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WWF South Africa’s Policy and Futures Unit undertakes enquiry into the 
possibility of a new economy that advances a sustainable future. The unit 
convenes, investigates, demonstrates and articulates for policymakers, industry 
and other players the importance of lateral and long-term systemic thinking. 
The work of the unit is oriented towards solutions for the future of food, water, 
power and transport, against the backdrop of climate change, urbanisation and 
regional dynamics. The overarching aim is to promote and support a managed 
transition to a resilient future for South Africa’s people and environment. 
The organisation also focuses on natural resources in the areas of marine, 
freshwater, land, species and agriculture.
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National Household Travel Surveys in South Africa have revealed that most transport users place  
affordability above other transport needs.
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INTRODUCTION Most South African cities and 
towns exhibit relatively low levels 
of accessibility and mobility; 
congestion, road crash rates, 

travel times and air pollution are on the rise; 
and cities struggle with inadequate technical, 
institutional and financial capacities (SSATP, 2015).  
At the same time, South Africa is urbanising at a rapid pace, and decision-makers 
face unprecedented challenges in providing basic services and infrastructure. 

This case study is concerned with the provision of one of those basic services,  
public transport, and particularly, whether the public transport services provided  
are appropriate and focus on the stated needs of users. The most commonly cited 
need by users is affordability.

Although this case study focuses on Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) interventions in South 
Africa, it does not look specifically at (proposed) alternatives to BRT systems, or 
critique the impact of these systems as a whole (for such a study, we refer you to 
earlier WWF Low-Carbon Transport work – see Jennings, 2015 and Venter et al, 
2017). Instead, it considers in brief the way in which two major metros in South 
Africa (Johannesburg and Cape Town) have revised their initial full-specification2 
BRT interventions in response to clearer insights about user preferences and stated 
needs, of which the most commonly one is affordability.3 We believe that these 
lessons are valuable for other metros and larger towns in sub-Saharan Africa,  
and developing cities worldwide.

1 Launch address, Southern African Transport Conference, Pretoria, South Africa, 10 July 2017
2 With dedicated rights-of-way (busways), off-board, cashless fare-collection, and platform-level 

boarding.
3	 For	an	exploration	of	demand-side	(user)	subsidies,	refer	to	the	WWF	brief:	Planning	for	financially	

sustainable	public	transport,	wwf.org.za/report/financially_sustainable_public-transport.

‘Government need[s] to rethink the [BRT] system. We 
acknowledge that there are challenges with BRT systems and 
we will review the system‚ look at it and come with the solution 
that will be to the best interest of commuters and government.

South Africa’s Transport Minister Joe Maswanganyi, July 20171
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BACKGROUND: PLANNING  
PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

SERVICES FOR ALL
Like many cities in colonial Africa, public transport 
in South Africa until the early 1990s had a relatively 
singular purpose: getting labour to and from the 
dormitory townships or rural areas to which people 
had been ‘relocated’. The needs of passengers beyond 
commuting were not a priority (Browning, 2014).
At the time, some new rail lines were built, but most of the demand had to  
be met by bus services and, later, paratransit services (such as minibus taxis) 
(Browning, 2014). 

In 1996, South Africa’s first post-apartheid White Paper on National Transport Policy 
outlined a vision for a publicly funded transport system that would put transport 
users’ needs first; provide safe, reliable, effective, efficient and fully integrated 
transport operations to meet the needs of passenger customers ‘at improved 
levels of service and cost’; support government strategies for economic and social 
development; and be environmentally and economically sustainable.

South Africa’s later Public Transport Strategy, in 2007, highlighted the primary need 
for ‘quality public transport [that] will enable South Africans to access (author’s 
emphasis) employment, education, and other essential activities and services’. There 
is consensus in the transport justice literature that the purpose of transportation, 
ultimately, is this provision of access (although there are concerns regarding its 
measurability) (Martens, 2016). The vision of the Public Transport Strategy was 

the radical transformation of public transport service 
delivery from an ‘operator-oriented, low-quality system 
for captive users – to a user-friendly, high-quality 
system for both public transport users and for current 
car users’. The National Land Transport Act 5 of 2009 
again committed the relevant authorities to ‘satisfy’ 
and ‘give due consideration to’ the needs of users.

However, any attempt to understand the needs of 
transport users highlights what is in effect South 
Africa’s two separate transport systems, which reflect 
its extreme Gini coefficient (Bruun et al, 2016). The 
car-owning (‘choice’) users travel on the freeways 

‘Paratransit’ refers to demand-driven, unscheduled 
public transport provided by small operators, 
typically in mini- to medium-sized buses. 
Paratransit accounts for between 50 and 90% of 
passenger trips in sub-Saharan African cities. 
Paratransit is sometimes called ‘informal’,  
but operators are not always informal businesses, 
and they are not necessarily unregulated (Behrens 
et al, 2016). In South Africa the services are known  
as ‘minibus taxis’, in Uganda as ‘matatus’, and in 
Tanzania, ‘dala dalas’.
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where possible, while non-car-owners (‘captive users’4) walk or use the rail, bus or 
paratransit systems. This leaves transport planners and decision-makers with the 
dual goals of: (a) extending transport justice to those who have inadequate transport 
options (Jennings, 2015); and (b) meeting climate mitigation and congestion 
reduction goals, through providing car-competitive public transport that may be 
unaffordable or inaccessible to the captive market. 

Decisions regarding public transport provision of this nature may inevitably involve 
compromises or trade-offs (implicit or explicit) between, variously, improved 
mobility and accessibility for captive users, car-competitive options for choice users, 
and the economic and environmental sustainability also required by South Africa’s 
strategic direction.

4	 Venter	(2016)	defines	‘captivity’	as	the	condition	of	having	only	one	travel	mode	(or	a	subset	of	modes,	
such as public transport).
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The vision for BRT in South Africa was to attract new public transport users (with a car-
competitive service) and improve the quality of service for current public transport users.

Background: Planning public transport services for all
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UNDERSTANDING 
HOUSEHOLD  

TRANSPORT NEEDS 
‘You don’t need to have the best – you need what is appropriate, 
and what works.’

Andrew Boraine, then CEO of the Cape Town Partnership, of the  
2010 FIFA World Cup transport legacy5

The grander public discourse envisions a transport system that is ‘world-class’  
(CCT, 2015) or ‘21st century’.6 Household travel surveys and user interviews, on 
the other hand, identify more nuanced needs, which together might add up to 
an appropriate transport system in line with the 1996 injunction for economic 
sustainability (for a discussion about public transport funding, see WWF brief: 
Planning for financially sustainable public transport7).

In 2014, Statistics South Africa published the findings of its 2013 National 
Household Travel Survey (NHTS), the second of its kind. The analysis reflected 
similar concerns to the first survey, conducted in 2003, and showed that since 2003, 
travel times and walking distances (to taxi ranks and rail stations) had increased, 
and availability of buses and other public transport remained limited. Other user 
concerns were reckless driving; the cost, availability and frequency of public and 
paratransit modes of transport; and ‘crime’. Congestion was a concern in Gauteng 
and the Western Cape, the major urban centres.

5 Andrew Boraine, personal interview, August 2010.
6 Then Transport Minister Sibusiso Ndebele, July 2010, regarding the 2010 FIFA World Cup transport 

legacy.
7	 Available	online	at	wwf.org.za/report/financially_sustainable_public-transport.
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The Rea Vaya station in Johannesburg’s CBD (Commissioner and Ntemi Piliso streets), showing  
its position on the median, and the dedicated busways.

INTRODUCING  
BRT SERVICES IN  

SOUTH AFRICA

In 2007, South Africa’s Public 
Transport Strategy introduced the 
concept of Integrated Rapid Public 
Transport Networks, including 
full-specification Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT) corridors with 
dedicated rights-of-way. 

The intention with these networks was to attend to many of the user needs revealed 
by the National Household Travel Survey (NHTS), and also to achieve a mode shift 
of 20% of car work-trips to public transport networks by 2020 by bringing bus or rail 
(trunk or feeders) to within 1 km of 85% of a metro’s population. 

A decade since BRT inception and the 2009 roll-out of the City of Johannesburg’s 
first system (known as Rea Vaya), the ‘public transport systems being implemented 
under the DOT’s [Department of Transport’s] Integrated Public Transport Network 
(IPTN) programme generally have lower passenger demand, poorer financial 
performance, and higher subsidy requirements than initially hoped’ (Venter, 2016) – 
‘[of which] one cause might be that the systems do not offer sufficiently attractive 
services, given the other alternatives available to potential passengers’.

Although there is an evident need to evaluate the way in which BRT services attend 
to each of the stated needs, that is beyond the scope of this case study. Instead, 
we consider in brief the way in which two cities have revised their initial BRT 
interventions in response to a clearer insight into user needs.
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City of Johannesburg

Rea Vaya (‘We are Going’) was the first BRT service to launch in South Africa, in the 
City of Johannesburg (Gauteng). Conceived as a full-specification, phased service, 
Phase 1A started operating in 2009, linking Soweto to the central city. Operations 
were transferred to paratransit shareholders once compensation had been 
successfully negotiated. 

In 2014, after the partial completion of phases 1A, B and C,8 the City of 
Johannesburg commissioned a study as input into the Integrated Transport Network 
Strategy, to guide further deployment of the BRT and related services (Venter, 2016). 
The study employed advanced state and revealed preference modelling among both 
current and potential BRT users, where the first phases of a BRT network were 
already operational (Venter, 2016). Particularly, the study intended to generate a 
broader understanding of what passengers wanted, and how this might differ across 
user groups (choice and captive users). This survey translated into a significant 
revision of passenger demand forecasts. For example, it revealed that most 
passengers are rarely prepared to pay a premium for shorter travel times, and are 
more sensitive to price changes than speed changes. This has important implications 
for the current BRT paradigm (Venter, 2016), ‘which is heavily oriented towards 
raising travel speeds via segregated bus lanes and fully enclosed stations, yet is 
unable to recover the costs of doing so from the average passenger’.

8 With a total of 48 stations and 10 median key stations currently operating on 59 km of trunk route.

The potential greenhouse gas benefits of BRT systems

Effective public transport systems are one of the most important options 
available for reducing the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from cities. The 
absolute emissions benefit of a public transport system depends on what other 
options it is replacing: where private cars are being replaced, there is a clear 
benefit, as a whole BRT bus emits the equivalent emissions of two or three cars. 
If the passengers from two full minibus taxis are moved into one bus, total 
emissions are reduced by a factor of three. A comparison of the approximate 
emissions per passenger from private cars, minibus taxis and BRT buses over a 
10 km journey is as follows:

Mode of transport Occupancy assumption Emissions over 10 km 
journey (kg CO2e per 
passenger)

Private car  2 1.1

Minibus taxi 14  0.2

BRT bus 28   0.16

In the case where BRT provides transport services to people who did not 
previously have any access to those services, or who moved from walking or 
cycling to motorised transport, there will be an increase in emissions. As shown 
in the table, BRT systems offer an opportunity to provide lower emissions 
mobility services than many of the other motorised transport options. 

Introducing BRT services in South Africa
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At the same time, the survey suggests that there is a market for differentiated 
services, such as express or premium services, for which a higher fare can  
be charged.

In analysing the importance passengers attach to service frequencies, low waiting 
times, short walking distances and high network coverage, Venter (2016) notes that 
‘the minibus taxis tend to get these priorities exactly right, which helps to explain 
their popularity’.

Passengers who make an active choice of BRT above minibus taxis do so largely 
because of BRT’s qualitative advantages: safety, predictability and convenience 
(Venter, 2016) – thus no matter how fast and affordably BRT operates, the service 
will struggle to retain and increase its market share if it does not offer a service that 
is perceived to be of a high quality and standard, Venter (2016) notes.

Furthermore, given the relatively low densities at which BRT currently tends to 
operate in South Africa,9 it might be more appropriate to spend money on increasing 
network coverage and frequencies, and improving the waiting experience with 
adequate shelters, than to invest heavily in a network of segregated busways  
(Venter, 2016).

The City of Johannesburg has taken on board the findings of this work. Instead of 
continuing with its model of replacing minibus taxis with full-specification BRT, 
the authority has designed an Integrated Transport Network with a diverse range 
of interventions and offerings, depending on demand realities and needs. Network 
typologies will be developed according to demand, and these typologies will then 
determine the degree of investment required, the frequency, boarding level, shelter 
and station type, and the right-of-way/level of priority. Vehicle types will vary from 
BRT bus to double-decker bus, standard bus, or minibus taxi (Seftel, 2016).

In September 2017, the City of Johannesburg 
announced that it would be investigating the 
feasibility of the minibus-taxi industry using the 
lanes currently dedicated for Rea Vaya vehicles. Said 
Johannesburg mayor Herman Mashaba: ‘If you look 
at the crucial role that the taxi industry plays … they 
are transporting commuters from far away. Speed is 
crucial. They are part of the public transport network. 
I see no reason why we should not allow them to use 
these lanes.’10 

9 Compared to the exemplar systems in Latin America.
10 www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2017-09-19-taxi-industry-elated-with-proposal-for-it-to-use-

bus-lanes

‘It does not make financial and operational 
sense to erect and run large fully fledged 
stations for low numbers of passengers 
in suburban areas. On the other hand, in 
areas like Thokoza Park, a station is no 
longer big enough to accommodate the 
numbers and an interchange may be  
more suitable.’

Lisa Seftel, Executive Director: Transport,  
City of Johannesburg, South African National 
Transport Conference, July 2016

Introducing BRT services in South Africa
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City of Cape Town

In Cape Town (Western Cape), the local authority set out to develop a full-
specification BRT system in 2007, which was to eventually cover the entire city. 
MyCiTi, as the project is known, was planned in a phased, corridor-based fashion, 
aiming to eventually replace minibus taxis (paratransit). 

The first trunk and feeder services started operating in 2011, as an important climate 
and congestion intervention along the heavily congested corridor to the west of Cape 
Town. Existing bus and paratransit operators were given the opportunity to become 
the operators of MyCiTi, but the transition process and compensation negotiations 
proved to be fraught with difficulties.11 At the same time, the capital and operating 
costs of MyCiTi’s first phase were significantly beyond estimations, and drew the 
ire of, among others, trade union COSATU, which threatened court action to halt 
the project. The claim was that the local authority had spent millions developing in 
middle-class areas at the expense of delivering services to poor areas.

11 For more information in this regard, see Schalekamp & McLachlan (2016).

National Household Travel Surveys in South Africa have revealed that in addition to cost, users are concerned with reckless 
driving by minibus-taxi drivers, the availability and frequency of public transport, and crime. 
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Introducing BRT services in South Africa
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In 2013, the City of Cape Town conducted a household 
travel survey ahead of planning and implementing the 
next phase, in the higher-density and lower-income 
Metro South East, including Khayelitsha and Mitchells 
Plain. The City also used its 2012–2013 Integrated 
Transport Plan (ITP) review as an opportunity to 
consult transport users through an intercept survey,  
to get an idea of key transport issues experienced  
by the users. 

Private vehicle users wished for cheaper fuel and more 
road space (i.e. congestion was a concern). Both current 
public transport users and those who could seldom 
afford transport at all stated a desire for safer, better-
quality and cheaper public transport.

In 2015, the newly constituted Transport Authority for Cape Town commissioned 
a Transport Development Index (TDI), to provide a ‘baseline understanding of the 
state of transport in Cape Town’ (CCT, 2015). No uncertainly could remain regarding 
transport users’ most important need. The TDI revealed that the average direct 
transport cost for the low-income public transport user group was 45% of monthly 
household income, against the internationally accepted norm of between 5 and 10%. 
This user group is significant, constituting about 95% of public transport users  
(CCT, 2015a).

Furthermore, the City announced that it had learnt a number of valuable lessons 
since MyCiTi’s inception (CCT, 2015b), chief of which was that while users value the 
high quality provided by scheduled MyCiTi services, ultimately, flexibility, frequency 
and cost come first – and these are, in many circumstances, best provided by the 
minibus taxis the original BRT service sought to replace, particularly on feeder 
routes (CCT, 2015c).

Thus, instead of replacing minibus taxis, the City of Cape Town is considering a 
new, hybrid BRT model where MyCiTi buses and minibus taxis complement one 
another to provide scheduled and unscheduled services. As Abdul Bassier, director of 
transport regulations at the Transport and Development Agency, City of Cape Town, 
notes, user preferences are important: ‘If the passenger prefers a taxi rather than a 
scheduled bus, let them take a taxi. We should design the system that allows for a 
flexible arrangement on the same route, which ultimately leaves the decision to the 
passenger. Some users might want the benefit of comfort and an automatic ticketing 
system, others might prefer cheaper, unscheduled services. We must run both.’12

12 Abdul Bassier, personal interview, February 2017.

In May 2017 the City of Cape Town announced 
a budget allocation of R6.6 million to subsidise 
MyCiTi trips for unemployed people in Cape Town. 
The City’s Executive Mayor, Patricia de Lille, 
announced in the local Council budget debate 
that ‘many people are giving up looking for work 
because travel costs are a barrier. We want to 
implement this initiative to take away that obstacle 
of travel costs which sometimes prevents people 
from being able to access job opportunities‚’ said 
De Lille. The subsidy will apply to people registered 
on the City’s Expanded Public Works Programme 
job seekers’ database; travel can take place weekly 
between 9:00 and 15:00.

According to the City of Cape Town’s Mayoral 
committee member for Transport and Urban 
Development, Brett Herron, the objective of  
Cape Town’s new hybrid business model is to 
‘use the strengths of the minibus-taxi industry to 
deliver an improved [BRT] service and at a cost 
that is affordable to the City and to commuters’ 
(CCT, 2015b).

Introducing BRT services in South Africa
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KEY MESSAGES
 � South African transportation legislation and policy frameworks 
commit authorities to understanding transport users’ needs, and 
taking these into account when planning systems and services.

 � The ultimate purpose of transportation is to provide access to key 
services and opportunities for social engagement, at reasonable 
cost, in reasonable time and with reasonable ease.

 � A characteristic of responsive public transport planning is 
the ability to change course and revise earlier projections or 
assumptions.

 � Future public transport networks, including BRT, should prioritise 
affordability, good network coverage, customer service, and 
perhaps differentiated price-service combinations – all elements 
that might require a shift away from the current infrastructure-
heavy paradigm (Venter, 2016).

MyCiTi feeder services, such as those provided by these vehicles photographed in Adderley Street, Cape Town,  
could be replaced by minibus taxis operating under a new business model.
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