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11 trucks 
tested...
7 failed
Ermelo is no 
different

T
he heading to this article says it all – 
‘Ermelo is no different’. This refers 
to the fact that no matter where the 
Brake & Tyre Watch team goes in the 
country to train cops and test trucks, 
the results are always dismal. So let’s 
look at the bigger picture, not just 
this one exercise in isolation writes 
Patrick O’Leary.

The lack of maintenance on trucks is now a 
‘cancer’ that is eating away at the life of a large 
sector of the trucking industry – and killing many 
who share the roads with these sick trucks. 
Readers may feel this to be a bit harsh but no, I 
stand by it.

You need to view the picture holistically rather 
than in isolation. FleetWatch receives daily input 
from numerous sources on crashes around the 
country. It has now got so out of hand that one 
prominent transporter who is a member of one 
of the ‘closed’ groups I belong to told me he can’t 
look at these posts on a daily basis. Why? “It 
traumatises me,” he said.

I see a lot more than he does and yes, it 
traumatises me as well. However, I can’t stop 
looking for the simple reason that I have a family - 
and now my first grand-child – whose lives we, as 
adults, are responsible for. I also have friends and 
industry colleagues who – along with their families 
– are sharing the roads with these trucks. 

5It’s the end of a successful two-day training exercise which left 70 traffic officials in the Ermelo and surrounding areas 
empowered with knowledge to do their jobs better out on the roads. Three cheers to all. As we have stated before, this is 
empowerment at its best adding muscle to the maxim that ‘Knowledge is Power’.
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Training Day
4The first day of training takes place 
in a lecture environment where the 
Brake & Tyre Watch partners – see list 
on page 47 - educate traffic officials 
on the safety critical items on trucks 
and how they work. It is here that the 
camaraderie starts to build before 
the second day’s training where the 
theory is put into practise.

A top class demonstration 
truck from MAN
4Our truck manufacturer partner 
for the Ermelo exercise was MAN 
Truck & Bus which provided this rig 
to enable our expert team leaders 
to show their team members what 
a roadworthy rig should look like. 
Each team is shown the various 
components before actual trucks 
from the road are inspected. Thank 
you MAN Truck & Bus for your 
participation.

Dedicated trainers
4On the practical day, the traffic 
officials are divided into teams with 
each team having a dedicated expert 
team leader for the day. It starts with 
the team leader showing them in 
practise on a roadworthy rig what 
they have learnt in theory the day 
before. He then gets a rig from the 
road and leads them through the 
brake roller test as well as all round 
and under-carriage inspections to 
identify faults. Here Christo de Clerk 
of Jost explains to his team that 
the gap between the brake lining 
and drum should not be that big. 
Mmmmmmm.
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       I have to face the reality of 
what’s going on out there. So 
do I really still give a hoot about 
transporters who run trucks that 
are unroadworthy and unsafe? The 
answer is NO – not anymore!

I say “not anymore” because 
some years ago I had empathy for 
transporters who were battling 
to make ends meet and were 
running rigs not 100% roadworthy. 
I listened to countless stories how 
hard it is to make a living in this 
game and how they were trying 
to make do for their families. We 
know it’s hard. Trucking is not an 
easy game but then you cannot 
provide for your family at the 
expense of other families. Your 
trucks have to be roadworthy.

I recall many years ago Jo Grove, 
then CEO of Unitrans, putting 
it very simply: “If you run trucks 
on the roads – whether it be 
one or one hundred - you have a 
responsibility to other roads users 
to keep them roadworthy.”

It’s that simple. We can couch 
it in legislative dictates and 
requirements, best practise 
standards and many other 
wrappings but it all boils down to 
Grove’s very simple statement. 
“You have a responsibility to other 
roads users to keep your trucks 
roadworthy.”

Certainly you will experience the 
occasional on-the-road 
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Tyre Check...
5William Khumalo of Bridgestone gets down and under with his team to show 
them various components they can check out on the road to indicate whether 
or not the rig is well maintained or not. Signs such as incorrectly set slack 
adjusters or a disconnected load sensing valve are good indicators that more will 
be wrong.

3We were privileged to have a 
team from Workshop Electronics 
join us at Ermelo to teach the traffic 
officials a bit about legal loading. Here 
Mark Esterhuizen pauses to shows a 
compulsory 80kph speed limit decal 
– but it’s the wrong size. Attention to 
detail is what it’s all about to be 100% 
legal.

3For some of the traffic officials, 
it’s the first time they have been in a 
pit for an under-carriage inspection 
of a truck. It is wonderful to see the 
confidence levels rise as they learn to 
understand the workings of various 
components and to spot things that 
are wrong.
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5The Ermelo 
test centre where 
the practical day 
training exercise was 
conducted.

5All rigs are taken over a brake roller tester to ascertain the state of the 
brakes. The left reading shows an axle where there are no brakes to talk of. 
The needles hardly move. On the right is a result which shows a big braking 
imbalance between the left and the right axles. The imbalance should not be 
more than 30%. This one is more than that.

3This rig was 
served with a 
Discontinuation of 
Service Notice for 
being unroadworthy. 
Not good Coca-Cola!

55     mechanical breakdown. 
That’s a given for we are dealing 
with machines comprised of 
hundreds of different components 
which, no matter how hard you 
try, will occasionally see some 
component fail. Let’s not be naïve. 
That does happen.

However, what we see on these 
Brake & Tyre Watch exercises 
does not fall into this arena. 
What I am talking about is a 
total abrogation of any form of 
responsibility towards other road 
users. I’m talking total neglect of 
the maintenance of safety critical 
items that lead to death on the 
roads.

Take a look at the top left 
picture on page 47 as an example. 
That brake shoe was hanging loose 
in the brake drum. Obviously, 
the reading on the brake roller 
tester was zero. There were 
many other faults which led to a 
Discontinuation of Service notice 
being served on this rig. Is that 
responsible? Obviously not!

And here’s the punch-line. The 
rig was proudly branded with that 
well known, international drink 
enjoyed by so many millions of 
people throughout the world. It 
was Coca-Cola. Now if a huge 
conglomerate like Coca-Cola 
can’t maintain its rigs – or have 
its sub-contractors maintain their 
rigs while hauling for Coca-Cola 
in the Coca-Cola colours – then 
what hope is there for the lesser 
operators?

It is this type of nonsense that 
I am talking about. And I know I 
am not the only one who feels this 
way. The other team members 
from our partner companies feel 
equally so. Yes, in the early days 
we were tolerant but now the 
people are getting peeved off. 
What right does any operator 
have to drive an unroadworthy 
truck on our roads? 

In Ermelo, we took 11 trucks off 
the road for testing of which seven 
failed. That is horrendous. The 
total number of trucks we have 
tested – hands-on – since starting 

the exercise is 604. Of those, 405 
have failed giving a 67% failure rate.

So, do we give up? Do we just 
throw our hands up in the air and say 
– ‘Aaargh! just go out there and kill 
yourselves?” There are times when 
I would like to do this – and I know 

some of our partners occasionally 
feel this way as well. But no, we 
cannot give up. In the process of 
killing themselves, they might just 
take our families with them. So no. 
We will not stop. We will continue 
to fight on for change. q
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Again – a litany of faults
With 900 000 crashes in South Africa 
every year resulting in 15 000 deaths 
and many thousand more injured 
and maimed, how can such faults be 
acceptable? 1. This brake shoe was 
hanging loose in the brake drum. 
And then when the truck smashes 
into cars killing people, the cry will be 
‘brake failure’. Rubbish. 2. & 3. How 
can automatic slack adjusters adjust 
automatically when the adjustment bars 

are missing? This we see so often on a 
certain imported slack adjuster (Ling 
Zong). 
4. Air tanks should be drained daily, yet 
most are filled with water and some with 
thick sludge which gets into the air brake 
system. 5. A spring hanger bracket totally 
broken. 6. Bald tyres. Illegal, unsafe and 
easily visible as a fault. 7. Tyre sidewall cut. 
Illegal and unsafe - a blow-out waiting to 
happen. 8. Shock absorber kaput.

With thanks to 
VALUED 

PARTNERS



Brake & Tyre Watch

CAMPAIGN
FleetWatch magazine, along with its traditional 
partners in this project stage the highly 
successful Brake & Tyre Watch road safety 
initiative on a quarterly basis nationwide.
Brake & Tyre Watch Background
This initiative is designed to raise transport operators’ awareness 
around the subject of efficient braking and tyre checking and is linked to 
preventative maintenance on trucks, including all safety critical items such 
as lighting, reflectives, etc.

The project is also intended to empower traffic officials with specialised 
knowledge, enabling them to perform better in their profession and 
intervene more frequently in taking unroadworthy heavy vehicles off our 
roads. 

DATE LOCATION INSPECTED FAILED %
Feb 2006 Gauteng-City Deep 24 21 88%
Feb 2007 Middelburg 35 24 69%
May 2007 Centurion 41 17 42%
March 2008 Midway KZN 26 10 38%
June 2008 Kroonstad 8 7 92%
Feb 2009 Western Cape 25 25 100%
June 2009 Bloemfontein 54 26 48%
Nov 2009 Pietemaritzburg 12 11 92%
March 2010 Port Elizabeth 16 6 40%
July 2010 Rustenburg 7 5 72%
Dec 2010 Limpopo 11 10 91%
Feb 2011 Estcourt 24 20 84%
June 2011 Northern Cape 24 20 84%
Sept 2011 JHB- Langlaagte 24 18 75%
Feb 2012 Midway KZN 12 11 92%
May 2012 Klerksdorp 16 14 88%
Aug 2012 Tshwane 25 17 68%
Nov 2012 West Rand-Krugersdorp 13 11 85%
Feb 2013 Port Shepstone 9  6  67%
May 2013 Donkerhoek 19 14 74%
Aug 2013 Western Cape 41 19 46%
Nov 2013 Marian HIll - KZN 41 29 71%
Feb 2014 Tshwane 12 4 33%
May 2014 Mpumalanga 13 12 92%
August 2014 Ekurhuleni 32 19 59%
Nov 2014 Heidelberg 10 8 80%
March 2015 Potchefstroom 30 21 70%
May 2015 Ermelo 11 7 64%
Aug 2015 Durban 14 11 79%

TOTAL 629 423 67%

Brake & Tyre Watch Training Day
Traffic Officials are trained prior to the hands-on testing day. Training is an 
important component of the project, for it is very difficult to stop a truck in a 
roadblock and ascertain whether or not the brakes and tyres are functional.

New braking systems are continually being introduced into new trucks coming 
into the market, therefore our intention is to  offer on-going training to traffic 
officials to help them better  conduct their task out on the road. Training is 
given free of charge in the interest of road safety by our industry Partners. 
Each full day’s training session focuses on the quality of brake maintenance 
and determining braking efficiency, through to tyre faults and general issues.  
It also includes a practical check with a roadworthy truck and trailer.

Brake & Tyre Watch Practical Test Day Event
Our hands-on test day is held at a Vehicle Testing station in the selected 
Province. The modus operandi on the day is to randomly select trucks from 
the closest main route (N1/N3/N4) as well as urban centres and put them 
through a Brake Roller Test so as to ascertain the state of brakes  
and braking systems on each vehicle. The vehicles are also checked  
in the pit for trailer defects and other faults. In order for us to  
conduct the tests, we work closely with Provincial Traffic  

Officials and the SAPS in the selected area. The same Traffic Officials who 
received training on the previous day assist us in pulling the trucks off the road 
and into the testing area.

The rationale behind this is that all too often accidents are blamed on two 
things - either ‘the brakes failed’ or ‘the tyre burst’. FleetWatch contends that 
brakes only fail if you fail to put your foot on the brake pedal or alternatively 
when the operator has failed to maintain the braking system. It is the latter 
area of neglect that concerns us.
It is a sad fact that many operators, due to the pressures to deliver combined 
with the current negative economic climate, are skipping their scheduled 
maintenance intervals - a worrying trend with dire consequences. In an effort 
to avoid an escalation of this trend, FleetWatch publishes the actual results 
of what we find. Brakes, even though they are a hidden component, together 
with tyres are the most critical safety items on a vehicle and need to be 
maintained to the highest standards.
FleetWatch would like to thank each of our partners for their time, effort and 
dedication to this project. Your passion and commitment goes a long way 
towards making a difference. As we always say: ‘If it helps to save just one life, 
it will have all been worthwhile.’

A Initiative

FOUNDER PARTNERS AD-HOC PARTNERS

Whatever the road may hold
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3One of our 
partners, HCV, also 
provides free eye 
tests for the drivers 
while their rigs are 
being inspected. 
Everyone is looked 
after!

Thanks to our partners
WITHOUT OUR partners (see 
panel on the right for the Ermelo 
project), Brake & Tyre Watch could 
not take place. They give so willingly 
to improve standards out there. 
FleetWatch is proud to say that given 
the levels of expertise embraced 
in the Brake & Tyre Watch team, this 
is a world-class – probably world-
leading - team whose individual 
knowledge combines to embrace 
the full spectrum of trucking. It 

is this pool of knowledge that is 
passed on to the traffic officials. 
FleetWatch salutes each and every 
one of you for your unwavering 
commitment to this project and 
to the wider arena of road safety. 
As we always say: “If all this effort 
manages to save just one live, it will 
have been worthwhile.” We don't 
focus on the total body count. We 
focus on the individual – and that 
individual could be you. q

5Wabco’s Kugendren Gounden (left) 
presents a prize to one of the officials 
during the theory session.

5Chris Barry of HCV with another 
happy prize winner.

With thanks to 
VALUED 

PARTNERS

5Manie Roux of JOST (left) congratulates another winner.


