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Celebrating 100 Years of the
THE AUTOMOTIVE BUSINESS COUNCIL South African Automotive Industry

Day three 12h20 to 13h00 (Thursday 17 October 2024)

PANEL | Fleet Sustainability in SA to grow the economy

Domestic new vehicle sales inched up by only 0,4% in 2023 to 531 787 units, compared to the 529 541
units in 2022. However, the South African truck and bus market reflected an increase of 2 758 units,
or 9,1%, up from the 30 149 units in 2022 to 32 907 units in 2023 with the extra-heavy vehicle segment
increasing by a substantial 21,5%. The extra-heavy commercial vehicle segment, comprising 56,1% of
total truck and bus sales, was the best-performing segment overall in 2023, capitalising on the
increased shift to road transport due to rail inefficiencies. The road freight sub-sector, on average,
accounted for approximately 87% of total freight transportation in the country in 2023. The increased
burden on the country’s roads results in road degradation. The higher road usage trajectory is also
inconsistent with South Africa’s climate commitments under the Paris Agreement by 2030 and

inconsistent with net zero by 2050.

The domestic truck and bus sector is poised for significant transformation in the coming years, driven
by technological advancements, regulatory changes, sustainable initiatives and shifting customer
demands. Maintaining competitiveness will require a concerted effort to navigate these challenges
and to embrace opportunities for innovation. The transport sector enables economic growth and
industrial development by facilitating the movement of people and goods, but the sector is a major
emitter. As the main cost driver, fuel accounts for about 67% of commercial vehicle fleet costs. As the
world seeks more sustainable transportation solutions, embracing electric and other alternative
solutions vehicles is not just an option, it is a strategic move that can positively impact a company’s
bottom line, reputation, and contribution to a greener future. Transport in South Africa is the third-
largest emitting sector, with more than 90% of emissions stemming from road transport. However,
the current upfront purchasing price of alternative-power source vehicles is much higher than the ICE
equivalent, and this remains a major hurdle before the lower running and maintenance cost benefits
could be enjoyed. However, South Africa’s future transport sector needs to be decarbonised, while
simultaneously managing demand and improving the efficiency, reliability, and affordability of
transport as a service. An encouraging trend is the increasing introduction of electric trucks in the

country since 2022.
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Medium and heavy commercial vehicles are regarded as productive assets and essential capital inputs
in the economy. There is therefore a strong focus on the total cost of ownership, given the intrinsic
link between a country’s logistical costs and its productivity, competitiveness, and sustainable

economic growth.

The panel focused on the challenges faced by the road freight industry in South Africa, particularly the
need to improve operational efficiency, reduce emissions, and navigate the transition to greener
technologies, all while maintaining job security for drivers. Concerns were raised about balancing the
shift to rail transport with preserving the vital role of road transport in certain sectors. The panel
emphasised the importance of investing in driver training to improve operational efficiency, reduce
fuel consumption, and ensure better representation of the company at customer touchpoints. The
training also extends to fleet management to support the transition to greener technologies and

overall business sustainability.

The panellist underscored the co-existence of road and rail. While there is a need to shift some
freight to rail for efficiency and sustainability, road transport will remain essential for specific
commodities and last-mile delivery. The focus should be on optimising both modes of transport,
rather than moving away from road entirely, ensuring that drivers' jobs are preserved.

The panellists proposed a dual approach to transport, ensuring both road and rail are efficiently
utilised to meet different logistical needs. They called for enhanced training programmes for both
drivers and managers to support the transition to green technologies.. They also agreed that
legislative changes are critical to enable this transition, specifically around infrastructure, weight
regulations, and industry standards, which will support the adoption of new technologies and allow

for sustainable transformation.

The panellist highlighted the success of public-private partnerships in fostering innovation and
transformation within the sector. They stressed the need for government support to create a
regulatory environment that enables the adoption of green technologies like EVs and hydrogen fuel
cells, and to address industry concerns about transitioning from diesel-based fleets.

Lastly, the panellists have called for increased collaboration, an automotive “GNU” and a move from

thought leadership to action leadership.
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