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The Paradox of the Minibus-Taxi 

 

Preface 
 

The minibus-taxi is recognised as the genuine example of black economic empowerment.  

Taxi operators have built a R20bn industry in less than three decades. 

 

But this huge business offers a paradox.  It continually fails to respond to public sector efforts 

to enhance its standards of operation, and the private sector finds it very hard to develop 

sustainable commercial deals with taxi operators. 

 

I have been working in and with the taxi industry for more than 20 years.  This paper argues 

that neither government nor business understands the real nature of this informal sector 

industry.  I describe what motivates the actions of taxi operators and their leadership – and 

what might be done to influence their decisions. 

 

In doing so, I readily acknowledge that there are exceptions to every rule.  I am quite sure, 

however, that what the paper describes is the situation in respect of the taxi industry as a 

whole. 

 

Some criticisms are inevitably implied.  These are personal views, though expressed 

following lengthy experience and what I hope is thoughtful analysis.  None of the comments 

or criticisms is intended to imply bad faith on the part of any group, nor even poor 

judgement.  I rather ascribe most of the problems to a lack of understanding between the 

formal and informal sectors. 

 

References to the taxi representative structures are confined to the Council structure headed 

by the SA National Taxi Council (SANTACO).  There are other pretenders, notably the 

National Taxi Alliance, but SANTACO is the government-recognised body, and the Council 

structure is undoubtedly the only representative and/or negotiating body which acts at 

national, provincial and regional (district) levels. 

 

For simplicity, I have used the term ‘he’ and its equivalents.  I know that there are many 

women taxi owners, some women taxi drivers, and even a few women members of Executive 

Committees; and I apologise to them up front if I have offended their sensitivities. 

 

Paul Browning 

25 July 2006 
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The Paradox of the Minibus-Taxi 

Summary 

 

1. The Nature of the Paradox 

The word ‘paradox’ can be defined as :  

 

“person of opposites: somebody who has qualities that seem to contradict each other.” 

 

By that definition, the paradox of the minibus-taxi industry can be described thus : 

 

On the one hand : 

 

it is rightly regarded as the example par excellence of Broad-Based Black 

Economic Empowerment, having developed almost from scratch a transport 

service whose owners have assets worth  around R20bn and an annual 

turnover of the same amount, and in the process has captured 65% of the 

commuter market. 

 

But on the other hand : 

 

 of its own accord, it has almost completely failed to develop further 

from the position it reached some 15 years ago by diversifying into 

related activities which would increase both assets and income 

 

 while at the same time being 

 

o unwilling to participate in government schemes for integrated 

transport, and 

o unable to participate successfully in private sector projects 

 

both of which would help to increase income and in some cases, assets 

also. 

 

In short, this thrusting example of entrepreneurship has stagnated for the past 15 years, and 

shows no sign of any forward movement. 

 

Why is this?  Why has such a prime example of entrepreneurship failed so spectacularly to 

develop and diversify?  In particular, why has it not taken take advantage of the opportunities 

presented to it by both government and business? 

 

The simple answer is that the taxi operates entirely in the informal sector.  Whether it be the 

street hawker or the taxi owner, its participants represent a single-product business.  They are 

comfortable with what they know  They are especially suspicious of, and resistant to, 

suggestions for change which come from outside. 
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On the other hand, government and business are in the formal sector. Their whole raison 

d’être is change.  It is not surprising that the differences between the two sectors are huge, 

both in practices and, most importantly, in mindset.   

 

Whenever the taxi leadership meets and discusses matters with either government or 

business, the two sides are talking past one another.  A major problem seems to be that they 

do not recognise the fact!   

 

2. The Real Decision-Maker : The Taxi Owner 

 

Entrepreneur or Taxi Operator? 

 

The popular belief is that the taxi owner is an entrepreneur.  Definitions of ‘entrepreneur’ 

emphasise the risk-taking characteristic.   

 

But the taxi owner does not actually see himself as taking a business risk.  He is going into 

very familiar territory which the communal experience has for decades shown is a way to 

make money.   

 

There is a very fiercely demonstrated desire to retain individual ownership of the vehicle.  

This is an obstacle to a transition to the usual kind of formal sector corporate structure , but it 

is critically important to recognise how powerful it is.  The taxi is a means of earning income, 

but it seems also to be a visible symbol of wealth.   

 

Given this, it is hardly surprising that the taxi owner is wary of suggestions by either 

government or business that he should do something different.  The suspicion is not helped 

by the fact that he rarely knows anything other than the barest detail about what is being 

discussed at any level higher than that of his local association. 

 

It is not a great concern to him, though. He is confident that when implementation of new 

systems is imminent in his area or on his route, he and his fellow-owners will know how to 

deal with it.  And one thing he is sure of; no-one will tell him how he should operate his 

vehicle. 

 

Operating and Business Practices 

 

It is really easy to operate a taxi business.  Just get a permit and a vehicle, arrange with your 

unemployed brother-in-law to drive the taxi, and you are in income-earning business. 

 

The owner does not see it as his task to manage the on-the-road operations of his driver and 

vehicle.  The driver makes all the on-the-road decisions, and he does what comes naturally in 

the quest to make as much money as possible.   

 

Here is an extract from a newspaper article : 

“Taxi owners know, without keeping books, how much their drivers could and do 

bring in, the running costs of each vehicle, when to scrap a vehicle and when to fix it. 

Rather, the culture that infuses informal business springs from necessity.  The aim is 

urgent fulfilment of needs, the thinking is immediate, the process hand to mouth.” 
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These and other practices are completely at odds with the planned and integrated systems 

envisaged in the National Land Transport Transition Act 2000 (NLTTA) and Integrated 

Transport Plans – yet if this is where we are starting from, then we must recognise that and 

plan realistically to deal with it. 

 

When we come to consider how the taxi can participate in formal, planned, integrated 

transport systems, it may be very difficult to change the mindset of tens of thousands of 

owner/operators.  It will be even more difficult to equip them with the managerial skills to 

effect the change, especially when a very large number have a salaried job elsewhere. We 

must therefore ask – is it reasonable to try and do so, or is there another path? 

 

3. The Representative Bodies : The Local Association/Regional Council  
 

The local taxi association is the original grouping of operators in an area or on a route.  Local 

associations are in turn grouped into Regional Taxi Councils to correspond with 

district/metropolitan municipalities. 

 

The local association/Regional Council deals primarily with what it sees as threats from 

officialdom or competitors.  There are historical reasons for this but once again, it does not 

engender the optimal circumstances for introducing concepts of change. 

 

A taxi association is today predominantly route-based.  This has brought with it a feeling of 

‘ownership’.  The association feels that it should have the right to decide who can operate on 

the route, and to control the ranks at either end.  The NLTTA makes clear that the Operating 

Licensing Board will decide, in conjunction with the planning authorities, who will get 

licences to operate, and where.  This may be the flashpoint that will bring to a head the 

different approaches of formal sector government and the informal sector taxi industry. 

 

The local association is the only truly democratic grouping in the taxi structures.  Members 

elect the Executive Committee at an Annual General Meeting.  The member generally has a 

strong feeling of allegiance to and support for his association, and this tends to be carried 

through in modified form to the Regional Council 

 

Funding for the local association comes from joining fees and annual fees paid by members, 

supplemented on occasion by income from commercial deals with local suppliers of goods 

and services.   

 

The local association is a major influence on the actual decision-maker (the taxi 

owner/operator).  It is the wish of government to engender more formal-sector attitudes and 

practices in taxi operations.  A very good place to start would be the local association.  It is 

the duty of the provincial Transport Registrar under the NLTTA to “assist in promoting their 

professionalism”.  Those duties should perhaps be undertaken more effectively. 
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4. The Negotiators : The National and Provincial Taxi Councils 

 

The Council Structure and Communications 

 

A major difference between the formal and informal sectors is their respective attitude to 

communications.  Government and business understand the essential need for internal 

communication to management and staff.  The informal sector does not.  Its actual operations 

are only at local level, where messages can be passed on in person. 

 

At the level of national and provincial leadership, there appears to be no conception of a 

strategic two-way communications programme incorporating a variety of media, and applied 

in layers over a period of time to ensure that the message is fully understood and that 

feedback is made and received. 

 

This gives rise to problems in two forms : 

 

 during the process of negotiation, there is inadequate transmission of information 

from the top to the ground, and therefore similarly poor transmission of 

responses/input from the ground 

 

 once agreement has been reached, the implementation plan (if there is one) is rarely 

properly communicated. 

 

The Council Structure and Government 

 

Tom Muofhe, Immediate Past President of the SA National Taxi Council : 

  

“Officialdom does not understand what makes the taxi industry ‘tick’.  It believes that 

taxi operators are just like a smaller, less developed, version of the formal sector bus 

company.   

 

“There are two reasons.  The first is a genuine lack of understanding by government 

officials.  The second, and all too common, is that it serves government planners to 

believe that the informal sector is just a smaller version of the formal sector.   

 

“If government found that it had to accept and acknowledge that the informal sector 

taxi industry is in fact a quite different animal to the formal sector bus company, then 

it would have to face the need for a lengthy and complex process of transition, before 

it could start on the implementation of its integrated commuter transport plans.”  

 

 The Council Structure and Business 

 

The private sector genuinely tries to understand the nature of the taxi industry.  In its attempts 

to enter in to mutually beneficial deals, it spends what must seem to a commercial 

undertaking an inordinate amount of time in discussion with taxi leaders.  But eventually the 

deal is signed.   
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The company goes away and puts into motion its side of the bargain through its chain of 

managerial command and control.  But the taxi leadership has almost no power or influence 

over individual owners about the way they operate their vehicles.  It can only attempt to 

persuade, but the communications capability of the taxi industry structures is limited.  

 

Even if the persuasion were to be successful, implementation usually fails because the 

individual owners do not have (nor do they usually want) managerial control over their 

drivers on the road. 

 

5. The Taxi Industry and the World Cup 
 

The analysis in this paper suggests that the taxi industry may not be able to benefit as it 

anticipates, and as the planners intend and hope, in providing services for World Cup in 2010. 

 

The history of the taxi has been one of resistance to any form of change in its basic pattern of 

operation. If this is where we are starting from, it does not seem likely that the minibus-taxi 

will be able to provide much support for the transport planners as they prepare to meet the 

needs of visitors in 2010.   

 

If that is so, the planners must start very quickly revising their strategies.  They will on the 

one hand need to find additional transport resources, and on the other prepare to deal with a 

very disillusioned and angry taxi industry. 

 

6. Resolving the Paradox : A Possible Model  

 

Given the huge change of both mind-set and methods of operation which will be required of 

the taxi owner/operator, especially in respect of government insistence that it should be part 

of integrated transport systems, it seems inevitable that there will be a need for some form of 

transitional process.  This will take time. 

 

The planners will undoubtedly say :  “no, we can’t wait – our Integrated Transport Plans are 

getting near the stage where they can be implemented, and so we must find quick ways of 

drawing in the taxi operators.”   The whole experience of government relations with the taxi 

industry shows that this is a recipe for disaster.  It will lead to accusations on both sides of ill-

faith, and it may well lead to protest action. 

 

The basis of implementation must be an acceptance that the standards of individual modes 

(rail, bus and taxi) must be improved first before there is any attempt at integration of 

services  

 

In the case of the taxi it is suggested that the solution must be based on these criteria : 

 

 it must be accepted that the process of change in the taxi industry will take time – 

perhaps as long as ten years. 

 no taxi owner must be worse off either in terms of income or wealth, nor must any 

jobs be lost, during or as a consequence of the process of change 

 there must be a guaranteed fall-back position based on the retention of individual 

ownership of the vehicles during the process of change 
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 participation must be voluntary; it is not necessary to wait until every last affected 

operator on a route or in an area agrees to participate 

 there must be a massive communications campaign throughout the process of change. 

 

The process will require two distinct steps : 

 

 government must accept that none of our three modes of land transport is of a 

standard where they can be successfully incorporated into an integrated transport 

system – and therefore start by upgrading and improving the individual modes 

 the upgrading of taxi operations should be aimed at transformation from the informal 

to the formal sectors via the semi-formal sector. 

 

Taxi operators on a route should be encouraged and assisted to form an operating consortium 

to ensure higher standards of operation of their present services, as a stepping stone to 

participation in future integrated services. 

 

The operators would continue to own their vehicles individually, but would cede 

management of the vehicle and driver to a professional manager or management company.  

They would be paid a fee for the use of their vehicle, equal to what they now earn. 

 

The manager would ensure that all legal requirements are complied with.  

 

Government would offer grants to meet the costs of compliance and those of the manager.  

These would be interim development grants - not to be confused with NLTTA subsidy. 

 

However, the operating consortium would be able to undertake contracted subsidised 

services, initially as part of a negotiated contract for the services it already provides.   

 

Over time, the consortium might develop into a joint stock company with today’s taxi owners 

being the shareholders. 

 

The suggested strategy for transition through the semi-formal comprises three overlapping 

phases, each with two programmes : 

 

Phase 1 : Preparation (years 0-3) 

Programmes : 

 initial consultation 

 capacity building 

 

Phase 2 : Operation (years 1-7) 

Programmes : 

 cooperative structure/professional management  

 contracting with planning authority 

 

Phase 3 : Transformation (years 5-10) 

Programmes : 

 company structure 

 competition for tenders 

* * * * * 
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The Paradox of the Minibus-Taxi 

 

1. The Nature of the Paradox 

 

The word ‘paradox’ has a number of possible interpretations.  In the context of this paper, I 

use the following definition :  

 

“person of opposites: somebody who has qualities that seem to contradict each 

other.”(1) 

 

By that definition, the paradox of the minibus-taxi industry can be described thus : 

 

On the one hand : 

 

it is rightly regarded as the example par excellence of Broad-Based Black 

Economic Empowerment, having developed almost from scratch a transport 

service whose owners have assets worth  around R20bn and an annual 

turnover of the same amount, and in the process has captured 65% of the 

commuter market. 

 

But on the other hand : 

 

 of its own accord, it has almost completely failed to develop further 

from the position it reached some 15 years ago by diversifying into 

related activities which would increase both assets and income 

 

 while at the same time being 

 

o unwilling to participate in government schemes for integrated 

transport, and 

o unable to participate successfully in private sector projects 

 

both of which would help to increase income and in some cases, assets 

also. 

 

In short, this thrusting example of entrepreneurship has stagnated for the past 15 years, and 

shows no sign of any forward movement. 

 

Following the legalisation of the 8-seater combi by the Road Transportation Act 1977, taxi 

operations grew rapidly.  It was given a stimulus by the de facto deregulation of the industry 

from 1986 onwards. By the early 1990s it had reached pretty much the size it is today.  It 

should have been poised for diversification into bus operations, tourism, and other similar 

related businesses. 
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With just a few exceptions, it has quite failed to do so.  It has instead been characterised by 

stagnation and, regrettably, violence.  The violence has thankfully diminished in recent years, 

but the independent observer can be forgiven for concluding that there has been no 

improvement in standards of service.  Accidents remain a commonplace, and the view of both 

commuters and other road users is that on-the-road operations continue to be aggressive and 

generally unacceptable. 

 

But both government and the private sector have offered help to re-start the process of 

growth. 

 

For ten years, since the publication of the White Paper on National Transport Policy in 1996, 

government has tried to get the taxi industry to take part in integrated transport systems.  The 

effort has been an almost complete failure, as have been most government efforts to improve 

the standards of taxi operation. 

 

Take, for example, the taxi recapitalisation project.  In essence, this is little more than a ‘new 

lamps for old’ scheme, with a R50 000 incentive bonus thrown in for good measure.  But it 

has been under discussion between government and the taxi leadership for more than seven 

years, and to date, not a single old taxi has been scrapped nor a single new vehicle bought as 

part of the scheme. 

 

Some government initiatives have seen partial success.  Operators and local associations were 

required by the National Land Transport Transition Act 2000 to register with the provincial 

Transport Registrar.  They have generally complied, albeit with some reluctance.  The 

operators are supposed to adhere to a Code of Conduct, though it has to be said that this is 

overwhelmingly honoured in the breach rather than the observance.  But the registration 

process itself did not impact on or affect the way the individual operates his taxi.  Those 

government initiatives which threaten to do so, even if they hold out the prospect of increased 

income, are stubbornly (fearfully?) resisted. 

 

The private sector has tried any number of innovative joint projects.  Many have been aimed 

at using the spare capacity of the taxi during its off-peak periods.  Others have attempted to 

sell products on board the vehicle to the huge captive taxi commuter market using the driver 

as the salesman, while offering a percentage of the sales income to the owner.   Almost none 

of these efforts has been successful.  Whether it be delivering telephone directories or 

attaching half-tonne trailer-loads of bricks for local distribution, or  placing payphones on 

taxis, these imaginative schemes have rarely been sustained; many have not even reached the 

starting line. 

 

The large-scale commercial deals which have been successful have been in connection with 

goods and services which directly relate to taxi operations – vehicles, finance and insurance.  

Other successes have been at local level where the communication chain is simpler – a spares 

dealer offering discounts to members of a local association, for example, or a restaurant 

owner arranging with a driver at the local rank that he will pick up staff every evening.   

 

But those initiatives which require the taxi owner to do something significantly different in 

the way of operational or commercial activity – almost all have failed. 
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Why is this?  Why has such a prime example of entrepreneurship failed so spectacularly to 

develop and diversify, despite the overtures from both government and business? 

 

We can acknowledge that in any walk of life, suggestions for change pose a threat to the 

affected party.  There are also opportunities, but it is in human nature to see more 

immediately the element of threat.  But so strong is the antipathy by the taxi industry to 

almost any form of change, and so complete the inability to implement those changes which 

have apparently been accepted and which offer real benefits, that there must be a deeper 

reason. 

 

The simple answer is that the taxi operates entirely in the informal sector.  This has many 

advantages. The spontaneity that characterises this sector enables it to respond quickly to 

opportunities which appear on the ground.  If ten shacks are erected in a new informal 

settlement one day,and fifty by the next – then by the third day there will be two or three taxis 

offering transport.   

 

That is the strength of the informal sector.  Its limitation is that, be it street hawkers, spaza 

shops, shebeen owners or the taxi industry, it is a single-product business, it stays with what 

it knows, and it is highly suspicious of any attempts from outside parties to move it from its 

comfort zone.  It has little or no experience in longer-term planning. 

 

Government and business, on the other hand, are in the formal sector.   

 

Government develops policies for change.  In more sophisticated societies it might be argued 

that it intervenes too much and is in danger of creating a ‘nanny’ state.  In the South Africa of 

the early 2000s, it most definitely needs to intervene; the population vociferously demands 

that it do so more effectively.  But government needs the governed – including vested 

interests - to be willing to change in accordance with those policies.  In this regard the taxi 

industry has been a deep disappointment to government. 

 

Business depends on growth for its success, and this implies innovation.  It also requires there 

to be plans and programmes for the successful implementation of those innovations, and for 

monitoring and reporting on results.   

 

Business simply does not understand the quite different mind-set of the informal sector, the 

one that says : ‘we do what comes naturally, and we are happy with what we know’.  It is 

even less impressed when it reaches agreement with the taxi leadership for innovative and 

schemes which offer benefits to both parties, only to find that the taxi side cannot deliver on 

its side of the deal. 

 

Tutu Molefe, Chairperson of the Gauteng Provincial Taxi Council, gave this analysis in a 

presentation to a transport conference (2) in Johannesburg in November 2005 : 

 

“Formal sector transport 

 

“Formal sector passenger transport has characteristics of this kind : 

 

 It is planned – there are vehicle schedules, staff duty rosters, maintenance 

programmes, and the like 
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 The operations themselves are managed and supervised so that the plan is adhered 

to 

 In all developed countries, and in many others, all the operations are integrated, 

with easy interchange between one route and another, and between one mode and 

another – for example, between bus and train 

 Services are operated according to schedules  

 There are ticketing systems which allow travel over the whole network and at the 

same time act as a cash control mechanism; and which, as a critical by-product, 

produce management information 

 In general, there are large units of operation – a bus depot, for example, might 

have perhaps 50 buses operating from it.  The vehicles are usually owned by a 

formal entity – a company or similar legal person. 

 A significant characteristic of modern urban transport is that, even where the 

operators themselves are private sector companies, they operate under contract to 

the transport planning authority – and almost always under a subsidy arrangement. 

 

 

“The informal sector taxi 

 

“The minibus-taxi, on the other hand, exhibits these characteristics : 

 

 The operations are demand-responsive – they go where the need manifests itself.  

But because of this, and in contrast to the formal sector, taxi operations can be 

described as 'unplanned', and they are certainly unscheduled. 

 There is minimal management of operations in anything like the formal sense.  

There is a degree of supervision at the ranks by rank marshals, but this is mainly 

intended to regulate passenger queues and ensure that taxis load in their proper 

turn.  The rank marshal will keep a general eye on operations and report any 

developments to the local association.   

 The owner and driver act very much as free agents.  The driver makes decisions 

on almost a minute-by-minute basis as to how he is going to operate so as to make 

the most money.  If the owner wants to withdraw his vehicle to use it for private 

purposes, he does so – he does not have to ask permission. 

 Taxi fares are paid in cash.  There is no ticket system.  There is therefore no cash 

control as it is recognised in the formal sector. 

 For the same reason, there is little or no management information for decision-

making. 

 Individual ownership is fiercely guarded.  Because of this, there is no tendency to 

move towards larger units of operation. The taxi owner’s attitude is : “I own my 

vehicle, I meet all the costs – and I take all the income.  I don’t want any third 

party interfering in this independent status.” 

 It will be obvious from what I have said that there are very few contracts, and 

those that exist are informal agreements to, for example, provide staff transport.  

The taxi operator accordingly has little or no experience of the duties, 

responsibilities and constraints that come with a contract, and which contrast 

directly with his present status as a  “free agent”. 
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 It is also the case that the taxi receives no subsidy.  The bus and rail operators 

together get about R5billion a year.  The taxi gets nothing – but I have to accept 

that the nature of informal sector operations and management does perhaps make 

it difficult for government to involve the taxi in the subsidy system.” 

 

Although Molefe’s analysis was prepared in order to explain the problems of government in 

getting the taxi industry to take part integrated transport systems, it will be clear that the 

different practices described apply equally to relationships between the formal sector of 

business and the informal sector taxi industry. 

 

The differences are huge – and these are just the observable characteristics.  The list of 

comparisons hints at but does not properly describe the equally huge difference in mindsets.  

I will in the next section discuss what these are. 

 

For now, we can note that whenever the taxi leadership meets and discusses matters with 

either government or business, the two sides are talking past one another.  A major problem 

seems to be that they do not recognise the fact!  Or rather, perhaps, they do often have an 

uneasy feeling that this is the case, but cast it out of mind, because to openly acknowledge the 

fact might mean that agreement could not be reached.  And for different reasons, both sides 

are usually keen to reach an agreement. 

 

Most of these discussions take place at national level (eg, recapitalisation) or provincial level 

- for example, the North West Provincial Taxi Council has recently concluded an agreement 

with Caltex.  As has been suggested above, very few of these high-level discussions have 

succeeded either in reaching agreement or, where agreement has been reached, in being 

successfully implemented. 

 

But in the paragraphs above there is also a clue to both the reasons for the failures and the 

possible key to success : 

 

 “Operators and local associations have generally complied with the requirement to 

register with the provincial Transport Registrar.  The registration process itself did not 

impact on or affect the way the individual operates his taxi.” 

 

 “The commercial deals which have been successful have been in connection with 

goods and services which directly relate to taxi operations – vehicles, finance and 

insurance.  Other successes have been at local level – a spares dealer offering 

discounts to members of a local association, for example.” 

 

We can learn from this that, no matter what is decided at a higher level, the real decisions are 

made at the very basic level of the operator and his local association or its modern extension, 

the Regional Taxi Council, and that anything which threatens the way in which the taxi 

owner currently runs his business will be firmly resisted. 

 

So we need to take a very close look at how they think and act.. 
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2. The Real Decision-Maker : The Taxi Owner 

 
Entrepreneur or Taxi Operator? 

 

The popular belief is that the taxi owner is an entrepreneur.  He has taken the decision to risk 

going into business rather than  be unemployed, or be employed in some boring job in an 

office or factory. 

 

Here are two definitions (1) : 

 

entrepreneur   

risk-taking businessperson: somebody who sets up and finances new commercial 

enterprises to make a profit   

 

enterprising  

showing initiative: showing initiative and a willingness to undertake new, often risky 

projects   

 

Both definitions emphasise the risk-taking characteristic of the entrepreneur. And of course, it 

is true that the taxi owner has risked his money by buying (and usually entering into a finance 

agreement for) the vehicle which he will then use to produce income.  

 

But whilst this is the commonly accepted view of the taxi owner, he himself does not actually 

see himself as taking a business risk.  He is going into very familiar territory which the 

communal experience has for decades shown is a way to make money.  He is very unlikely to 

feel the need for a business plan showing the anticipated passenger figures, projected cash 

flow and the like (and neither is the finance house likely to ask him for them). 

 

A Brief History 

 

The story began back in the 1930s when all around the world, even in poor areas, the 

occasional individual was able to buy a second-hand car.  He immediately began to be asked 

for lifts by neighbours who were quite willing to pay him.  Legislation usually required the 

owner to get a  taxi permit, and so the shared-taxi became a commonplace in residential 

areas.  There is anecdotal evidence of a black-dominated Germiston Taxi Association 

operating during the mid-1930s. 

 

The origins of the shared-taxi service thus lay in the purchase of a motor-car by a private 

individual.  It was and remained his car and he continued to use it as such, but it gradually 

became more and more used to convey others for a fee.  It is interesting to note that even 

today, a minibus-taxi owner will refer to his vehicle as ‘my car’ – even when he owns 

several.  This terminology reinforces the description of the origins of the taxi industry, and it 

offers an important clue to the mindset of the owner/operator. 

 

There is a very fiercely demonstrated desire to retain individual ownership of the vehicle.  

This is an obstacle to a transition to the usual kind of formal sector corporate structure , but it 

is critically important to recognise how powerful it is.  The taxi is a means of earning income, 

but it seems also to be a visible symbol of wealth.   
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This trend of the shared-taxi operated by a sedan car accelerated in the period 1940-1960.  

Many older South Africans will still remember the 6-cylinder ‘gas guzzlers’ providing taxi 

services in and around black residential areas in the 1960s, especially as the Group Areas Act 

began to take serious effect.   

 

Initially the services were confined to residential areas.  It was possible to get permits for this, 

because the state-owned railways and the state-subsidised private buses were designed to get 

passengers from the townships to the CBD.  But inevitably and inexorably, pressure mounted 

on the operators to offer a service into town. There were plenty of customers who wanted to 

avoid having to use the buses and trains provided by the apartheid government.  This led to 

conflict with the permit-issuing authorities and the traffic officers.  This in turn made the 

existence of the local taxi association essential – there was strength in numbers. 

 

By the end of the 1960s the growth of the shared taxi had slowed in most developed 

countries.  Increased private car ownership meant that the shared taxi had less attraction, and 

throughout most of Europe and North America integrated urban public transport systems 

were developed (as part of the ‘green revolution’) along with effective enforcement of the 

transport permit regulations.   

 

But in many less developed countries, there continued to be low car ownership, poor public 

transport systems, and inadequate enforcement of permit regulations. The shared-taxi trend 

continued, except that the operators increasingly started to use larger vehicles.  There were 

obvious operating savings, but there was also an increasing demand, as the informal sector 

began to make big inroads into the market of the formal sector bus operators. 

 

We in South Africa are very ready to believe that we have special problems and situations.  

The unique nature of apartheid in the modern world has given a distinctive slant to our 

experience during the process of change and transformation.  It is often said that our minibus-

taxi industry was brought about by apartheid, as operators emerged to provide services for 

people displaced by legislation.   

 

But does this sound familiar? : 

 

“Urban transport services in……(two cities)……show many features similar to most 

cities in the region.  They are an entirely deregulated market, use of second hand 

vehicles by the informal sector, an oversupply of low capacity buses, a high number 

of fatal accidents, and a high contribution to traffic congestion.   

 

“The vehicle owners are not professionals and often have a second occupation, while 

drivers tend to lack the required expertise………   

 

“The (proposed) reforms include the introduction of progressive professionalism, the 

establishment of an independent regulatory body….and the allocation of bus routes 

ion the basis of transport demand.” 

 

The situation described, and the suggested measures for bringing about an improvement, does 

sound extraordinarily familiar.  But……….. 
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“These studies were carried out in Kampala and Accra.  Similar studies were carried 

out in Bamako, Abidjan, Harare and Nairobi, and information from Dakar, Lagos and 

Douala also confirms the need for reforms in the urban transport sector in Sub-

Saharan Africa.” (3) 

 

Similar observations might be made about a number of countries on South America and in 

Asia.  So we are very definitely not alone. 

 

In South Africa, as the demand for the services of the shared-taxi grew, operators started to 

buy and use the 8-seater VW Kombi.  Other minibus manufacturers looked with interest at 

this growing market.  The key to the rapid expansion in this country was the Road 

Transportation Act 1977, which legalised the 8-seater.  Over the next few years (and to the 

horror of the government) the industry grew apace, and the size of the vehicle increased 

almost by force majeure until it reached the current standard of 16 seats. 

 

This increase in the size of vehicle made possible the development of the long-distance taxi 

service.  New associations emerged to look after the interests of operators on these new 

routes. 

 

During all this period of expansion and development, the owner was operating in a comfort 

zone created over a period of some 70 years.  He was not considering opening a small factory 

making widgets, or a dry cleaner shop.  He was not even contemplating diversifying into 

tourism, or providing services to customers living in more affluent areas which had almost no 

public transport (the services to those areas were and still are almost exclusively used by his 

traditional commuter market – this time as maids or gardeners). 

 

The taxi owner was certainly aware that competition was increasing as more and more 

operators appeared on the scene.  Some of them had permits, and the existing operators 

complained that government was ‘issuing permits like confetti’.   

 

They were even more insistent that government should take action against illegal operators 

who did not have a permit.  When after 1994 the new government made it a requirement that 

associations and operators must register with the provincial Transport Registrar, the taxi 

owners and their associations did so with some reluctance, but with the understanding that 

government would respond by cracking down on illegals.  (The fact that government did not 

do so goes some way to explaining the suspicion with which the taxi owner regards 

government  promises.) 

 

So the response of the owner to competition was not to improve his service, or to diversify 

into other markets, but rather to demand protection.  In this way, the 70-year-old normal 

order of things could be restored – that is, that the ownership of a passenger vehicle is a 

guaranteed way of making money. 

 

Given this stance, it is hardly surprising that the taxi owner is wary of suggestions by either 

government or business that he should do something different.  The suspicion is not helped 

by the fact that, so poor are communications in the industry, he rarely knows anything other 

than the barest detail about what is being discussed at any level higher than that of his local 

association or its modern equivalent, the Regional Taxi Council. 
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It is not  a great worry to him, though. He is confident that when push comes to shove, and 

implementation of new systems is imminent in his area or on his route, he will know how to 

deal with it.  And one thing he is sure of; no-one will tell him how he should operate his 

vehicle. 

 

Operating Practices 

 

The brief history above has indicated how and why a particular mindset has become 

entrenched in the ranks of the taxi owners; and that this mindset makes him wary of change, 

even though government is insisting, and the private sector is encouraging him, to do so. 

 

There is another reason why change is difficult.  This is the present informal sector operating 

practices of the taxi industry. 

 

It may be worth briefly recapping the characteristics of the informal sector taxi in the 

comparison by Tutu Molefe quoted in the previous section : 

 

The informal sector taxi 

 

 demand-responsive 

 minimal management of operations 

 free agents.   

 cash 

 no management information.  

 individual ownership 

 no contracts 

 no subsidy 

 

It is really easy to operate a taxi.  The taxi owner may strongly disagree  He may be wrestling 

with falling income because his route has too many operators, a finance house which unfairly 

continues to demand payment even though his vehicle has been off the road for weeks 

because of a damaged crankshaft which he can’t afford to get fixed, a driver who he knows is 

ripping him off – no, the owner is most unlikely to agree.  But as a form of business it is easy.  

Just get permit and a vehicle, arrange with your unemployed brother-in-law to drive the taxi, 

and you are in income-earning business. 

 

Mention of the driver offers the opportunity to say that they make almost all the on-the-road 

decisions.  These include those which affect the matters being discussed at the very highest 

levels.   

 

Take this extract from a story which appeared in the Mail & Guardian on 21 October 2005.  

Government had declared October to be Public Transport Month, and 20 October was 

nominated as ‘car free day’ when drivers were encouraged to leave their cars at home and use 

public transport 

 

The article describes an earlier trip by the author, Justin Pearce, who is one of the few regular 

white users of taxis : 
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“The driver said he was heading into town via Braamfontein, where I know, from past 

experience, that you can jump off and intersect with the minibus route to Auckland 

Park. But he seemed to change his mind. He came through Hillbrow and we spent 10 

minutes wedged between other gridlocked taxis at the intersection of Plein and Twist 

streets before pulling into the Noord Street rank.  

 

”The taxi I needed to catch goes from the Bree Street rank at the opposite end of the 

central business district (CBD). I often walk through town, but not usually at 5.30pm 

on a Friday, and definitely not in a suit.  

 

”By the time I reached Bree Street (still in possession of my wallet and cellphone), I 

felt I was home. Neither the dithering by Bree Street drivers over whether to go to 

Auckland Park or somewhere more profitable, nor the innovative route via Fordsburg 

and Brixton bothered me.” (4) 

 

The driver of the first taxi changed the usual route apparently on a whim, without telling the 

passengers.  The result was that Pearce was unable to make his regular interchange.  At Bree 

Street the drivers were discussing to which destination they could most profitably operate, 

and in the end the taxi he used took an “innovative route”. 

 

All of these things are perfectly natural to the driver, as he does what he does every day – in 

simple terms, what comes naturally in the quest to make as much money as possible.  

Supporters of the free market might argue that the driver undoubtedly served more customers 

as a result, so that they were satisfied and he made more money. 

 

All one can say is that these practices are completely at odds with the planned and integrated 

systems envisaged in the NLTTA and Integrated Transport Plans – yet if this is where we are 

starting from, then we must recognise that and plan realistically to deal with it. 

 

We must also recognise that the owner does not see it as his task to manage the on-the-road 

operations of his driver and vehicle.  Neither does his driver welcome the prospect, remote 

though it may be. 

 

Draft legislation in the late 1980s contemplated introducing what it called the ‘operator 

dimension’.  The owner of a transport business would be considered as being liable for the 

indiscretions of his driver. 

 

This came as no surprise to formal sector transport businesses, who already recognised that 

they were responsible for the actions of their employees whether they were stacking crates in 

the loading bay or driving the vehicle 600kms away on the N1.  But among taxi operators it 

caused a combination of outrage and bemusement.  “How can I be expected to control my 

driver when he is out of my sight?” was the exasperated cry.   

 

We should remember this when we come to consider how the taxi can participate in formal, 

planned, integrated transport systems.  It may be very difficult to change the mindset of tens 

of thousands of owner/operators.  It will be even more difficult to equip them with the 

managerial skills to effect the change, especially when a very large number have a salaried 

job elsewhere. 
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Business Practices 

 

In an article in Business Day on 7 April 2006, I mentioned the Taxi Industry Sectoral 

Determination issued by the Department of Labour a year earlier.  This obliged taxi owners to 

pay minimum wages, prescribed minimum amounts of annual and other leave and required 

the preparation of written particulars of employment, together with a raft of other 

regulations : 

 

“If, a year later, there is a taxi operator who is conforming to all of these stipulations, 

then he or she is the exception who proves the rule. The rule is that, in the informal 

sector of the economy, traders obey of their own volition only those rules they see to 

be of benefit to them.”(5) 

 

This theme was expanded by Barrie Terblanche in further article in Business Day, this time 

on 19 April 2006 : 

“Taxi owners know, without keeping books, how much their drivers could and do 

bring in, the running costs of each vehicle, when to scrap a vehicle and when to fix it.  

“Rather, the culture that infuses informal business springs from necessity.  The aim is 

urgent fulfilment of needs, the thinking is immediate, the process hand to mouth. 

Investing in formal systems such as record keeping and accounts takes immense effort 

because of low levels of formal education, and holds only vague, long-term 

benefits.” (6) 

This lack of management information has two consequences for strategies to introduce 

change to the taxi industry : 

 

 the taxi operator is unable to calculate the claimed benefits to him of the proposed 

changes, and not readily able to understand the benefits as calculated by others – this 

uncertainty ensures that the ‘threat’ element of change well outweighs the 

‘opportunity’ aspect 

 

 he will usually be unable to participate in the change without significant upgrading of 

his systems/business practices (eg, electronic ticketing systems in integrated transport 

schemes), and these new systems and practices in themselves represent a major 

challenge, quite apart from any change to methods of transport operation. 

 

A fundamental question which arises from this analysis is – even if it were possible to change 

the mindset, operating practices and business practices of 30 000 or more individual 

owner/operators – is it realistic to consider trying to do so? 

 

We consider this conundrum in the final section of this paper.  For now though, we should 

look at the individual-in-association, and consider the role and influence of the local taxi 

association and its more recent extension, the Regional Council. 
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3. The Representative Bodies : The Local Association/Regional Council 
 

The association of individuals with a common interest is the most natural thing in the world.  

Whether they be rose growers or taxi owners, they find a comfort and benefit in getting 

together at intervals to discuss matters of mutual interest. 

 

The difference between the rose growers group and the taxi association is that while the 

former will tend to discuss ways in which they can improve what they are doing, the 

members of a taxi association will be more likely to talk about threats from officialdom or 

competitors.   

 

There are historical reasons for this (and the same tendency may be found in, for example, a 

residents association) but once again, it does not engender the optimal circumstances for 

introducing concepts of change. 

 

The local association is today sometimes called the ‘primary’ association.  This is mainly to 

show that it is the basis for higher level representative structures.  It is also true that, whereas 

many years ago, a taxi association would have been based on a geographical area, they are 

today predominantly route-based.   

 

That transition has brought with it a feeling of ‘ownership’ of its route by an association.  It 

feels that it should have the right to decide who can operate on the route, and to control the 

ranks at either end.  This has always been a source of potential conflict between the 

association and the permit authorities, but is about to become acute as the NLTTA is 

gradually implemented.   

 

The Act makes clear that the Operating Licensing Board will decide, in conjunction with the 

planning authorities, who will get licences to operate, and where.  The Department of 

Transport has threatened legislation to enforce these provisions of the Act.  The observer may 

feel that this is the flashpoint that will bring to a head the different approaches of formal 

sector government and the informal sector taxi industry. 

 

The local association is the only truly democratic grouping in the taxi structures.  Members 

elect the Executive Committee at an Annual General Meeting.  The Regional, Provincial and 

National Councils are elected by delegate conferences.   

 

So the member generally has a strong feeling of allegiance to and support for his association, 

and this tends to be carried through in modified form to the Regional Council (the grouping 

of local associations within a district or metropolitan municipality.)  At the Regional Council 

level there can, of course, be tensions between associations from different areas or ethnic 

groupings, especially where there has been a dispute over routes.  But generally the 

individual operator continues to feel a reasonable affinity with the Regional Council and its 

Executive Committee members, in a way that does not apply to the Provincial and National 

Council bodies.  These are seen as aloof and remote, a picture which is not helped by the poor 

standard of communications from those exalted levels. 
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Funding for the local association comes from joining fees and annual fees paid by members, 

supplemented on occasion by income from commercial deals with local suppliers of goods 

and services.  The member fees should not be confused with the fees sometimes demanded by 

‘mother bodies’; these are often very high, and in practice can be thought of as protection 

money.   

 

In the 1980s and 1990s, associations were often racked by disputes over how the funds were 

handled. There were regular accusations that the office-bearers were enriching themselves 

from the funds, or in other ways misusing the money given to the association by the 

members. 

 

That seems to happen less frequently these days.  This may be because associations are 

required by their Constitution (mandated by the provincial Transport Registrar) to prepare 

audited accounts and present these at the Annual General Meeting.   

 

Not all do so, it seems. In his budget speech of 19 April 2005, Western Cape Transport MEC 

Mcebisi Skwatsha acknowledged that only : 

 

“…….. a total of 60% of Minibus Taxi Associations held their Annual General 

Meetings and 40% submitted financial reports for the 2004 Financial Year. This is a 

great improvement as compared to previous years.” 

 

So 40 per cent of associations in the province did not even hold an Annual General Meeting, 

and no less than 60 per cent did not submit financial reports.  And the situation is regarded as 

being “a great improvement as compared to previous years”. 

 

The association’s Constitution contains provisions for disciplinary proceedings for 

contraventions of the Code of Conduct which is appended to the Constitution.  It might be 

thought that this offers the opportunity to enhance the standards of operation by bringing 

charges against drivers who are reported to have transgressed either the traffic laws or he 

duty of care and courtesy to the public.  Yet it seems that the disciplinary proceedings are 

most often used to deal with operator members who have in some way gone against the 

agreed modus operandi of the association – joining a second association, for example, in 

order to use another route.  On-the-road infringements are dealt with (if at all) as the 

exception which proves the rule. 

 

If it is true that the local association is a major influence on the actual decision-maker (the 

taxi owner/operator), and it is the wish of government to engender more formal-sector 

attitudes and practices in taxi operations, then a very good place to start would be the local 

association.  The many provisions of the association Constitution are honoured more in the 

breach than the observance.  In keeping with what we have already said about the general 

practices of the informal sector, those clauses which seem most relevant to the immediate 

needs of the association (maintaining good order and discipline among members) are used; 

the others are largely ignored. 

 

It is the duty of the provincial Transport Registrar under the NLTTA to “monitor the 

compliance…….of registered associations and their members with their constitutions and the 

Code of Conduct respectively, and assist in promoting their professionalism”(7).  Those 

duties should perhaps be undertaken more conscientiously and effectively. 
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4. The Negotiators : The National and Provincial Taxi Councils 
 

The local association and the Regional Council are essentially representative bodies, rather 

than negotiators.  Their role is to represent the feelings of the operator on the ground.  

 

The opposite is true of the higher-level National and Provincial Councils.  They are of course 

representative bodies.  Government at all levels likes to have a fully representative body, and 

business equally wants to know that if it is discussing a national deal, it is doing so with a 

body that genuinely represents the rank and file. 

 

But in practice, these higher-level bodies are somewhat detached from the field.  There is 

something of a parallel with military operations.  If the local association represents the 

battalion or equivalent unit and the Regional Council the Brigade, the higher level Councils 

take the role of the Division or Corps general staff.  They must be aware of the strengths and 

capabilities of the actual fighting forces, but their role is one of broad planning.  The 

preparation of those plans require negotiations with both government and business. 

 

The Council Structure and Communications 

 

A major difference between the formal and informal sectors is their respective attitude to 

communications.   

 

Government and business understand the essential need for internal communication to 

management and staff.   

 

The informal sector does not.  As we have seen above, individuals at local level see one 

another regularly and thus have the opportunity to discuss matters of current concern.  

Communication is largely by word-of mouth. 

 

A local taxi association acts like that. The current taxi leadership at national and provincial 

level has all emerged from that source.  They seem to have brought with them the same 

feeling and approach – that communication must be on a personal level.  This involves 

regular, time-consuming and expensive meetings at various levels, and occasional 

‘roadshows’ when a particular topic needs to be explained to a wider membership.  

 

There appears to be no conception of a strategic two-way communications programme 

incorporating a variety of media, and applied in layers over a period of time to ensure that the 

message is fully understood and that feedback is made and received. 

 

This gives rise to problems in two forms : 

 

 during the process of negotiation, there is inadequate transmission of information 

from the top to the ground, and therefore similarly poor transmission of 

responses/input from the ground 

 

 once agreement has been reached, the implementation plan is rarely properly 

communicated (this is quite separate from the fact that there may be little from the 

Council side in the way of an implementation plan). 
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The characteristics of the local association show themselves in another way.  At local level 

the elected office-bearers run the association, with perhaps the help of a secretary/office 

assistant.  This is perfectly rational at that level.  It is all that is needed. 

 

But the same practice is adopted at national, provincial and regional levels.  SANTACO is 

the national body which supervises 9 provincial councils, 48 regional councils, and more than 

1 000 local associations.  Yet its activities are carried out almost wholly by the nine elected 

office-bearers, with nominal support from a limited secretarial and clerical staff.  The same 

applies at the provincial and regional levels.   

 

It is scarcely surprising that the structure finds it hard to communicate effectively.  An 

organisation of this size can work effectively only if office-bearers restrict themselves to 

matters of policy and are supported by a professional staff both in the development and the 

implementation of that policy. 

 

The Council Structure and Government 

 

Funding has been available to assist in effective management and communication. Local 

associations meet their costs from member fees, but the higher-level representative Councils 

are supported to one degree or another by government at the respective levels, with some 

additional income from commercial deals with the private sector. 

 

To judge by items in the Department of Transport Budget Vote in recent years, the support 

for SANTACO has been in the order of millions of Rands annually.  It may be that 

government has been remiss in not ensuring that this public money is spent more effectively 

– or it could be just that government anticipated that SANTACO would use it in the same 

way as would a formal sector recipient.  

 

If the latter is the case, we are brought back to the proposition on which this paper is based – 

that the formal sector (in this case, government) simply does not understand the mindset of 

the informal sector. 

 

Tom Muofhe, Immediate Past President of the SA National Taxi Council, recently addressed 

a conference on commuter transport.  Commenting that, relieved of the constraints of office, 

he was able to speak more freely, e said this : 

 

“Officialdom does not understand what makes the taxi industry ‘tick’.  It believes that 

taxi operators are just like a smaller, less developed, version of the formal sector bus 

company.  That is not so, but government actions are based on this belief.   

 

“There are two reasons.  The first is a genuine lack of understanding by government 

officials.  The second, and all too common, is that it serves government planners to 

believe that the informal sector is just a smaller version of the formal sector.  If that is 

so, then all that is needed to bring the taxi industry up to scratch will be a couple of 

training courses, and perhaps some special transitional help in matters such as 

contracting. 
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“But if government found that it had to accept and acknowledge that the informal 

sector taxi industry is in fact a quite different animal to the formal sector bus 

company, then it would have to face the need for a lengthy and complex process of 

transition, before it could start on the implementation of its integrated commuter 

transport plans.” (8) 

 

The National Land Transport Transition Act 2000 required planning authorities (district and 

metropolitan municipalities) to develop Integrated Transport Plans.  The planning process 

started in earnest in 2002.  By now, the plans are getting to the stage where they must soon be 

implemented.  The planning authorities need the taxi operators to fall in with those plans.  

The thought of having to put them on hold for years during “a lengthy and complex process 

of transition” is one that they will find very hard to contemplate. 

 

It is also true that government often fails to carry out its responsibilities effectively.  The 

workings of the provincial Operating Licensing Boards have been chaotic, and those of the 

provincial Transport Registrars little better. 

 

The Council Structure and Business 

 

The private sector genuinely tries to understand the nature of the taxi industry.  In its attempts 

to enter into mutually beneficial deals, it spends what must seem to a commercial undertaking 

an inordinate amount of time in discussion with taxi leaders.  But eventually the deal is 

signed.  The company goes away and puts into motion its side of the bargain through its chain 

of managerial command and control.  The taxi leaders go away and…… and what? 

 

The earlier discussion showed that the taxi leadership, even at local association level, has 

almost no power or influence over individual owners about the way they operate their 

vehicles.  The National Council certainly does not have such powers.  They therefore have no 

authority to implement the agreement. They can only attempt to persuade, but as we have 

seen, the communications capability of the taxi industry structures is limited.  

 

Even if the persuasion were to be successful, implementation usually fails because the 

individual owners do not have (nor do they usually want) managerial control over their 

drivers on the road. 

 

The most recent failure has been the agreement between MTN and SANTACO to put 

cellphones into taxis.  Announced with great fanfare in August 2004, the “Ring’uvaya” 

scheme appears to have sunk without trace.  There are a number of reasons, including the 

high cost per call, but one of them appears to have been that many drivers already allow 

passengers to use their (the driver’s) cellphone for a fee. 

 

M-Tel put a huge amount of effort into the planning and preparation over a period of almost 

two years.  Irene Charnley, commercial director at MTN. was quoted as saying at the launch :  

 

“This initiative will create wealth for the taxi industry, and I am confident that MTN 

Ring'uvaya will become a successful mobile access system for the masses.”  
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SANTACO and MTN would both have signed the deal confident and intending that it would 

work.  But while MTN had the capability to implement its side of the arrangement, the taxi 

leadership apparently could not deliver on its part. 
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5. The Taxi Industry and the World Cup 
 

The analysis above suggests reasons why government finds it difficult to get the taxi industry 

to participate in integrated public transport systems and the private sector cannot achieve 

success with what are apparently win-win projects. 

 

That general point remains with us and will need to be addressed.  But the analysis also 

suggests that the taxi industry may not be able to benefit as it anticipates, and as the planners 

intend and hope, in providing services for World Cup in 2010. 

 

The annual South African Transport Conference took place earlier this month in Pretoria. It 

had the theme: ‘2010 - Will Transport Infrastructure and Systems be Ready?’.  Speakers from 

national and provincial government described their transport plans for the event.  All of them 

emphasised that the minibus-taxi must play a substantial role.   

 

That seems essential and indeed inevitable.  The diverse transport needs of the 500 000 

visitors will require the planners to press into service almost every available vehicle when not 

needed for local commuter travel.  There are in the order of 100 000 minibus-taxis.  

According to government forecasts, 80 per cent of those will by 2010 have been converted to 

safer and more comfortable vehicles under the recapitalisation scheme.  And of course, it is 

important that this prime example of BBBEE should share in the economic bonanza that 

WC2010 is supposed to bring to South Africa. 

 

But will this actually happen?  The history of the taxi has been one of resistance to any form 

of change in its basic pattern of operation – essentially, carrying commuters on unscheduled 

services from townships either to the CBD or on long-distance routes, and supplementing that 

activity by private hires to the same community for funerals and the like. 

 

If this is where we are starting from, is it likely that the minibus-taxi will be able to provide 

much support for the transport planners as they prepare to meet the needs of visitors in 2010?  

The taxi industry is certainly expecting to benefit; there are already rumblings of concern that 

the bulk of the contracts will go to the big bus and coach companies and the car hire firms. 

 

The most likely area of opportunity will be in bringing local supporters to match venues and 

getting them home again.  Based on the German experience, there may also be a need for a 

shuttle service from CBD ‘fan parks’ to the same match venues (though there may be a 

difference between a balmy summer evening in Stuttgart and a cold winter’s night on the 

Highveld).  And of course, when the tournament itself actually takes place, there will be extra 

pickings for many taxi owners, or at least for their drivers. 

 

But it does not seem likely that today’s minibus-taxi operators will be able to provide the 

degree of organisation or standard of service required by the majority of visitors, even 

allowing for the South African dimension which we rightly expect to demonstrate.  It will be 

difficult for the planners to incorporate the taxi into the ‘grand plans’ for the event. 

 

If that is so, the planners must start very quickly revising their strategies.  They will on the 

one hand need to find additional transport resources, and on the other prepare to deal with a 

very disillusioned and angry taxi industry. 
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6. Resolving the Paradox : A Possible Model  
 

It is not the purpose of this paper to describe detailed solutions.  Nor should we try to say to 

the taxi industry what is good for it.  We can, though, suggest to the taxi industry that the 

world is changing around it, that the wish of the democratically-elected government is that 

there should be integrated public transport systems to improve the quality life of the 

community as a whole, and that this wish will in the end prevail over the vested interests of 

any particular stakeholder group. 

 

One option is to do nothing.  The present taxi operators should be allowed to continue as they 

are now, using safer vehicles bought under the recapitalisation scheme.  The attention of the 

planners would be concentrated on improving rail and, especially, bus services.  The taxi 

industry would not be allowed to expand, and extra effort would be put into clamping down 

on illegal operators..  Over time, therefore, the taxi industry would decline.  Passengers 

would increasingly opt for the improved and integrated formal sector services. 

 

A problem with this is that the taxi industry is unlikely to stand idly by while government 

pours money into implementing improvements to its competitors.  The demands for taxi 

subsidy would grow even louder.  Direct action against the bus and rail services certainly 

could not be ruled out. 

 

The fact is that national transport policy does mandate a system of integrated public transport.  

The taxi carries 65% of commuters, and so it must somehow be drawn in.  What the planners 

must guard against is the belief that there is a ‘quick fix’, some form of key that will unlock 

the door to the solution, so that the planning process can get on with what the legislation says 

it must do. 

 

Given where we are starting from – as described in this paper – and the huge change of both 

mind-set and methods of operation which will be required of the taxi owner/operator, it 

seems inevitable that there will be a need for some form of transitional process.  Experience 

suggests that this will have to take place over a period of quite some time, perhaps as long as 

ten years. 

 

The planners will undoubtedly say :  “no, we can’t wait that long – our Integrated Transport 

Plans are getting near the stage where they can be implemented, and so we must find quick 

ways of drawing in the taxi operators.”   The whole experience of government relations with 

the taxi industry shows that this is a recipe for disaster.  It will lead to accusations on both 

sides of ill-faith, and it may well lead to protest action. 

 

It can in any case be argued that ITPs have taken four years so far, and only a few are 

reaching the stage where some implementation is being envisaged.  It is not altogether 

reasonable, though it is perhaps not untypical, for the planners to say that “we can take our 

time, but as soon as we are ready, all the stakeholders must be willing to change to meet the 

needs of our plans”. 

 

The basis of implementation must be an acceptance that the standards of individual modes 

(rail, bus and taxi) must be improved first before there is any attempt at integration of 

services  
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In the case of the taxi it is suggested that the solution must be based on these criteria : 

 

 it must be accepted that the process of change in the taxi industry will take time – 

perhaps as long as ten years. 

 no taxi owner must be worse off either in terms of income or wealth, nor must any 

jobs be lost, during or as a consequence of the process of change 

 there must be a guaranteed fall-back position based on the retention of individual 

ownership of the vehicles during the process of change 

 participation must be voluntary; it is not necessary to wait until every last affected 

operator on a route or in an area agrees to participate 

 there must be a massive communications campaign throughout the process of change. 

 

The process will require two distinct steps : 

 

 government must accept that none of our three modes of land transport is of a 

standard where they can be successfully incorporated into an integrated transport 

system – and therefore start by upgrading and improving the individual modes 

 the upgrading of taxi operations should be aimed at transformation from the informal 

to the formal sectors via the semi-formal sector. 

 

Upgrade Individual Modes 

 

Government should recognise and accept that improving the standards of existing public 

transport operations is a critical first step in the development of integrated transport services. 

The strength of the chain lies in its weakest link. All the bus lanes and all the transport plans 

in the world will not in themselves ensure the provision of quality services. 

 

The national government now owns Metrorail, and it is busy devolving responsibility to 

provinces. This should give the planning authorities at least a platform (no pun intended) 

from which to exert pressure on Metrorail management. 

 

Almost all urban bus services are subsidised. He who pays the piper is usually in a position to 

call the tune. The accompanying ditty should be “let us find out about worldwide best 

practices, and adopt (and where necessary adapt) them”. 

 

The taxi industry should be encouraged and helped to cede management of taxi operations to 

a professional management company. Individuals would continue to own the vehicles, and 

would be paid a fee for the use of them. The management company would ensure that formal-

sector standards of operation were maintained. Its costs can be met from the money 

government currently saves by not subsiding taxi services. 

 

Transformation of the Taxi Industry to the Formal Sector via the Semi-Formal Sector 

 

Taxi operators on a route should be encouraged and assisted to form an operating consortium 

to ensure higher standards of operation of their present services, as a stepping stone to 

participation in future integrated services. 
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The operators would continue to own their vehicles individually, but would cede 

management of the vehicle and driver to a professional manager (or more probably, a 

management company).  They would be paid a fee for the use of their vehicle, equal to what 

they now earn. 

 

The manager would ensure that all legal requirements are complied with : 

 

 fitness of vehicle 

 selection and supervision of drivers 

 SARS 

 Department of Labour 

 NLTTA 

 etc, etc. 

 

Government would offer grants to meet the costs of compliance and those of the manager.  

These would be interim development grants - not to be confused with NLTTA subsidy. 

 

However, the operating consortium would be able to undertake contracted subsidised 

services, initially as part of a negotiated contract for the services it already provides.   

 

Over time, the consortium might develop into a joint stock company with today’s taxi owners 

being the shareholders. 

 

A 10-Year Timescale for the Semi-Formal Stage 

 

The suggested strategy comprises three overlapping phases, each with two programmes : 

 

Phase 1 : Preparation (years 0-3) 

Programmes : 

 initial consultation 

 capacity building 

 

Phase 2 : Operation (years 1-7) 

Programmes : 

 cooperative structure/professional management  

 contracting with planning authority 

 

Phase 3 : Transformation (years 5-10) 

Programmes : 

 company structure 

 competition for tenders 
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