No transport of delight!

By Michael Tatalias - Transport Portfolio, SATSA EXCO

The issues surrounding Transport Permits (or Operating Licenses) are an ongoing problem that provides many a Tour Operator with an unnecessary headache. SATSA Chapter meetings often have an agenda item that covers Transport issues, and are likely to have had this appear regularly for a long time. To keep you “up to speed”, here is a short summary of some of the processes that are ongoing under the umbrella of SATSA to try and alleviate transport problems, or even attempt to fix them. These issues will be with us for some time to come, but there are certain governmental initiatives (such as 2010 and ASGISA) that may provide the extra leverage necessary to get (some) things sorted out.

I must state here that all the work that is being done to resolve the transport and permit issues under the banner of SATSA is actually being done by members and on a pro bono basis for the general benefit of all. A big thank you to those involved, as they give up their own time to attend countless meetings and do presentations and spend time coaching and advising officials, in order that the bureaucratic process be made easier to work with. And in the end everyone benefits, not just the people that did the work. By far the most helpful person has been Dave Munton, who is one of only a handful of people (quite literally three or four) in South Africa who truly understand the transport industry. His input in terms of time and knowledge has been utterly invaluable. People with this sort of passion to fix things on a big scale are the true backbone of the Tourism industry.

The problems

Anybody who wants to offer transport for reward ( i .e. get paid to take someone from here to there) has to use vehicles that carry a licence from the government. In the old days this was the Transport Permit but is now called an Operating Licence. The issuing of these Permits/Licences is controlled under the devolved authority of the National Land Transport Transition (NLTTA) Act 22 of 2000. The national authority is the National Department of Transport (NDoT), who lead policy (with regard to the NLTTA or the RTR – Road Traffic Regulations) and provide national direction. In terms of the federal system negotiated back in 1993, the authority to implement

Transport is devolved to the provinces in terms of Chapter 2 and 3 of the NLTTA. Thus each province has its own Provincial Department of Transport and its own Permit Board / Operating License Board (OLB), and they issue the permits to the individual operators who reside within their jurisdiction. The OLB’s are semi-independent from the provincial Departments of Transport with the Boards being composed of supposedly knowledgeable (experience within the transport industry) individuals of standing within that province’s transport industry. All applicants for Operating Licences have to go through a process that finally sees them come before the

Board and plead their case for being granted a Permit/ Operating License. The decision of the board is then implemented by the Administration of the Board, whose staff are employed under the auspices of that provincial Department of Transport.

In terms of the NLTTA, which by its very name indicates that it is a piece of legislation that is leading to a more permanent Act, all the Permit Boards have had to undergo a transition from old Permit to new Operating License Boards. This has meant a massive series of

changes, from re-writing the relevant bits of provincial legislation, to getting all transport operators to go through a transition phase of converting their existing

Permits to Operating Licenses. Remembering that this includes minibus-taxis, metered taxis, tourism and transfers and scholar transport, this has placed undue stress on the Board Administrations, and so far only Western Cape has converted all Permits to Operating

Licenses. 

Most of the other provinces, such as Gauteng have started the process with the minibus-taxi industry, and will convert each sub-sector on a sector by sector basis once they are ready. Thus most provinces have not yet got around to their tourism sub-sectors. In Gauteng SATSA has been involved in the conversion process over the last two years, but this has been stalled due to the minbus-taxi sector not yet being completed.

Provincial woes

The problems come in due to the fact that the NLTTA does not adequately deal with the rapid transition to “private sector-driven” transport. In the old days the old Transport Acts were in place to regulate government transport (and in some cases provide protection for the SA Railways and Harbours from private sector competition), in the form of municipal and provincial transport organisations. The reality is that since the early 1980’s the majority of the transport industry has moved from government to private sector operators; witness the massive rise of the minibus-taxi industry. Tourism related transport is the most private sector-driven as it gets no state subsidies and does not operate on predictable routes, and is driven by a very fluid free market system. It is very difficult to get tourism transport to “fit” within the national legislation as it stands currently. This is the root cause of the many frustrations that face us.
What SATSA is doing

SATSA is involved with trying to get the National Department of Transport (NDoT) officials to recognize tourism transport as a completely different animal from the commuter transport sector. We have been engaging the NDoT for the last few years in conjunction with COASA and SABOA, with not too much success. The issues of ASGISA and 2010 have however given fresh impetus to getting the most senior NDoT officials to start to listen to our ideas and we are hoping to get our inputs into the upcoming NLTTA Amendment Act (imagine that, an amendment to a temporary Act!). If we can get solutions at national level, then we will be better able to deal with the disasters that are occurring at the provincial level. Writing legislation and getting it passed is a very long term process, but we feel that much of what we need to do is already within the various policy documents that led up to the NLTTA, such as the White Paper and the Moving 2000.

Provincial level

At the provincial level most of the problems that face our operators are not the Boards, but the complete failure of the administration sections. The conversion process from Permits to Operating Licenses has completely overwhelmed the administrations, and the process of applying for new permits and renewals can take anywhere up to a year or even longer instead of the prescribed 90 days. This has resulted in the issuing of limited period Temporary Permits to keep operators legal. But this in and of itself is not the solution, as it simply adds to the paperwork crisis facing the administrations; and also means that operators have to go into the Board on a regular basis (often every 14 days) to keep replacing their Temporary Permits.

Another major source of irritation is the regular “losing” of application documents. This also means repeated visits to the Board by the operator to supply documents necessary to get their applications back on track.

Without trotting out all the stories of failure and incompetence that face our members on a daily basis when attempting to keep their Permits/Operating Licenses up to date and legal, we do need to realize that this collapse at the Board (and their administration) level is hamstringing tourism. Tourists need to be moved around, and often the very fluid market opportunities that present themselves require an operator to be able to make confident decisions that often require transport components. If an operator can rely on the required processes taking the legally defined 90 days instead of the vague year or longer, then that operator can sign contracts or deals with confidence. We have had operators that have lost contracts to other destinations when the permits have taken an indefinite period to be processed. This is unacceptable.

SATSA is involved at provincial level (mostly through the chapters) to normalize the relations between Boards (and their administration) and SATSA.

In Gauteng and Western Cape this has resulted in the Board Admninstrators dedicating specific staff to deal with tourism related applications, and to provide regular feedback on the status of applications so that the operators can provide the outstanding documentation or information to keep their applications moving smoothly.

Importance of contacts

This liaison is best done through a central contact at the chapter, so that the Administration and Board staff are not overwhelmed with smaller and personal issues. It also allows SATSA to keep track of the scope of the problem and what is outstanding. The Chapters need to dedicate a committee person to develop a relationship with their local Board and their senior Administrators, so that we are dealing with known personalities rather than amorphous bureaucratic officials. Standing outside “the tent” yelling the odds might make all concerned feel better about the rough treatment they are receiving, but it does precious little to find solutions. Rather get inside “the tent” and work from within. Then keep vigilant, as relationships and solutions are transitory, and can be ignored or lapse if the constant pressure and contact is not kept up.

A rare case that SATSA representatives got involved with was the case of the composition of the Board for the Western Cape OLB, where the then-MEC for Transport appointed a board that met absolutely none of the criteria laid down in the Act. Our SATSA rep joined forces with the other sub-sectors (including minbus-taxis and commuter buses) to form a committee to complain to the provincial and national ministers.

Dave Munton was made vice-chair of this temporary body as everyone recognized that his vast knowledge would prove useful, and this turned out to be correct as they made noisy representation to everyone, including to the parliamentary standing committees. The board has subsequently been cancelled and the process of advertising for new board members has begun all over again, and the previous board (who had been properly “trained” by Dave during their term) has been kept in place for an extended period.

The future

It is not all doom and gloom, but for real progress to be made will require all the transport members in each chapter to work together. For instance, at some point the NLTTA Amendment Act will be heard in each province, and then we need people to stand up and make a case for the logical requirements, and to argue sensibly against the illogical clauses that may be included. SATSA can only be as strong and effective as the members who are willing to work together. Far more is achieved together than on your own.
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