 16.50 57.00 180.00 

51 - 100 km 10.50 20.50 70.00 220.00 

> 100 km 11.50 22.50 77.00 245.00 

 

The fare system means that a Metrorail passenger buying a monthly ticket for distances shorter than 

20 km and using it for two trips per day for 20 days in that month would effectively be paying R3.38 

per trip. 

 

                                                           
27 NMBMM Public Transport Plan 2006 p9. 
28 Eighty-one train sets are in use in Metrorail’s Western Cape region (the only region for which detailed train data was available), 31 in 

Area central, 27 in Area North, and 23 in Area South. 
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The most detailed Metrorail passenger information is unfortunately rather old.    A 2006 survey of 

Metrorail commuters suggested the following profile: 

 

Table 36: Passenger profile from commuter rail survey in 2006 

INCOME ANALYSIS AGE ANALYSIS GENDER ANALYSIS 

1 UP TO R2 499 45% 16 - 24 YEARS 28% MALE 65% 

2 R2 500 - R3 999 17% 25 - 34 YEARS 32% FEMALE 35% 

3 R4 000 - R6 999 21% 35 - 49 YEARS 26% 
  

4 R7 000 - R11 999 13% 50+ 14% 
  

5 R12 000+ 4% 
    

 

Thus 62% of commuter rail passengers in 2006 were in the first two (lowest) income quintiles, 60% 

were under the age of 35 and 65% were male. 

 

Historical data on total commuter rail passengers per year are presented below:  

 

Table 37: Historical Metrorail passenger numbers – 1998/99 to 2006/7 

 

Passengers 

(million) 

Passenger km 

(billion) 

Average 

passenger 

trip length 

(km) 

Metroplus 

passengers 

1998/1999 507.4 10.9 21.5 4.3% 

1999/2000 491.1 11.6 23.6 4.3% 

2000/2001 489.5 12.0 24.5 3.4% 

2001/2002 467.0 11.7 25.1 3.5% 

2002/2003 465.1 11.9 25.6 3.6% 

2003/2004 481.1 12.5 26.0 3.4% 

2004/2005 491.9 12.8 26.0 3.5% 

2005/2006 511.9 13.4 26.2 3.6% 

2006/2007 529.7 13.9 26.2 3.8% 

9 years – average annual growth rates 0.54% 3.09% 2.53% -1.53% 

9 years - totals & averages 4 434.7 110.7 25.0 3.7% 

  

In terms of this data, commuter rail passenger numbers grew at an annual average rate of only 0.5% 

per year to 529.7 million passengers in 2006/7.  Total passenger-kilometers travelled grew at 3.1% 

per year to 13.9 billion in the same year; and the average commuter rail trip distance grew at 2.5%  

per year to 26.2 kilometres.  The proportion of MetroPlus passengers declined at 1.5% per year to 

3.8% in 2006/7.  Over the nine year period, the average passenger trip distance was 25 km. 

PRASA has supplied some more recent information, though it is unfortunately less detailed than 

necessary.   

 

Table 38 below provides estimates of the operating revenues and costs of commuter rail services by 

Metrorail region in 2013/14.   Approximately R4.8 billion was spent providing communter rail 

services in the four regions.  Approxiamately R1.9 billion was collected in fare revenue (39% of 

operating costs).  Metrorail received a government operating subsidy of approximately R1.9 billion, 

and still ran a defict of over R900 million.   

 

Table 38: Estimated operating parameters for commuter rail services in 2013/14, by Metrorail region 

Annualised Gauteng W Cape KZN E Cape TOTAL 

Fare revenue (R m) 873.6 700.1 275.1 33.4 1 882.2 
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Other revenue (R m) 43.1 10.2 1.2 1.9 56.4 

Subsidy (R m) 1 003.7 463.5 387.0 85.9 1 940.1 

Total revenue  (R m) 1 920.4 1 173.9 663.4 121.1 3 878.7 

Operating costs29  (R m) 2 401.1 1 390.5 788.0 203.4 4 783.0 

Deficit (R m) 480.7 216.7 124.7 82.2 904.2 

      
Passengers carried30 (millions) 257.5 171.1 81.3 9.7 519.6 

Passengers carried % 50% 33% 16% 2% 100% 

      
Trains run 339 744 198 960 128 448 9 848 677 000 

Trains run % 50% 29% 19% 1% 100% 

      
Passengers per train 758 860 633 986 768 

      
Operating cost per train ran  ( R ) 7 067 6 989 6 135 20 650 7 065 

Operating cost per passenger carried ( R ) 9.32  8.13  9.70  20.94  9.20  

Fare revenue per passenger carried ( R ) 3.39  4.09  3.39  3.43  3.62  

Subsidy per passenger carried ( R ) 3.90  2.71  4.76  8.84  3.73  

Deficit per passenger carried ( R ) 1.87  1.27  1.53  8.47  1.74  

      
Fare revenue as % of operating costs 36% 50% 35% 16% 39% 
Source: calculated from data supplied by PRASA for this report. 

 

The following additional observations are pertinent:  

 Approximately 677,000 train trips were provided by Metrorail during 2013/14, 50% in Gauteng,  

region, 29% in the Western Cape, 19% in KwaZulu Natal, and only 1% in the Eastern Cape. 

 

 In 2013/14 nearly 520 million passenger trips were taken in the four regions (an average of 2 

passenger trips per working day).  50% of these passenger trips were taken in the Gauteng 

region, 33% in the Western Cape, 16% in KwaZulu Natal, and only 2% in the Eastern Cape. 

 

 The operating cost per train which ran during 2013/14 was faily consistent across the KwaZulu-

Natal, Western Cape and Gauteng regions (R6,135 – R7,067).  However, in the Eastern Cape the 

operating costs per train which ran was far higher (R20,650).  This was due to the much higher 

fixed costs per train in that region, as a result of the much lower number of trains which ran (less 

than 10,000 per year, compared to 128,000 in KwaZulu-Natal, 199,000 in the Western Cape and 

340,000 in Gauteng). 

 

 The number of passengers per train was lowest in Kwazulu Natal (only 633) and highest in the 

Eastern Cape (986); 

 

                                                           
29 PRASA unfortunately only supplied a small part of the information requested; and it was often not possible to meaningfully interpret the 

information that was supplied. Operating expenditures and operating revenues were provided for.  But there were many uncertainties 

associated with interpreting the financial reports.  In some months, payroll costs were reported as being negative (budgets were used)   

Operating costs do not appear to include the costs of stations, and it is presumed these costs are covered in the PRASA CRES division which 

is responsible for property management.  Maintenance costs for rolling stock appears low, although this might be because the salary costs of 

maintenance staff are covered in the salary cost line. 
30 Passenger numbers by Metrorail region were provided for only three months (April, May and June 2013).  This table has been produced 

by annualising from that data.  There a number of obvious risks associated with this approach: for example, it is clear from PRASA 

performance reports that Metrorail management regards the cold weather as affecting passenger numbers, in which case these estimates may 

be on the low side.  In any case passenger numbers are not accurately counted for each trip but estimated from an annual survey which 

attempts to count fare evaders and reconcile that to ticket sales: the monthly passenger numbers are then estimated by assuming a constant 

relationship of fare evasion to ticket sales.    
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 Metrorail’s operating cost per passenger trip was lowest in the Western Cape (R8.10) followed 

by Gauteng (R9.30) and Kwazulu Natal (R9.70).  In the Eastern Cape region the operating costs 

were far higher at R20.90 per passenger-trip. The latter high cost is due to the fewer number of 

trains carrying the regional overheads. 

 

 Fare revenue per passenger-trip was only R3.39 in Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal, and R3.43 in the 

Eastern Cape, while MetroRail managed to raise R4.10 per trip from its passengers in the 

Western Cape31.  These figures  (which are much lower than for the other modes of transport in 

the metro areas) are consistent with the zonal fare structure set out in Table 35. 

 

 All the commuter rail services ran at a substantial deficit, even after the government subsidy.  

Fare revenue as a percentage of operating costs was highest in the Western Cape (50%), and 

lowest in the Eastern Cape (16%).  Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal only cover 26% and 35% of their 

operating costs through fares. 

PRASA is currently pursuing a substantial infrastructure upgrade, the largest components of which 

include: 

 Acquisition of new rolling stock for the metrorail service: 360 coaches per year for 20 years, 

likely to cost a total of R123.5 billion; 

 Signalling programmes: Gauteng, Western Cape and KZN (R6.9 billion over five years); and  

 Accelerated upgrading and refurbishment of old rolling stock (R6.4 billion over three years); 

 Modernisation of 134 stations (R 5.4 billion)32 

A number of additional spurs and links are also planned, underway, or recently commissioned, such 

as a 3.2 km railway extension and station for Kwamashu (`Bridge City’) (R 1 billion); a number of new 

links around Baragwanath Hospital in Soweto (R 2 billion), and a 17.5 km rail loop extension into 

Motherwell from the main line from Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape (R1.4 billion)33.  The longest 

new rail line currently under discussion is for the Moloto corridor, which would cost approximately 

R12 billion for a 113 km line including stations. 

 

The costs of this major recapitalisation are not included in the operational costs presented above.  

 

Mode Comparisons 

 

Assessing commuter rail’s competitiveness vis a vis other modes of public transport on a cost 

coverage, or income/expenditure basis can only lead to the conclusion that rail is one of the most 

costly forms of public transport, particularly when adding in the current investment in commuter 

rail. However, this  would be a one dimensional view and could lead to erroneous decisions. 

While cost is an important factor a better view would be through assessing the total economic 

cost/benefits of a particular mode. These economic cost/benefits would include, amongst others,  

land use, pollution, congestion, local content manufacture, energy, social, safety, etc. This cannot be 

captured in a financial model and this should be borne in mind when applying the PTIS model 

developed.  

 

  

                                                           
31 The Western Cape has the highest number of MetroPlus (first class) services, which also operate over shorter routes.   
32 PRASA presentation on the Rail Investment Programme to the Select Committee on Public Services, 30 June 2013.  
33 http://www.nmbbusinesschamber.co.za/blog/posts/prasa-reissues-call-for-tenders-for-motherwell-rail-link 
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5. Concluding observations  

5.1 Introduction  

The key purpose of this document is to assess expenditure, revenues and outputs for public 

transport services in the six largest metropolitan area. It has not intended to be an institutional 

review. However, in gathering the information and investigating the subject matter one of the issues 

that emerges clearly is the institutional fragmentation in the control over public transport.  

5.2 Institutional fragmentation     

 

Control over public transport is highly fragmented between national, provincial and city government 

as well as PRASA/Metrorail : 

 

 National government is responsible through PRASA for commuter rail services 

 Provincial governments are responsible for the legacy bus services referred to as the 

provincially subsidised bus services and for public transport regulation, including the 

regulation of the minibus taxi sector  

 Gauteng province is responsible for Gautrain 

 Municipal governments are responsible for transport planning, municipal bus services, the 

management of taxi ranks, and the new BRT projects    

 

Where there is fragmentation of responsibility of this kind a number of key challenges emerge. 

Firstly, it is relatively difficult to align and integrate services and create synergies between them. For 

example, because of the way bus contracts are configured often the vehicles used in provincially 

subsidised contracts cannot be used on municipal bus routes even when it would be most efficient 

to do so, and vice versa. Given that many people will use more than one mode in making each 

journey, alignment is important. Alignment may also allow more efficient approaches to managing 

the peak to off-peak differential, with different services playing different, complementary roles.  

Certainly, the widely supported objective of creating an integrated fare system is not feasible 

without much greater alignment.  

 

Secondly, the scope to allocate resources coherently and appropriately amongst the different modes 

is limited where fragmentation exists.  In the absence of a single clear locus of responsibility for 

ensuring modally integrated city wide access, investment in each of the different modes becomes 

driven to a large degree by the financial power and status of the institution responsible for each 

mode rather than by more rational considerations aimed at optimising the public transport system 

for users.  

 

The need for alignment and integration of public transport systems on a city wide basis is widely 

accepted, and is the reason for the creation of Transport Authorities in many contexts 

internationally.  

 

This review, including the modelling work done, has demonstrated the crucial relationship between 

land use and transport efficiencies, showing how South Africa’s peculiar urban form makes such 
efficiencies very difficult to achieve. Having created wide metropolitan boundaries, intended to 

encompass the full functional area of each metropolitan city, and given that metropolitan 
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governments are also responsible for land use planning, it makes sense to consolidate transport at 

the metropolitan level.     

 

National government’s stated policy of devolving and consolidating public transport responsibilities 
to create metropolitan controlled integrated rapid public transport networks is aimed precisely at 

achieving these twin goals of creating conditions for a) combining transport and land use planning so 

as to enhance urban form; and b) establishing demand driven modal integration. The policy is 

supported by the National Land Transition Act (2009) 

 

However, little progress has been made with such devolution. Thus far the key mechanism through 

which  expansion of responsibility for public transport at metropolitan level is being implemented is 

by means of support for the bus rapid transit (BRT) projects.  

 

The City of Cape Town has made submissions to national government requesting the assignment to 

the City of the contracting function in terms of which currently the Provincial Government of the 

Western Cape manages what has been referred to in this paper as the conventional buses (or 

‘provincially subsidised bus services’).  It has also requested the assignment of the regulatory 
function, in terms of which licences to operate are issued, including minibus taxi licences. Despite 

support from the provincial government, the Financial and Fiscal Commission and National Treasury, 

and alignment with national policy, these assignments have not yet been granted by the national 

Department of Transport.  

 

One challenge that clearly needs to be addressed is how the various metropolitan governments of 

Gauteng align services between themselves. Clearly the issues facing the three Gauteng 

metropolitan governments in this regard differ from the other three metropolitan areas that have 

formed part of this review.  For a start, Gautrain and Metrorail’s Gauteng region form single 
transport operations services running across the boundaries of the three Gauteng metros.  

 

Thus while for the three non-Gauteng metropolitan areas the arguments for devolution are very 

strong, in Gauteng there is an undoubted need for institutional arrangements that both allow 

metropolitan level control and integration with land use planning as well as, at the same time 

facilitate integration of various transport tasks across the metropolitan areas.  

 

It may be that the very real challenges facing Gauteng in this regard are slowing the shift to 

devolving responsibility across the other metros. It would seem then that focussed attention on an 

asymmetrical approach is required which develops appropriate arrangements for Gauteng, 

integrating some transport responsibilities across the metros and the province, while allowing the 

more straightforward devolution of responsibility to proceed in the rest of the country’s  
metropolitan areas.  

5.3 Other concluding remarks   

This document has demonstrated that government capital and operating subsidies for both rail and 

bus public transport are high, with operating subsidies alone running at around 60 per cent of the 

economic cost of rendering the services, and amounting to R10.2bn in 2012/13.  

 

The high cost of public transport is due to the apartheid spatial layout of cities, but this has also been 

accompanied by a strong private car orientation in new commercial and residential development, 

underpinned by significant freeway investments in the country’s economic core, substantially 
exacerbating urban sprawl.  This not only intensifies the public transport challenges but results in 

increased absorption of resources by private passenger transport which continues to grow strongly, 
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placing financial pressure on many households now dependent on private cars for their mobility 

needs.   

 

The extent to which metropolitan gross geographic product in South Africa’s metropolitan areas is 
absorbed by passenger transport, including both public and private transport, represents a level of 

urban inefficiency which has macro-economic implications.  But the key to reducing costs of 

transport as a proportion of the economy is to contain urban sprawl accessed largely by private 

vehicles, and develop more suitable urban forms serviced by efficient public transport.  

 

The high costs of public transport are further exacerbated by the less than optimal management of 

public transport services, underpinned by the fragmentation of responsibility that has been 

highlighted above.   

 

One of the more significant features emerging from this study has been the contrast between, on 

the one hand, the extent of government subsidy to the formal bus and rail sectors as opposed to the 

minibus taxi sector and, on the other, the number of passengers carried by each sector.  

 

Whether the imbalance between spending and passenger numbers carried is appropriate clearly 

requires consideration.  The subsidised modes do play a key role in helping to compensate for 

inefficient urban form, and often provide the long distance journeys at low fares that the minibus 

taxis cannot so easily serve. Reducing this subsidisation and allowing such services to decline could 

have a severe negative impact on users which minibus taxis may not easily be able to compensate 

for. On the other hand, subsidising the minibus taxis may not lead to any increase in productivity or 

lower fares for passengers, but may simply increase operator profits and could actually reduce 

efficiencies.  

 

What is clear is that subsidies should not be used to exacerbate the problems of poor urban form by 

expanding support for increased urban sprawl. The country may not be able to reduce the high 

levels of subsidy already going towards supporting the travel needs of people adversely located 

through past policies, but it should place strict controls that prevent the further growth in the need 

for such subsidies.  

 

The key emphasis of capital spending should be on the kind of urban forms, such as the corridor 

formations discussed in this paper, and transport technologies, that will lead over time to reduced 

rather than expanded subsidy need.  

 

If well managed the commuter rail recapitalisation and bus rapid transit projects have the potential 

to help develop such corridors and form the core of integrated urban public transport networks. 

However, the costs are substantial and attention will be needed to ensure that these are adequately 

contained and benefits realised.   Developing relevant management capacity, the right competitive 

environment, and the appropriate structures of accountability at service provider and city level will 

be crucial to this.  

 

Modelling demonstrates that the provision of well located dedicated roadways and other 

prioritisation measures for public transport offers a highly effective mechanism for reducing 

operational costs and enhancing travel times and passenger convenience. 

 

The fact that minibus taxis transport such a high number of passengers means that this sector needs 

to be given intense and focussed attention. If it is possible to increase its productivity and regulate it 

better so as to provide a better service then this should be done. However, there is a distinct danger 

that greater intervention on the part of the government in this sector could have significant, 
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unexpected adverse consequences. While the formalisation and more intensive regulation of the 

taxi industry in certain contexts may be appropriate, such initiatives must avoid adding significant 

costs without concomitant increases in productivity. Otherwise there are risks of huge additional 

subsidy demands and increased fares.   While the taxi recapitalisation programme has received some 

criticism in the past, it has undoubtedly helped improve the quality of the fleet in South Africa and 

has cost the fiscus relatively little.  

 

The minibus taxi industry has many strengths which should ensure it remains a dominant feature of 

the public transport sector for many years. Pragmatic approaches are required on how best to 

establish the optimal articulation between the formal transport sector and the informal minibus taxi 

sector. Comprehensively formalising it or replacing it with more formal transport is unaffordable.   
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Appendix 1: The role of minibus taxis   
 
Background  

Minibus taxis carry more than half all public transport passengers in all metropolitan areas other 

than Cape Town, yet receive relatively little subsidy . 

 

Minibus taxis currently provide two thirds of all public transport in metropolitan areas.   They carry 

more than one third of daily passengers in motorised transport in metropolitan areas (ie not 

including trips by walking, cycling or `other’).  
 

MODE Work Study Total 

Share of 

motorised 

transport 

Share of public 

transport 

Train 649 000 174 000 823 000 9.2% 17.5% 

Bus 439 000 329 000 768 000 8.6% 16.3% 

Taxi 1 987 000 1 123 000 3 110 000 34.8% 66.2% 

TOTAL PUBLIC  3 075 000 1 626 000 4 701 000 52.6% 100.0% 

Car 2 833 000 1 409 000 4 242 000 47.4% 

 

TOTAL MOTORISED 5 908 000 3 035 000 8 943 000 100.0% 

 

Minibus taxis have proven remarkably efficient in providing public transport services, particularly 

over shorter routes where the subsidy advantage benefitting competing services is not as 

pronounced. The efficiencies of the minibus taxi system are rooted in  

 their informality, including informal working conditions, which permits a very low cost 

structure 

 their use of mass vehicle technology, which is cheap and reliable   

 their flexibility, which enables them to respond quickly to market demands    

 their small vehicle size, which means that they can profitably serve relatively low demand 

routes at acceptable headways 

 

Levels of profitability 

Two case studies  

There are significant variations in profitability between different minibus taxi operations.  

 

An example from Johannesburg  

 

The following diagram shows a typical daily activity for a minibus taxi in Johannesburg.   In the 

example chosen, the taxi operated from 06h00 to 17h00 on a single day along the route between 

the Bree Street Rank and Randburg.  It covered 219 kilometres and carried 85 passengers altogether, 

stopping 101 times for passengers to board or alight.  The minibus taxi had 14 seats but occasionally 

squeezed 15 passengers on board.   

 

Total fares earned from this operation were in the region of R1 224 per day, or R25 700 per month 

(see diagram). 
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Source: City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C. 

 

The following table summarises information from a selection of other minibus taxi routes in 

Johannesburg.  Minibus taxis on these routes may do anything between four and 19 trips per 

working day; they may travel between 110 km and 284 km and carry between 39 and 176 

passengers per day; and collect fare revenue of between R12,285 and R33,264 per month.  

  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Bree 

Street - 

Randburg 

Diepsloot 

- 

Fourways 

Jeppe/ 

Delvers - 

Eastgate 

MTN / 

Noord St - 

Midrand 

Noord St – 

Sunning 

hill/ 

Sandton 

Orange 

Farm - 

Bree St 

Roode-poort 

(Ondekkers) 

- Bree St 

No of trips in period 9 6 19 6 8 4 6 

Total no of km travelled 135 110 284 175 146 168 150 

No of seats per bus 15 15 15 16 13 12 14 

Total no of passengers 104 90 176 70 106 39 101 

Average fare / single trip ( R ) 10.00 9.00 9.00 13.00 12.50 15.00 10.50 

Average fare / km ( R ) 1.50 2.04 1.66 2.24 1.46 2.80 2.38  

Fare revenue / day ( R ) 1 040 810 1 584 910 1 325 585 1 061 

Fare revenue / month ( R ) 21 840 17 010 33 264 19 110 27 825 12 285 22 271 

Source: Calculated from City of Johannesburg Public Transport Record (2014), Annexure C.  

 

 

Some profit estimates for a selection of routes in Cape Town  

 

Recently Cape Town undertook research into profitability of minibus taxi routes mainly in the central 

city area. These included a collection of highly profitable routes, such as in Vredehoek in the city 

bowl, which was an exception and recorded profits in excess of R20000 per month, and between the 

centre of Cape Town and the Waterfront, Sea Point and Camps Bay areas, where profits ranged 

between R10000 and R13000 per month. Some less profitable routes were also surveyed which 

showed that some services were loss making (Maitland).   

 

These figures include some of the wealthier parts of the city and include some short routes with high 

seat renewal; thus they should not be regarded as representative of Cape Town minibus taxis in 

general, and certainly not of the national industry, but do offer some interesting insights.     
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 The high profit generating routes are those with high seat renewal (seats are sometimes resold four 

times along a route), a favourable fare structure because of the route being short, and even, bi-

directional flow throughout the day.  

 

As can be seen from the table below, the number of passengers carried per day is the crucial driver 

of profit.  Of interest, too, is the fact that the most profitable route per vehicle has only 9 vehicles 

running on it. The Vredehoek/Devil’s Peal Taxi Association has managed to successfully restrict entry 
to the market.  Given the small number of vehicles it is also able to regulate how they run, including 

setting off at reasonable intervals in the off-peak rather than waiting to fill up at the rank before 

moving.  

 

Association Number of 

vehicles  per 

route 

Owner profit 

per vehicle 

per month 

Fare revenue 

per vehicle 

per day 

Passengers 

per vehicle 

per day 

Average fare 

paid per 

passenger 

Atlantis/Blaawberg (ABTA) 131 R 4 042 R 1 006 148 R 6.80 

Central Unity (CUTA) 48 R 12 024 R 1 475 217 R 6.80 

Du Noon (DTA) 142 R 4 653 R 712 69 R 10.32 

Maitland (MATA) 105 -R 2 010 R 489 77 R 6.35 

PTA - Corporation 17 R 13 674 R 1 045 209 R 5.00 

PTA -  Plein 21 R 12 702 R 1 073 215 R 4.99 

PTA -  Station Deck 30 R 9 577 R 986 116 R 8.50 

PTA - Camps Bay 109 R 10 580 R 1 268 204 R 6.22 

PTA - Waterfront 33 R 12 939 R 956 273 R 3.50 

United (UTA) 15 R 2 677 R 635 97 R 6.55 

Vredehoek/Devils Peak (VDPTA) 9 R 23 518 R 1 665 333 R 5.00 

Ysterplaat (YTA) 40 R 2 001 R 406 69 R 5.88 

 

Summary of operational statistics for the six metros   
The table below provides estimates of the key operational indicators of the minibus taxi industry for 

the six largest metros combined.  

 

 
JHB TSH EKU CCT ETH NMB TOTAL 

Operating costs incl profit (Rm)  3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Operating revenue (R m) 3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Operating subsidy (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Fare revenue (R m) 3 550.5  2 053.1  2 473.3  1 596.4  2 820.1  594.2  13 087.6  

Other revenue (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Operating deficit (R m) 0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

Fare revenue as % of operating 

costs 
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Passengers carried per year (m) 447.7  251.2  300.0  190.8  356.7  70.7  1 617.2  

ANNUAL 28% 16% 19% 12% 22% 4% 100% 

Operating expenditure (R m) 7.93  8.17  8.24  8.36  7.91  8.40  8.09  

Fare revenue per passenger carried 

( R ) 
7.93  8.17  8.24  8.36  7.91  8.40  8.09  
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This translates into the following key indicators  

 

 

Demands for subsidisation  
The levels of profitability are driven by the route characteristics as well as the extent to which 

associations and the public authorities are able to control entry into a market and prevent 

overtrading.   Despite attempts at control by route associations the minibus taxi market tends to get 

over saturated with the result that, while beneficial to the users, many minibus taxi businesses are 

barely viable.   

 

The informal and unregulated nature of the minibus taxi sector thus leads to disadvantages such as 

poor working conditions, a poor safety record and, on occasions, destructive competitive.    

 

 The efficiency of the minibus taxi sector and the current scale of operations combined with the 

marginal nature of many individual businesses and the problems arising from lack of regulation is 

resulting in demands to both subsidise the sector beyond the current taxi recapitalisation 

programme, as well as formalise and regulate it more strongly. Subsidisation of the sector is seen by 

some as offering a mechanism to both formalise the sector and strengthen its regulation, and thus 

achieve higher safety levels, better working conditions and better management of competition. 

While better regulation and management of competition could yield very significant positive results, 

there is also a danger that doing so will run the risk of increasing costs with minimal or no 

concomitant improvement in output.  

 

Costs of formalising minibus taxi businesses  

Comparing costs of running a formal and informal minibus taxi business   

This section compares the cost per vehicle of running an informal minibus taxi business with a 

formal, regulated business. The crucial difference would be in driver costs, although there are other 

costs of formalisation that need to be accounted for.  

 

In the comparison the SARPBAC bargaining council minimum wage has been used to make the 

calculation for formal sector wages. However, it is not just the wage level that is significant, but also 

the working hours. Under SARPBAC the spread of hours over which a driver can work in a day is 

limited to 14 hours, and the total hours per week to 45 hours. In the informal sector drivers work 

longer hours and there is effectively no limit on the spread of hours over a day.  This translates into a 

different ratio between vehicles and drivers required to run the business. Compliance with labour 

laws in the formalised industry results in a driver to vehicle ratio of close to 2 (we have assumed 1.8 

in the calculation below), while in the informal sector the ratio is effectively 1.  

 

For the calculations the following assumptions have been made on wages. Note the extent to which 

it is the driver to vehicle ratio that drives costs.    

 

INDICATORS 
Efficiency 

means: 
JHB EKU CCT Average 

Cost per seat km supplied (cents) Minimise 27 17 28 24 

Load factor (% use of seats supplied) Maximise 46% 32% 48% 42% 

Trip length Minimise 18 23 18 20 
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Formal Informal 

Driver to vehicle ratio: 1.8  Driver to vehicle ratio: 1.0 

SARPBAC rates of R7258.00 (basic salary) per driver 

per month plus mandatory benefits 

 Provident Fund:  10% of basic salary 

 13th cheque: 8.33% of basic salary 

 As per SARPBAC, no medical aid provided for 

Results in a total package of R8588 per driver per 

month  

Assumes R5000.00 per month  

 

The formalised business calculations are based on the following assumptions: 

 

 New vehicles at R360 000 per vehicle which last and are paid off over 5 years 

 Fully comprehensive vehicle insurance 

 Passenger liability insurance 

 Adherence to labour laws with respect to conditions of employment for drivers 

 Uniforms 

 Staff transport (which becomes more important where driver scheduling is required in order 

to comply with labour laws)  

 Daily washing of vehicles  

 Proper maintenance regime    

 

Some of the costs estimated here are dependent upon the profitability of the route. The informal 

business described here is based on an assumption of a reasonably profitable route. On less 

profitable routes the cost of the informal business will fall through using older vehicles, reducing 

driver wages, cutting further on maintenance costs, and reducing the mark-up to the owner.  

 

Even in this example there is likely to be contestation over how much is paid in drivers’ and how 
much in profit.   

 

The following table compares the formal and informal business costs based on the assumptions that 

have been made.        

 

ITEM 
Formal Informal 

Cost Assumptions Cost Assumptions 

Capital cost of 

vehicles  

Fixed 

costs 

R360 000 

Assumes a new Toyota 

Quantum lasting for 5 

years and purchased 

over the 5 years   

R240 000 
Assumes a second hand 

Toyota Quantum  

Monthly 

payment per 

vehicle   

R 7788 pm 
Interest at 12%; loan 

repaid over 5 years   
R 5192 pm 

Interest at 12%; loan 

repaid over 5 years. On 

less profitable routes a 

less valuable vehicle 

would be used   

Driver wages  R 15 460 pm 

Assumes driver to 

vehicle ratio of 1.8 per 

vehicle;  

SARPBAC rates  

R5000 pm 

See above; on less 

profitable routes this is 

likely to fall, but on more 

profitable routes could 

rise  

Insurance  R 1350 pm Comprehensive R0.00 Not insured 
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Passenger 

liability 

insurance 

R 300 pm  R0.00 Not insured  

Other staff 

related costs    
R 1050 pm 

Staff transport, 

uniforms, driver 

permits, cleaning 

materials 

R100 pm Driver permit  

Fuel per 

kilometre  

Variable 

costs 

R1.82 per 

km 

Based on R13.00 per 

litre 

R1.82 per 

km 
Based on R13.00 per litre 

Other variable 

costs  

R1.30 per 

km 

Includes, tyres, oil, 

maintenance, repairs 

etc  at sound 

maintenance levels  

R0.52 per 

km 

Informal maintenance 

regime  

Return to 

owner  
A 15% mark up is assumed on the total costs 

 

This translates into the following summarised cost structure giving fixed, variable costs per kilometre 

and mark-up. 

 

COSTS  Formal  Informal  

Fixed costs per month per vehicle (including driver costs) 25948 10292 

Variable  R3.12 per km  R2.34 per km 

15% mark-up added; Rand  value of mark-up of 15% is dependent on kilometres driven  

 

Because of the fixed and variable rates the cost per kilometre will differ as kilometres operated 

change, and do so differentially between the formal and informal businesses. The following table 

indicates  

 the total costs per month for different kilometres run per day,  

 the cost per kilometre that this translates into,  

 the levels of profit per vehicle in each instance, and  

 the percentage by which the formal business costs are higher than the informal costs for 

different kilometres operated per day.  

 

 Formal cost and profit Informal cost and profit 

Percentage 

increase arising 

from 

formalisation 

kilometres 

operated 

per day 

Assumes  

 fixed costs of R25,948 pm 

 variable costs R3.12 p/km 

 15% mark up   

Assumes  

 fixed costs of R11,292 pm 

 variable costs R2.34 p/km 

 15% mark up   

 Total costs 

per month 

R per km Profit  Total costs 

per month 

R per km Profit  

100 kms  R39 169 15.1 R5 109 R18 832 7.2 R2 456 108% 

150 kms R43 833 11.2 R5 717 R22 331 5.7 R2 913 96% 

200 kms R48 498 9.3 R6 326 R25 829 5.0 R3 369 88% 

250 kms  R53 162 8.2 R6 934 R29 327 4.5 R3 825 81% 

300 kms  R57 827 7.4 R7 543 R32 826 4.2 R4 282 76% 

 

Profitable taxi businesses usually run between 150 and 200 kilometres per day. This implies that 

they are running shorter routes but for a fairly extended period. Where they run above 200 kms per 

day it is usually because they are running longer distance routes. In such cases the revenue per 

kilometre is lower.    
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Based on these figures it could be roughly estimated that formalising the minibus taxi industry will 

lead to cost increases of approximately 95%. It could therefore be said that applying formal 

standards to the minibus taxi industry would approximately double costs.   

 

The two graphs below show an informal operator on the left and a formal operator on the right. In 

both cases profitability falls as trip length grows; however the losses are sharper for the formal 

operator.   

 

 

 
 

Cost to the sector of formalising the minibus taxi industry    
It is estimated that the total cost for the six largest metros is approximately R13.1 billion per 

year.  Doubling costs would imply an additional R13.1 billion in the six metros, bringing the total to 

R26.2 billion.   

Minibus taxis in competition with formal buses  

In seeking to establish an appropriate role for minibus taxis within the wider public transport market 

it is important to understand how they compete with other modes. The model that has been 

developed for this project shows the implications of their vehicle size in serving different size 

markets. The following Section shows how they compete with the formal sector within a peaked 

market.      

Competition between minibus taxis and buses in a peaked market   

The suitability of the minibus taxi sector to servicing the off-peak means that when in competition 

with formal services it tends to take a larger proportion of the off-peak market. This gives it a more 

even demand throughout the day, which improves its profitability while increasing the peak to off-

peak differential of its competitors. Where routes are left entirely to the minibus taxi sector this 

advantage dissipates.  

 

The following sections explains this process in more detail.   

 

When they enter a market served by a formal sector supplier, minibus taxis are often able not only 

to fill their vehicles in the peak, which is relatively easy, but also to capture a high proportion of the 

off-peak market. This is because of their flexibility and their small vehicle size which enables them to 

have shorter off-peak headways.  

 

The entry of minibus taxis into a market thus exacerbates the peaking faced by the formal sector 

supplier while resulting in the minibus taxis having a relatively even demand throughout the day. If, 

however, the formal supplier then withdraws from the market the minibus taxis will face the same 

peaked market that the formal supplier initially faced. 
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This is illustrated schematically in the following diagrams 

 

1. The first diagram shows a typical peaked market served by a formal operator.  

 

Time of day 

P
a

ss
e

n
g

e
r 

 v
o

lu
m

e
s

Initial bus or 

train demand

Relatively 

large peak

to base 

 
 

2. The minibus taxis then enter the market, filling their vehicles in the peak and taking a 

substantial portion of the off-peak market because of their shorter headways 
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3. This leaves taxis with a relatively even demand throughout the day 
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4. But exacerbates the peaking of the demand faced by the formal operator.  
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If the formal sector operator then closes its service the minibus taxis then face the same peaked 

market that the formal operator originally served.  

 

Minibus taxis may be better at dealing with the sharper peaking, because of more flexibility in driver 

hours and the fact that their fixed costs are relatively lower than the formal provider. However with 

their smaller vehicle size they may not be able to service the peak market adequately.    

Exploring co-existence between minibus taxis and formal operators  

If potential synergy between the formal and informal industry could be captured the benefits would 

be substantial. This has long been argued by transport economists who sometimes describe this as a 

‘hybrid model’.  
 

However, there appears to have been little success in South Africa or abroad in creating a well 

functioning hybrid service combining the formal and informal operators.         

 

In implementing its first phase of MyCiTi BRT system, Cape Town initially sought to remove all 

minibus taxis from its area of operation to avoid competition. Minibus taxi businesses were valued 

and compensated for giving up their licences, and the proceeds used to capitalize vehicle operating 

companies owned by former minibus taxi operators to run the new MyCiTi vehicle operations.  

 

However it has been found that 

  

 For various reasons not all minibus taxis were able to be removed; some had licences for 

other areas which gave them rights in the Phase 1 area, and others were not willing to take 

the compensation levels offered 

 Some MyCiTi routes have made bigger losses than anticipated, in some cases but not all 

cases because of competition from continued legal and illegal minibus taxi operations  

 Peak demand on some routes results in MyCiTi’s cost to revenue differential worsening if 

the peak demand is fully met.  

 

One option currently being explored by City of Cape Town is to allow minibus taxis to operate in 

competition with its MyCiTi Bus Rapid Transit service on certain feeder routes only during the peak 

period. This reduces the MyCiTi peak fleet requirement and saves costs, while not eroding the 

MyCiTi off-peak demand.  Because of the minibus taxi cost structure and the possibility that they can 
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perform other tasks, such as contract work during off-peaks this may be a viable option for the 

minibus taxi operators. However, it is too early to assess the actual feasibility of this approach.  

Conclusion  

The current Public Transport Strategy and Action Plan envisages the total replacement of the 

informal minibus taxi sector with formal operations.  

 

The costs of providing formal bus services to replace informal services, or formalising the existing 

minibus taxi sector around a medium size business model would be very substantial, and it is not 

clear that it would result in significant additional returns. 

 

Defining an appropriate way forward whereby the roles of the various modes are optimised and 

potential synergies between the formal and informal sector captured is clearly one of the highest 

priorities in the South African public transport sector.  
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Appendix 2: Data considerations and methods of calculation 
Data considerations 

Detailed data on the operations and financing of these public transport services has been 

surprisingly hard to obtain, partly because of the multitude of institutional stakeholders.   

The best and most detailed data, covering all six metropolitan areas, was obtained for the 

conventional bus services (which are services provided by large and well-established private 

companies on contracts issued by provincial governments).  This data was provided by the national 

Department of Transport. However this data does not include the internal financial data of the 

private companies. 

Municipal bus services are generally owned and run by departments or municipal entities of 

metropolitan municipalities (eThekwini represents an exception, as will be explained).  Cape Town 

and Nelson Mandela Bay have no municipal bus services in this sense.  Reasonable financial and 

operational data for these services was obtained from the metro Councils of Johannesburg, Tshwane 

and Ekurhuleni, but it was not possible to obtain clear information on eThekwini’s municipal bus 
services, partly because of complex institutional arrangements within eThekwini, as well as the fact 

of the service is run by a private operator.   

Good quality financial and operational data was obtained from Cape Town and Johannesburg on 

their Bus Rapid Transit services, the first phases of which are already in place.  In the case of the 

other four cities, BRT services are still in various stages of planning and implementation, and no 

operational data is yet available. 

Since minibus taxis operate largely informally, there is considerable uncertainty regarding the 

financial and operational data pertaining to the sector.  This study has drawn data from the public 

transport records issued by metro governments and from other general sources. 

The Gautrain Management Agency provided some financial and operational information on the 

Gautrain but this was unfortunately not sufficiently detailed to permit a full analysis to be 

undertaken.  Once again, the fact that operations are run by a private operator on concession limits 

the availability of data. 

Data from PRASA was received very late in the study and as a result limited the extent to which 

analysis of commuter rail services was possible. Data has very recently now been received and initial 

findings are contained in this version of the paper.  

Data was collected for the financial years 2010/11 to 2012/13.  Data from outside these periods has 

been used where it is available and deepens the analysis.  In general 2012/13 has been used as a 

base year for comparative purposes. 

Methods of calculation 

The analysis conducted for this report which generated the efficiency indicators and other figures 

used in the tables followed the following steps: 

For each metro, for each of the road-based modes of public transport, for the 2012/13 financial year 

(if possible), data was collected on: 

 the number of kilometres travelled: 

 the number of buses operated; 

 the number of seats per bus; 

 the number of passengers conveyed; 

 the distance travelled by passengers, where possible; 

 the fare revenue collected; 

 the capital and operating subsides received, if any; and 
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 total expenditure on the service.  

This data was used to generate the efficiency indicators explained at the beginning of Section 4 (A, 

B/A, and B/C). 

It was necessary to make various assumptions to complete the analysis.  For example, since there 

was no data available on costs and profits for private bus companies and for minibus taxis, fare 

revenue plus subsidies was presumed to be equal to expenditure plus profits: i.e. it was presumed 

that there was no operating deficit.  For municipal bus companies, this restriction was not necessary, 

and it was possible to report operating deficits beyond the published subsidy. 

Furthermore, for minibus taxis it was necessary to extrapolate to the whole metro area from the 

detailed data available only for specific individual routes.  This involved making judgements and 

these results must necessarily be treated with caution.   

Finally, the rail services did not provide sufficiently detailed information to follow the full analysis 

described here and in these cases it was not possible to compare seat-kilometres offered with 

passenger kilometres conveyed in the same way as with the road-based services.  

 

 


