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A Coming of Age – My 21 Years with the Minibus-Taxi
This paper describes my involvement with the minibus-taxi since 1987, when I first became Transport Policy Advisor to the SA Black Taxi Association (SABTA). 
The perceptive reader will observe that 1987 is more than 21 years ago. I have to admit that, like many outsiders, it took me a while to realise the complexity of this informal sector business. It was not until May 1991 that I felt sufficiently informed to publish my first paper on the subject, called simply : “The Black Taxi Industry”. 
That paper was written 21 years ago. It outlined a strategy for the development of the industry and the investment it represented.   The broad nature of my proposed strategy has scarcely changed in anything other than detail in the 21 years since 1991. 
Over that period, I have expanded the strategy in a range of papers. A selection of these papers is included on this web site. This introductory paper briefly describes what each of them had to say, and the circumstances in which many of them were written.               
Background
Since the 1970s, local groups of taxi operators had formed local associations. In 1983 with the help of the Shell oil company, SABTA became the first national representative body for local associations.  In 1987 I became Transport Policy Advisor to SABTA. 
At that time my view of the taxi industry was coloured by the outlook of bodies such as the Free Market Foundation. The industry appeared to be the epitome of private enterprise, meeting the needs of a market which had been neglected by the state-owned or supported rail and bus transport providers. It seemed that with some guidance, this spirit of enterprise could be harnessed to help move taxi operators into a range of different transport services, and eventually into other investments.
This was very much in keeping with a theme of the time, that of Black Economic Empowerment. The concept of BEE was promoted by government and its opponents alike – but it clearly meant different things to different people and groups, and since there was no definition of the term there were few practical policies or programmes for its achievement.
The realisation of the vague nature of the BEE concept led me in 1989 to publish my book ‘Black Economic Empowerment : Shaping South African Business for the 21st Century’. (It’s long been out of print, although copies are available in places such as university libraries.) The book considered the taxi industry as an example of what might be possible, and what would be needed for BEE to be achieved. 

I used the book to point to the reality of the taxi industry. This was that it comprised thousands of individuals who knew little of the way the larger economy worked, and who were each committed to the individual business which they owned and understood. They were very suspicious of suggestions that they should combine their business with others - and yet this would be essential if the taxi industry was to move from its basic bread-and-butter existence into genuine Black Economic Empowerment.
This became even more apparent when, after 1994, the new government began to develop proposals for integrated public transport systems. These required the taxi services - or, as became the case later, its investments - to become a part of the integrated systems. There was a huge gap between the informal taxi operations and the shiny formal sector services envisaged by government planners. This gap still exists, and it has been a major reason why development of integrated public transport services has been so slow.
In 1991 I began to write about the need for change in the taxi industry, using a variety of platforms. This web site contains a representative selection of my papers. This section summarises what each had to say and, I hope, demonstrates a consistency of thought over these past two decades. 
May 1991 : ‘The Black Taxi Industry’
In April 1990 I was standing next to Brand Pretorius, then Managing Director of the Toyota Marketing Company, at the Taxi Driver of the Year competition finals being held at Kyalami. The competition was sponsored annually by Toyota. I mentioned to Brand that although SABTA was grateful for the sponsorship, nothing seemed to be being offered in the way of training for taxi owners.
He agreed, and a few weeks later I entered into an agreement by which Toyota would fund me for a period to come up with a training programme for taxi owners.
I developed an outline course, and persuaded members of the Executive Committee of the Pretoria United Taxi Association (PUTA) to act as guinea pigs. 
Within a very short while I came to realise that no matter how much a taxi owner was an entrepreneur, that did not in itself mean that he or she was a budding business person in the formal sense. They had grasped a market opportunity provided by the poor level of service (and attitude) of the government-subsidised bus and train operations. But it was largely a matter of ‘doing what comes naturally’ – buy a combi, get a permit, run the taxi along commuter routes, people will get on and pay money, and after paying operating costs and finance charges, the rest is profit.
The PUTA Exco members were very patient and tolerant with my enthusiasm, but it was clear that they were simply not interested in moving out of what people like me would tend to call their comfort zone.

And yet by 1991 the terms of trade were beginning to move against the taxi industry. The Rand was weak and this made vehicle imports from Japan more expensive. In the mid-1980s the Botha government had adopted a general policy of deregulation of the transport industry; the result, according to taxi leaders such as SABTA President James Ngcoya, was that taxi permits were ‘being issued like confetti’.
Two possibilities suggested themselves. One, vociferously argued by the industry itself, was that the bus subsidy should be extended to taxis. The other, quietly promoted by me, was that taxi owners should move into new areas of the transport business, and subsequently diversify into other investments. This would have been fully in keeping with the idea of Black Economic Empowerment.
The problem was that such developments were either very difficult or even impossible whilst the industry was comprised of tens of thousands of individual businesspeople, each jealously guarding his or her own patch of turf, and suspicious of any sort of combination with others where they might be taken for a ride. This structure also obviously made it impossible for government to extend its bus subsidy to taxis, even if it had wanted to.
The result of this research was my 1991 paper “The Black Taxi” (that is what we called it then) published by the Taxi Business Group. It describes a model for change in the taxi industry which is, in all its essentials, what I still recommend today, 21 years later. The Synopsis of the paper includes this :
“The taxi is the largest black business. Taxi owners are currently experiencing severe financial difficulties. The industry must move rapidly to introduce more effective management practices and to develop new markets and services. The changes [will] involve a restructuring of the industry as part of the broader restructuring of the economy. 
“[The author] has evolved a model in which taxi associations will assist their members to form cooperatives. The ideal end-state is the formal sector company. The results will include a better standard of disciplined operations, higher net income from existing operations, and the development of new profitable areas of business including contracts with both public and private sectors. The process is designed t become self-financing, but the pilot scheme will require to be funded from external sources.”
That was written 21 years ago.
April 1995 : “The Taxi Industry and the Reconstruction and Development Programme
The Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) was published by the ANC early in 1994. It was in effect its manifesto for the national elections which took place on 27 April 1994. 
The new government had a gigantic task on its hands, and much of its early activity concentrated merely on the business of governance. But a year later, in April 1995, it seemed worth looking at what the RDP had to say about passenger transport in general and the taxi industry in particular. I therefore wrote this paper, again for the Taxi Business Group, to review the RDP statements on these matters, and to offer suggestions as to how the policies might be implemented. The paper had the sub-title ‘Coordination, Integration and Regulation’.
An election manifesto of 1994 may perhaps not have too much relevance to the situation almost 20 years later, and it would be wrong to point fingers at government for having perhaps failed to achieve all that it promised in those hopeful days of the new democratic Republic. Nonetheless, it is interesting and instructive to review what was said back then.

September 1999 : 
“South African Land Passenger Transport Policy : 
Transformation through Competition and Ownership”
After World War II governments in developed countries around the world encouraged ownership of the private car. It was seen as a tangible sign of prosperity. By the 1960s, the effect was being seen in congested urban roads. The emphasis accordingly shifted to the promotion of public transport; essential elements were municipal ownership and operating subsidy.
By the 1980s there was serious concern about both standards of service and escalating demands for financial support. A new policy became favoured – that of competitive tendering. This, it was thought, would bring in private sector expertise and at the same time offer the best value for money. But this new policy brought its own challenges.
In 1989 the international Thredbo series of conferences on Competition and Ownership in Public Passenger Transport was established. The focus is on determining the effects of different forms of competition, ownership and organisation for landbased passenger transport on operators, users, governments / funders and society as a whole.
A Thredbo conference has been held every second year since then, in countries as far apart as Finland and Brazil. The 1999 event was held in South Africa, in Cape Town. Together with Dr Meshack Khosa, then an Executive Director at the HSRC, I presented this paper to the conference.
The paper argued that In South Africa, the international themes of competition and ownership are subject to another consideration - the need to redress the imbalances caused by the policies of previous governments. The process is generally called “Transformation”. 
The paper concentrated on economic transformation, and suggested that the land transport policy published in 1996 could play a significant role. 
The basis of the new policy was that of competition, primarily “for the road rather than on the road”. Contracts would be offered on tender by transport authorities. This, we suggested, clearly provided an opportunity for affirmative action. However, if not carefully handled, the process could lead to the previously disadvantaged being left at an even greater disadvantage. 
The paper concentrated mainly on the informal minibus-taxi because that industry represented significant existing black investment in the economy. Because of this, it was argued, the land passenger transport sector began the process of economic transformation with a head start. The paper outlined the elements of a transformation programme.
 
July 2001 : “Wealth on Wheels?
The Minibus-Taxi, Economic Empowerment and the new Passenger Transport Policy”
This paper was presented at the SA Transport Conference held in Pretoria in July 2001. 
The public transport proposals in the 1996 White Paper on Land Transport Policy were about to be enacted into legislation in the form of the National Land Transport Transition Act. As had been shown in the 1999 Thredbo paper, the basic principle was that services would be planned by transport authorities and allocated to operators through a process of competitive tendering. 
The new transport policy would not succeed unless the minibus-taxi was incorporated. However, the essence of the new policy was that of planned and integrated services. Taxi operations are very much informal, unscheduled, and relatively unplanned. Combining these two extremes would require a complex and sensitive approach.
In particular, taxi operations are characterised by "turf wars". One aim of the legislation was to minimise conflict by registering operators according to the route(s) which they are entitled to operate. The paper argued that a policy of competitive contracting might simply nullify the effects of this regulatory strategy, and possibly exacerbate an existing volatile situation.

May 2005 : “The Minibus-Taxi in Planned and Integrated Transport Systems”
This paper was presented at a privately-arranged conference on Integrated Transport Planning, held in Randburg.
In 2005 it had become clear that many aspects of the 2001 NLTTA were taking a long time to implement. Only one transport authority (in Durban) had been formed. The competitive tenders had not been developed. 
What had happened was that the taxi industry had been required to register their associations and that body’s members. A new leadership body, the SA National Taxi Council (SANTACO) had been formed in September 2001 with the support of government. SANTACO had advised the industry at local level to comply with the registration because it would trigger the quid pro quo of access to public transport subsidy. 
Government policy envisaged two types of subsidy – a capital subsidy in the form of a recapitalisation grant and an operating subsidy for the provision of services. By 2005, neither of these had materialised for the taxi industry. (The recapitalisation scheme did eventually get going in 2006.)
In June 2004 newly-appointed Transport Minister Jeff Radebe had drawn attention to the "mismatch" of the present situation where :
	the whole of the government's R4,7bn subsidy went to the bus and rail operators who together carried only 35 per cent of commuters; but
	the 65 per cent of commuters who travelled by taxi got no benefit from government subsidy. 

However, by late-2004, not only had there been no statement about the results of the review, but the whole tone had changed. In November of that year, Minister Radebe gave an extensive interview to the Johannesburg Sunday Times in which he was quoted as saying this :
"Radebe said part of the overhaul of the public transport system was a review of the subsidy scheme. In a first for South Africa’s transport industry, taxi operators would form consortia to tender for routes in competition with bus operators."
The term ‘consortia’ was interesting. It suggested that government was not trying to dictate the form of corporate entity. The two possibilities being discussed at that time were the cooperative and the company. The important point was the clear recognition that unless there were some kind of combination of operators, it simply would not be possible for the taxi industry to benefit from public transport subsidy.
The other area of concern was the continued emphasis by government on competitive tendering. The paper again warned that this would not be possible in the first stage of transition. It described a model for an Interim Taxi Contract (ITC).


July 2006 : “The Paradox of the Minibus-Taxi”
This paper was presented to a meeting of the Pretoria Section of the Chartered Institute of Transport and Logistics in SA (CILTSA).
By mid-2006 government policy was being developed on the basis of Integrated Rapid Public Transport Networks (IRPTNs) with Bus Rapid Transit as the core. (By November a draft strategy was being workshopped, and the strategy itself was approved by Cabinet early in 2007.)
As had been the policy since the 1996 White Paper, government accepted that the taxi owners must play a role in these new integrated systems. But there seemed to be no realisation of the huge scale of the change management needed to move the taxi industry from its present informal structure and operations to the world-class systems envisaged in the strategy.
This paper was my attempt to describe, from my (by then) nearly two decades experience of how the industry works and thinks. I used the term ‘Paradox’ to illustrate the difference between the entrepreneur and the business person, and to illustrate that, unless there was a transformation programme, the new IRPTN strategy would be very difficult to implement.
I described a possible model for a transformation programme. It included this :
“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.”

 
Coming soon : “The Minibus-Taxi Industry in 2012”
This paper will be published on 2 August, to coincide with a meeting in Johannesburg of the Transport Forum*, at which eminent speakers including Gauteng MEC Ismail Vadi will present their views on developments in public transport.
The paper will consider the needs of the IRPTN strategy, but will argue that there are three distinct forms of taxi operation :
	urban
	rural, including smaller towns
	long-distance.

It will be suggested that the way in which each should be tackled is different, and legislation which applies to each must be used in an appropriate way.
 
 


