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It was some time ago that 
FleetWatch and its partners 
conducted a Brake & Tyre 
Watch exercise at the Midway 
test centre in KZN and we 
were all hoping that we would 
see improvements when we 
went back at the beginning 
of December. It was not to be 
writes Patrick O’Leary.

A Initiative

         It’s not 
gettIng better 

out there W
hat gave us high hopes 
was than we were 
conducting the exercise 
in broad daylight as 
opposed to throughout 

the night as per the previous two 
occasions. It is well know that the 
‘scabangas’ come out in the dark after 
10.00pm with their rag-tail trucks 
knowing there are a mere handful of 
cops on the road after that time of 
night – in some provinces there are 
none.

Surely then – or so we thought - the 
owners of the trucks driving during the 
day – especially through the province 
of ‘Zero Tolerance’ – would ensure they 
were roadworthy. Not so.

Out of 12 vehicles tested, 11 were 
served with Discontinuation of 
Service notices and were taken off 
the road. That’s a 91,6% failure rate. 
It was horrible, disappointing and 
unacceptable!

What stands out clearly is that there 
is an overall drop in maintenance 
across the board of the trucking 
industry. Why is this? Is it because 

5The holding yard was a hive of 
activity as mechanics repaired some of 
the 11 trucks taken off the road. This 
interlink hauling granite blocks had to 
have countless ‘vrot’ tyres changed.

3Two drivers whose trucks were 
taken off for the road for being 
unroadworthy hug each other in 
delight. “Now we will be safer on the 
road,” they said.

“Now we will be 
safer on the road...”
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more and more operators are skipping 
regular maintenance schedules to keep 
the wheels rolling to satisfy a buoyant 
market? Is it because there is a shortage 
of qualified diesel mechanics in the 
market? What is it?

Whatever the reason, management 
needs to catch a big wake up and 
needs to put the maintenance of trucks 
firmly on the board-room table. I say 
this because it’s not only the smaller, 
little known operations and cross 
border trucks that we are finding faults 
on. This used to be the case. Now, 

however, it’s moved into the arena of 
the bigger, more reputable companies. 
We’ve highlighted one of them in the 
following pages. Another was a Cargo 
Africa Logistics truck, an Imperial 
Logistics company.

We know that many of these 
companies have maintenance policies 
and procedures in place but something 
is going horribly wrong because we 
are talking about long-time faults 
that should easily be picked up in the 
workshops rather than faults which 
manifest on a trip.

If there is one thing FleetWatch and 
its partners would want to emerge 
from this past exercise, it is that 
management – no matter what the 
company size or reputation – takes note 
of what is being seen here and acts on 
it. What we’re seeing in reality and out 
of the boardrooms is not encouraging 
and does not bode well for road safety 
in South Africa.

The trucking industry already has 
a poor public image. We need to take 
action to improve it not to further 
destroy it. q

5Left: The pen shows the big gap between the lining and the drum surface with 
the brake in the ‘on’ position. No brakes here! No maintenance.

5right: The rocker spring retainer bolt is missing and there’s a strong 
possibility of the spring jumping out. Easy to spot so why was it not spotted in the 
workshops? Poor maintenance.

5A common fault - mismatched boosters 
long stroke (left) and short stroke. This will give 
uneven braking on the axle – not good in an 
emergency situation. False economy.

5The air pipe is chaffing through to 
the point where it will eventually spring 
a leak. Easy to spot and fix – so why 
was it not fixed in the workshops. Poor 
maintenance.

5This is what causes bad accidents to 
happen. The missing nut on the brake 
booster will see the booster eventually fall 
off causing the trailer to suddenly stop. 
Easy to see, so why wasn’t it fixed in the 
workshops? Bad maintenance practices.

5No mud flaps, damaged under run bumper, 
spring retainer bolt missing in rear hanger, 
chassis crack at the pipe cross member – and 
this is only the rear. Poor maintenance. More 
likely no maintenance!

5The date sketched in on this sign tells that 
the last time this trailer had its wheel alignment 
checked was in 2002, despite the advice to have 
it checked every 50 000 – 70 000kms. 

5This is very common. The ABS 
cable is not connected. Operators 
please note that by law, all trailers 
manufactured after February 2004 
have to have ABS fitted and it has  
to be working.

5Roland Simonsky, Wabco’s engineer 
for technical support (Team Middle East 
& Africa), attended as a guest. “My 
colleagues and I in Germany are amazed 
at the efforts this project does to get the 
traffic in South Africa safe.”

Maintenance needs boardroom attention



FLEETWATCH would like to thank 
all our partners and their support 
teams for their continued involvement 
in The Brake & Tyre Watch project. 
Without their passion, commitment, 
expertise and funding, this project 
would not have grown to the point 
where it is now requested in different 
areas of our country as people realise 
the incredible need for training of 
traffic officials who need to implement 
the valuable information at ground 
level. To our partners we say: The 
knowledge you impart plays a tangible 
role in saving lives and we thank you 
on behalf of all those who you will 
never meet but who have got home 
safely to their families because of you!

A KeY objective of the Brake & Tyre 
Watch exercises is to train the cops in the 
various provinces to empower them to 
do their jobs better. This takes the form 
of a day’s class room training where our 
partners give lectures on safety critical 
components on trucks and how they 
work. Equally important is how to spot 
the faults on a truck. The role of trucking 
in the economy and the wider role of 
the cops in conducting their tasks is also 
outlined. This is then followed by a day’s 
practical training where trucks are taken 
off the road for inspection. To date, the 
Brake & Tyre Watch team has trained some 
650 cops around the country. Here are 
our trainers at work.

OUR PARTNERS
at Midway, Kwa-Zulu Natal

5Paul nordengen of the South Africa 
Road Federation outlines to the cops the 
higher role they play in society and the 
economy.

5Manie roux, sales and technical 
manger of Jost, tells how a 5th wheel 
works and its importance to on the road 
safety – and what faults to look out for.

5Wolfgang Lehmann, trailer expert, is 
always a big hit with the cops as he tells 
of all things related to trailers – and what 
faults to look for.

5george hartman, sales manager, key 
accounts for BPW Axles spells out how 
axles and brakes work – and what faults to 
look out for.

trAInIng 
the CoPs

5Dave scott, technical correspondent 
for FleetWatch, emphasizes a point on 
the need for effective braking in terms of 
braking distances.

5Keir guild, technical director at Wabco, 
tells how braking systems work and what 
faults to look out for.

The trainers

5Chris barry, MD of HCV, tells how 
important it is to the insurance industry as 
well as the overall economy for the cops 
to do their jobs professionally.

4‘Mother Trucker’ Kathy bell, Head: 
Transport Solutions at Standard Bank 
Vehicle and Asset Finance, tells of the 
scope of the trucking industry in the 
country.
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A Initiative

             grindrod...  
we expect more than this
C’mon

there Is something seriously wrong with the maintenance 
practices at Grindrod Logistics if the evidence presented by one 
of its car carriers at Midway is anything to go by. A number of 
faults were found. Not only did we find chassis cracks but the 
ABS was not working and the state of the shock absorbers was 
horrific. In the absence of an efficient rail service, car carriers 
are playing a vital role in the country but let’s have them in a 
roadworthy and safe condition please. We expected more from 
Grindrod.

3Pics 1-4: These photographs 
show the abysmal condition of the 
shock absorbers on this rig. There 
are no bushes in the shock eye and 
the jolting of the shock is causing the 
bolt to widen the bracket hole making 
it all ineffective (see pic 1). Note too 
the shoddy and ineffective welding in 
pics 2 and 3. In pic 4, the shock is so 
loose that we could easily move it back 
and forward on its holding bolt. What 
were the mechanics thinking? For the 
important role shock absorbers play in 
safety, please read the article on page 
44 in this edition.

4Pics 5-7: The rig arrived full of 
cars which were removed and put on 
a replacement rig sent by Grindrod 
Logistics when this truck was served 
with a Discontinuation of Service 
notice. Time and money wasted in the 
absence of basic maintenance.
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‘Vrot’ tyres 
all round

5Detailing all the damage to the tyres will 
take pages of copy. Note here the flat spot 
down to the wire, the totally flat inner tyre 
on a set of twins and a spare that is useless 
for anything.

5Without the special tool to remove them, 
anti-theft nuts on each wheel had be cut off 
with a cutting torch. More cost and damage. 
Not sure why they were fitted. No-one would 
want to steal those tyres.

5Changing one tyre on a truck is hard enough but when it comes to changing five or 
six on one rig, even the hardiest have to stop for a breather. This truck was not moving 
from the holding yard until all the tyre and other faults had been corrected – and then it 
had to go for retesting. Why could this not have been done under a proper maintenance 
schedule back at the depot? Has anyone seen one of those granite blocks fly off a truck. 
This writer has. It’s deadly.

ALL the pictures on this page relate to 
one truck operated by Fastrak Logistics. 
Mismatched tyres, flat spots down to 
the wire, bald tyres, totally flat tyres - it 
was all there on this one rig which had 
hauled granite blocks for hundreds of 
kilometres before being taken off the 
road. This is an example of how not to 
do trucking. The Bridgestone team were 
amazed – as we all were – at the extent 
of tyre damage. How could this rig have 
been allowed to even leave the depot 
never mind travel on public roads? 
There were other faults as well.



A sorry
mess
MAnY PeoPLe do not believe us when 
we tell them of the state of some of the 
cross-border vehicles we find during our 
Brake & Tyre Watch projects. Perhaps 
these pictures will serve to convince. 
This was a Botswana registered truck 
tractor hauling a Gauteng registered 
interlink driven by a Zimbabwean driver. 
Its load was copper. The whole thing, 
including the tarping and tie-down of 
the load, was a sorry mess. The sign 
on the cab blared out: ‘Managed and 
Operated by ABN Logistics’. Well ABN 
Logistics, you may be operating it but 
you’re certainly not managing it. This 
wreck was taken off the road. 

5The pictures above of the inside of the 
cab tell the story. How can a driver be 
responsible, productive and safe when 
he has to work and live in an ‘office’ like 
this? There is no way he can feel like he 
is valued and his own untidiness adds to 
the huge mess. Surely the OSH Act comes 
into play here. The Editor’s daughter, after 
climbing into the cab, got out and started 
crying softly. “I feel so sorry for the driver. 
They don’t care about him at all,” she 
whispered to me. Her emotion touched 
me. I hope it touches the owners.

5The tarpaulin covering the copper 
load was in a sorry state of disrepair. It 
matched the rest of the rig. Could they not 
see when tarping that those jagged edges 
of the copper would rip the tarp?

3About to drive onto the pit for inspection 
and a brake roller test. We all knew it 
would be bad but no-one expected it to be 
as bad as it was.

5Note the 180 degree swinging door. 
That’s not by design. It’s by neglect.

535 tons of copper at around US$7800/
ton equals US$273 000 or R2,18-million on 
a Botswana wreck that’s not worth R100k…
Eishhhh! Where is the sense of proportion? 
Just greed and wreckless irresponsibility!

5And this is where it ended up. Off the 
road in the holding yard. There are many 
more like this out there.


