
One would have thought 
that after the September 
5th Field’s Hill tragedy, 
operators using the N3 
and M13 in the Pinetown/
Kloof  area would have 
ensured their trucks 
were roadworthy. Not 
so! When the FleetWatch
Brake & Tyre Watch 
team descended on the 
Marianhill test centre with 
80 or so cops in training, 
29 of the 41 trucks taken 
off both roads for testing 
failed – some of them 
spectacularly. That’s an 
horrendous 70% failure 
rate writes Patrick O’Leary.

the truck waiting to take someone’s 
life. And it had others with it as the 
rest of the foundation brakes were 
no better. This was death waiting 
to strike. Thank goodness it was 
captured by the Brake & Tyre Watch
snake handlers before it could kill 
anyone.

There were other trucks – 27 
others - with various faults and at 
one stage we had to stop the cops 
from bringing in more trucks as we 
were fast running out of parking 
space in the holding yard.

This is the bloody pits. It really 
is. As mentioned, one really would 
have thought that the Field’s Hill 
accident where a runaway truck 
ploughed into a car and four taxis 
killing 24 people would have acted 
as a wake up call to truck operators 
around the country. Yet here we 
were again - not even two months 
down the line - seeing trucks driving 
under full load with no brakes and 
a host of other faults deeming them 
totally unfi t for use.

What is it about this industry 
that lets some operators put ‘death 
traps’ on our roads? I recently 
commented to a colleague that it is 
becoming more and more diffi cult 
to defend the trucking industry 
in the road safety arena. How the 
heck can you defend an industry 
where 341 of the 491 trucks tested 
in 24 Brake & Tyre Watch events 
have been discontinued and taken 
off the road? That’s a massive 69,5% 
failure rate. It’s horrendous. It’s 
unacceptable.

Up to now, FleetWatch has 
stuck to its original objectives of 
educating the cops in terms of 
truck roadworthiness while at the 
same time, educating operators 
by highlighting common faults 
found. The accent has not been on 
‘exposing’ but rather on ‘educating’. 
Well that is going to change as from 
next year. 

H ow on earth can an 
operator let a truck drive 
down from Johannesburg 
to Durban with no 
functioning brakes? It’s true. 

When asked how he got down Van 
Reenen’s Pass and Town’s Hill, the 
driver said he used his gears. Here 
was another Field’s Hill incident just 
waiting to happen.

OK, so that’s just one. 
Unfortunately not. The next truck 
to come in also had no brakes. And 
this time it was an interlink. Have 
a look at the accompanying pics of 
the gap between the brake shoe and 
the brake drum. We fi tted a pen 
in that gap. Then look at the play 
when the brake shoe was pushed in 
and out - by hand.

Even the late movie legend John 
Wayne – the big-screen cowboy 
who ‘skriked vir niks’ - would have 
galloped away from this Rattler. It 
was a dangerous snake hiding under 

Things are no 
     better since the 
Field’s hill tragedy!

After training – the group of elated 
offi cials with Brake & TyreWatch team.
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Kathy Bell of Standard Bank 
presents the prize to the winner after 
her talk.

Kugendren Gounden of Wabco 
(right) congratulates a winner

Paul Nordengen representing SARF 
presents yet another award.

Training 
day

The fi rst day of theoretical training 
was held at the Pietermaritzburg 
Traffi c Training College attended by 
around 80 or so cops. It turned into 
a day of camaraderie between the 
experts from our partner companies 
who gave the lectures and the 
delegates. It really was a stunning 
and most constructive event with 
the cops being eager to learn and 
absorb the knowledge being passed 
onto them. An atmosphere of fun 
was also generated via the hand-out 
of various prizes after each lecture 
based on questions asked around the 
subject. Well done to our lecturers 
and equally well done to the cops. It 
was all the Right Stuff!!

Praveen Sunderlall of the N3TC Praveen Sunderlall of the N3TC 
acknowledges a winner.

Kylie O’Leary of Kylie O’Leary of K FleetWatch salutes 
in support of the traffi c offi cials

Our resident trailer expert 
Wolfgang Lehmann and a proud 
offi cial.

Nomsa Msimang (left) of Sanral, 
KZN, congratulates a proud recipient.

A room of around 80 traffi c 
offi cials who were there to listen and 
learn from our industry experts.
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Prizes motivate camaraderie – Prizes motivate camaraderie – 
here Stephen Norris of Bridgestone here Stephen Norris of Bridgestone 
presents a prize.



Truck Inspection
MAN Truck & Bus, our manufacturer partner for this exercise, provided an MAN 
TGS 27-440 linked to an Afrit tridem for our ‘good truck’ training of the cops. 
MAN driver trainer Jay Theophilus delighted in explaining the various features of 
the truck while our other partner experts took their teams below and around the 
rig to show them the pertinent components for roadworthy checking out on the 
road using only their knowledge with no equipment required.

 “Hey Wolfgang. Where’s that 
washing machine you promised me.” 
Getting down and dirty is the way 
to go out on the road if you want to 
check trucks properly.

Licence discs off
Yet another truck has its license Yet another truck has its license Y
discs taken off and a Discontinuation 
of Service notice issued. The 
operator then has to fi x the faults 
and resubmit the vehicle for testing 
before it is allowed on the road again.

Firm friend of the team
Accident Specialist Craig Procter-Parker has become 
a fi rm friend of the Brake & Tyre Watch team since 
attending – and helping – at our Worcester event. 
For the KZN event, he donated a full accident 
reconstruction kit to the overall winner of the day’s 
event. Each team leader picked a team winner and the 
fi nalists went into a Q&A session at the end of the day 
where the winner was decided. Thank you Craig, for 
your expert knowledge and for willingly giving of your 
time and expertise in adding more value to the cops as 
well as the Brake & Tyre Watch team and objectives as 
a whole. And once again, FleetWatch extends a huge 
THANK YOU to all our partners who are dedicated to 
making a difference in this industry. Without them, none 
of this would be possible. You are all Super Stars.
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Down 
& dirty!



Some of the faults found
Incorrectly set-up slack adjusters, ABS systems disconnected, 
non-functioning brakes with massive gaps between the 
linings and brake drums, non functioning load sensing valves, 
cracked chassis and bloudraad-bound Suzi hose connections. 
These were just some of the faults found on the rigs tested. 
As Chris Barry of HCV rightfully observes: “The vehicle/rig 
quality between the 70% which fail and the 30% which pass 
is becoming more polarised. The self-compliant companies 
are becoming more and more distant from the others. The 
chasm is widening even more.”

Grand Fail
Note the pen between the brake shoes and the drums 
as well as the in and out movement of the brake shoe 
by hand. No braking capacity at all on this truck.

Downtime costs money
This rig came under the scrutiny of one of our teams, 
was visually inspected and then put on the brake roller 
tester. The trailer failed. It got parked and another 
trailer had to arrive for the load to be transferred for 
the delivery to continue. How much time and money 
is lost to downtime for the sake of maintaining trucks 
and trailer? The forklift operator also has to be paid. It’s 
all money down the drain. When will some operators   
realise that maintaining their trucks is safer and cheaper 
than this?
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Dismal 
results 

for the 
W/Cape

It came at the request 
of Nazir Alli, head 
of SANRAL. 
“Please take 
the FleetWatch 
Brake & Tyre 
Watch team 
to the Hex 
River area in 
the Western 
Cape as we are 
having a lot of 
problems with the 
trucks and buses 
down that way.” It was 
thus we all headed off to 
Worcester to train some 
80 or so cops and check 
out the state of vehicles 
in the area. Alli was right. 
There are problems: Out 
of 21 trucks and two 
buses tested, we failed 
17 of them writes Patrick 
O’Leary.O’Leary.O’Leary

T he Hex River Pass in the 
Western Cape has a stunning 
road travelling through it. 
It’s part of the N1 located 
about 15 kilometres north 

of De Doorns. It has a north and 
south-bound carriageway with steep 
gradients and sharp horizontal curves 
with the downhill section being about 

audience under the leadership 
of Kenny Africa absorbing the 
knowledge being passed on by our 
expert trainers. It was a long day 
for the delegates running from 
8.00am through to 4.30pm but their 
enthusiasm to learn was palpable. It 
was surely one of the top groups of 
cops the Brake & Tyre Watch team 
had yet encountered.

The next day saw the team gather 
at the Worcester test centre where 
the practical training was to be 
conducted. After dividing the cops 
into teams each under the leadership 
of one of our experts from our 
partner companies, the fi rst batch 
of trucks was brought in from the 
road. And the very fi rst one to be 
inspected was a classic fail.

By now, the cops had attended 
the theoretical training as well as 
being led through a roadworthy rig 
provided by GRW Engineering, one 
of our manufacturer partners for 
this particular exercise, as well as 
a Freightliner Argosy provided by 
Freightliner, another of our valued 
partners.

fi ve kms long with an average down 
gradient of 6%.

SANRAL, which manages and 
maintains this road, has put in a 
number of extra safety measures to 
ensure safe travel on this section of 
the N1. These include a compulsory 
stop for heavy vehicles to engage in 
lowest gear and ‘crawl’ down the hill, 
extra street lighting, an arrestor bed, 
and other measures.

However, none of this helps if the 
trucks and buses which drive this 
road are unroadworthy. And many of 
them are! It also doesn’t help if the 
speed limit is ignored as a Roadlink 
bus driver - registration BW51CT 
GP – who we travelled behind on 
the way to Worcester was doing. He 
was going at 120kph. Will Roadlink 
ever make the news for the right 
instead of the wrong reasons?

The theoretical training day went 
off magnifi cently with an attentive 

It came at the request 
of Nazir Alli, head 

problems with the 
trucks and buses fi ve kms long with an average down 

 The group of proud trainees after 
Day Two... empowered!

Brake & 
TyreWatch 

event

23rd



What up to then had been theory 
was now being experienced in 
practise and the cops could not 
believe what they saw. The fi rst rig in 
was an old MACK linked to a tridem 
semi-trailer, both of which were 
suitable for one thing only – the 
scrap heap.

The brakes were faulty, the 
underside of the trailer had 
not being inspected for ages as 
evidenced by the grass growing in 
the chassis cross-beams, different 
sized brake boosters were fi tted on 
the axles – all set incorrectly. The 
only thing new on this truck was one 
shock-absorber. Not sure why that 
was put on as the rest of the rig was 
absolute drek!

Other trucks followed suit and 
it wasn’t long before the yard 
started fi lling up with failed trucks. 
Once again, we saw the absence of 
basic maintenance – faults which 
could easily be avoided if correct 
maintenance procedures had been 
followed. What we also saw - once 
again - was the dire need for strict 
pre-trip inspections to be carried 
out by drivers.

So many faults which render 
vehicles to be unroadworthy can 
easily be spotted - even by an 
untrained eye. If drivers are trained 
in conducting pre-trip inspections, 
many of these faults could be fi xed 
before the vehicle leaves the road. It 
would make a huge difference to the 
roadworthy conditions of trucks.

What has to change here, 
however, if that if such a procedure 
is put into place and the driver 
fi nds faults on his truck, that he has 
the authority to refuse to take the 
vehicle out on the road until the 
faults – especially safety critical faults 
– are fi xed.

Too often we ask drivers why they 
have not reported ‘obvious’ faults 
to the boss. Most say they have but 
are told by the ‘boss’ that if they 
don't drive the truck as it is, they 
will get fi red. What kind of attitude 
is that from the operators? The 
tragedy here is that when an accident 
happens, the driver gets the blame. 

INITIATIVE – WORCESTER, WESTERN CAPEA

DOG OF THE DAY 1st

 The fi rst truck in on the practical test day was an eye-opener for the 
traffi c offi cials. The only thing new on it was one shock absorber. Not sure 
why because everything else was old, shagged and wrong – from the brake 
boosters and slack adjusters through to the growing of grass in the chassis 
cross members. Note the ‘gunk’ draining from the air tank. It should be a mild 
spray of water if done daily. Off the road and may it never return onto the 
road again.

Grass of 
back of 
truck!

42



7 FLEETWATCH  QUARTERLY 3/2013FLEETWATCH  QUARTERLY 3/2013FLEETWATCH

It’s a skewered system that has 
to be corrected in the industry.

Another problem we are facing 
is that diesel mechanics are missing 
so many faults that are blatantly 
obvious. Take the fi tting of the same 
size brake boosters as an example. 
One of the most common faults 
we come across – and Worcester 
was no different - is the fi tting of 
different sized brake boosters to an 
axle.

Long and short stroke brake 
boosters should never be fi tted 
on the same axle yet this seems 
standard practise. It causes 

Then you get those operators who 
don't give two hoots about safe and 
responsible operations. The Brake 
& Tyre Watch team has come across 
trucks with absolutely no brakes to 
talk of – nothing, zilch, nada! Such 
operators should not be in the 
industry. They are a menace and a 
danger on the roads and should be 
taken off the roads.

Section 49 of the Road Traffi c Act 
details the Duties of an Operator 
yet many operators have never read 
this section. Probably never read any 
section of the RTA. Everything gets 
blamed on the driver. It’s wrong. 
Section 50 of the RTA empowers 
a Transport MEC to suspend – or 
even cancel - an Operator’s License. 
This too has never been acted on. 
Why not?

Although Brake & Tyre Watch
primarily concentrates on trucks, 
one of the buses we took off for 
inspection was an outright disgrace – 
starting with being overloaded with 
69 instead of 60 school children. 
Not only did it have a host of faults 
– including failed brakes - but it also 
had photostatted and illegal license 
discs affi xed to it. 

The faults on that sorry excuse 
for a bus were too many to mention 
here but suffi ce to say it was taken 
off the road. The kids each had to 
fi nd their own way home but at least 
they got home alive. They may not 
have if we had not taken them off 
that bus. It burns to think that the 
operator gets a subsidy for carrying 
school kids!! The second bus that 
came in was in an equally dismal 
condition and was also taken off the 
road.

Once again, the Brake & Tyre 
Watch team came away disappointed 
in the trucking industry with our 
only consolation being that we 
left behind a group of empowered 
cops who are now trained to spot 
unroadworthy signs on trucks and 
get those trucks off the road until 
they are fi xed and roadworthy.

FleetWatch once again thanks 
our partners without whom none 
of this would be possible. You are 
making a huge difference to road 
safety and the saving of lives. Thank 
you so much for that – and much 
more. 

imbalanced braking on the left and 
right and can even lead to a jack-
knife situation. Any diesel mechanic 
worth his weight will know this. So 
why are so many not following the 
obvious? This is basic stuff man!

The only conclusion we can come 
to is that either the operator cuts 
the maintenance budget to the bone 
and tells the mechanic to replace 
with whatever part they have in 
stock or to buy the cheapest he 
can fi nd. It’s either that or we have 
a huge skills crisis in the ranks of 
our diesel mechanics. I think it’s a 
combination of the two infl uences.

 Not only overloaded but also totally unroadworthy and displaying a false 
license disc was this bus carrying school children. The faults were just too many 
to go into here but take a look at the inspection sheet for an idea of the list. 
The kids were initially dismayed and disgruntled but when we explained to 
them what we were doing and why the bus had been suspended, they were 
happy to walk home from there. At least they would get home alive.

DOGS OF THE DAY
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More
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