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Building a transport system that connects South Africa’s people and economic opportunities
[bookmark: _Hlk233625781]Integrated planning, infrastructure maintenance and innovation are essential to creating safer, more reliable and resilient transport networks that support South Africa’s economic future
By Jacqui Gooch, Managing Director: Transport, Zutari
23 October 2026
South Africa’s transport networks are fundamental to the country’s economic competitiveness, employment creation, spatial transformation and regional trade. They connect people to jobs, education, healthcare, and essential services, while enabling businesses to access suppliers, labour, and markets.
Yet the sector continues to face significant pressures. Rising costs, supply chain disruptions, changing trade routes and fuel-price volatility affect households, public transport operators and the freight and logistics industry alike. These challenges are compounded by deteriorating infrastructure, congestion, safety concerns, affordability constraints and uneven access to reliable public transport.
As South Africa marks Transport Month, we have an opportunity to reflect on what it will take to build a transport system that serves the country’s needs today while preparing for tomorrow’s demands. The answer is not simply to build more infrastructure. We need a transport system that is integrated, safe, affordable, financially sustainable and resilient, with the capacity to support economic growth rather than constrain it.
Planning transport as an integrated system
People and goods do not experience transport as a collection of separate projects or institutions. They experience a journey, a supply chain or a connection between a community and an economic opportunity.
Effective transport planning must therefore bring together rail, roads, buses, minibus taxis, ports, aviation, freight, non-motorised transport and land-use planning. These elements must work together to deliver a connected, efficient and accessible network.
The recovery of passenger rail services illustrates the importance of restoring affordable, high-volume public transport. However, rail cannot operate in isolation. It must be supported by reliable road-based public transport and safe pedestrian access, enabling commuters to complete their journeys efficiently.
The same principle applies to freight. Efficient movement of goods depends on effective connections between rail infrastructure, ports and road networks. Reforms in the rail and port sectors, including greater private-sector participation, offer opportunities to improve capacity, investment and operational efficiency.
Ultimately, integrated planning must be measured by its outcomes. Does it connect people to opportunity? Does it improve the efficiency of supply chains? Does it enable businesses to operate more competitively? These are the questions that should guide transport investment and decision-making.
Maintenance is an investment in the future
While new infrastructure often attracts attention, maintaining and upgrading existing assets must be an equally important priority. A growing maintenance backlog threatens road safety, increases vehicle operating costs and creates a cycle in which deferred maintenance eventually leads to far more expensive reconstruction. These pressures are particularly acute where provincial and municipal authorities have limited technical and financial capacity.
South Africa needs to move away from reactive repairs towards planned, lifecycle-based asset management. This means understanding the condition of infrastructure, identifying risks early and allocating resources according to need and long-term value.
Protecting maintenance budgets, improving the quality of road-condition and traffic data, strengthening construction supervision and improving contractor performance are all important parts of this shift. Investment should also be directed towards the routes that matter most to the economy and communities. These include major freight corridors, roads serving industrial and agricultural areas, public transport routes and connections to rural communities.
Infrastructure must be managed throughout its lifecycle, from planning and design through construction, operation, maintenance and renewal. This approach helps extend asset life, improve reliability and ensure that public investment delivers lasting value.
Building resilience in a changing environment
Transport infrastructure must withstand increasingly complex environmental, economic and social pressures. Recent flood damage has highlighted the importance of incorporating climate resilience into the planning, design and rehabilitation of roads and other critical assets.
Measures such as stabilised embankments, reinforced drainage and flood-resistant resurfacing can help protect routes and restore connectivity. When damaged infrastructure is repaired, the opportunity should be taken to improve its long-term performance rather than simply reinstate what existed before.
Building back better requires resilience to be embedded throughout the infrastructure lifecycle. Risks must be identified during planning, addressed through appropriate design and managed through consistent maintenance. Authorities and operators must also be prepared to respond effectively when a disruption occurs.
Resilience extends beyond the physical condition of infrastructure. South Africa’s transport networks must be able to respond to changing trade routes, supply chain pressures, passenger demand and technological developments.
Diversified networks, stronger rail and port capability, effective emergency planning and the ability to mobilise public and private investment will all contribute to this flexibility. A resilient transport system is one that can continue to serve communities and businesses, recover quickly from disruption and adapt as conditions change.
Technology must deliver practical benefits
Digital technology and innovation offer significant opportunities to improve the safety, efficiency and accessibility of transport networks. Digital asset management, real-time monitoring, predictive maintenance, traffic management and data-driven planning can help authorities identify problems earlier and make better use of limited resources. Digital tools can also strengthen law enforcement and support more informed investment decisions.
Developing digital twins of towns, cities, provinces and the country as a whole could further support planning by providing a more integrated understanding of infrastructure, networks and future requirements. This would help decision-makers identify priorities and direct investment where it can have the greatest impact.
The proposed Transport Digital Authority is another important development in the drive towards more integrated digital transport services. A single citizen interface for online permitting, alongside initiatives such as digital registration for e-hailing operators, digitised flight operator permits and online licensing for taxi operators, could improve efficiency, transparency and accessibility.
However, technology must be implemented with a clear understanding of user needs. Digital services should reduce administrative burdens, address backlogs and support regulators, operators and passengers.
They must also be inclusive, recognising that not everyone has equal access to connectivity or digital tools. Innovation delivers its greatest value when it improves real-world outcomes: safer journeys, more reliable services, more effective regulation and a better experience for passengers and freight operators.
Partnerships that deliver long-term value
South Africa’s transport infrastructure needs are substantial, and public-private partnerships can contribute expertise, capital, innovation and delivery capacity. Opportunities in rail, ports, logistics and specialised transport services demonstrate the potential for collaboration between the public and private sectors. For these partnerships to succeed, they must be underpinned by clear policy, transparent processes, appropriate risk allocation and credible commercial and operational assumptions.
The public sector must retain effective oversight and ensure that partnerships serve the broader public interest, including affordability, safety, equitable access and long-term national development. Partnerships should not be viewed solely as a means of financing infrastructure. They can also strengthen operations, improve asset performance and provide access to specialised expertise.
Achieving these benefits requires consistent regulation, reliable access to infrastructure, sound contract management and accountability for service outcomes. Strong institutional capacity and effective governance are essential to turning investment into infrastructure and services that deliver tangible benefits.
A whole-system approach to South Africa’s transport future
Over the next ten to 20 years, South Africa should prioritise five closely connected areas: maintaining and renewing existing infrastructure; developing an integrated and affordable public transport system; strengthening freight and logistics corridors; embedding climate resilience and disaster preparedness into infrastructure delivery; and using digital technology to improve asset management, network operations and the passenger experience.
These priorities require sustained investment, stable institutions, sound policy and the capacity to implement long-term plans consistently. At Zutari, our multidisciplinary expertise spans transport planning, infrastructure, mobility, engineering, asset management and project delivery. This enables us to help clients consider not only how infrastructure is designed and constructed, but also how it will be operated, maintained and integrated into the wider transport system.
Our role is to help address immediate infrastructure and operational needs while preparing for longer-term changes in technology, climate, mobility patterns and economic activity. This includes supporting safer, more resilient roads, rail and public transport systems, improving connectivity and helping clients make informed investment decisions.
The most important shift South Africa needs to make is from a project-by-project mindset to a whole-system, lifecycle-based approach. Transport must be planned around the needs of people, communities, businesses and the economy, with the connections between different modes and the long-term performance of infrastructure considered from the outset.
Measuring success by outcomes rather than outputs
We must also measure success by outcomes rather than outputs. Can commuters travel safely and affordably? Can freight move efficiently? Are communities better connected? Can the network withstand disruption and recover when challenges arise?
Progress in passenger rail recovery, freight and port reform, road upgrades, climate-proofing and transport digitisation demonstrates the importance of coordinated action. The challenge now is to sustain that momentum through effective leadership, collaboration between the public and private sectors and long-term investment.
This Transport Month, we should recognise that transport infrastructure is about more than roads, railways and ports. It is about the opportunities, productivity and dignity that reliable connectivity makes possible. Building a safer, more accessible and resilient transport system is an investment in South Africa’s people, its economy and its future.
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About Zutari

Zutari is a multinational buildings, infrastructure engineering and advisory firm with a proud legacy of over 90 years across Africa and the Middle East. We partner with clients throughout the infrastructure lifecycle, delivering innovative, digitally enabled solutions from schools to stadiums, dams to bridges. 

Our multidisciplinary expertise enables us to co-create infrastructure that is technically excellent, socially meaningful, and environmentally responsible, maximising value through advanced engineering principles and a commitment to sustainability.

Purpose-led work. From renewable energy to resilient infrastructure, our projects solve real-world challenges. Every day is an opportunity to design with purpose and innovate with intent.

People-first culture. We bring together diverse thinkers, creators, and problem-solvers; all driven by a shared commitment to impact. Here, your voice is heard, your growth is supported, and your well-being matters.

Connected by design. We connect differently; across disciplines, geographies, and perspectives, to unlock better outcomes. Our collaborative model breaks silos, integrates global expertise, and brings creativity and digital innovation into every stage of the project lifecycle. It's how we deliver real impact, together.

We are Zutari. We are engineering impact. 
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