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Reflection C

Why optimism is still an option:  
The battle for road space equity

Gail Jennings and Guy Davies

Guy’s reflection
The battle for road space equity will be won neither on 
the streets nor on the marked-up technical drawings 
that assign human value by the metre. It begins and 
ends – like most battles – in the hearts and minds of 
those who determine who matters most. Our experi-
ences have not yet shown a clear route to victory, but 
for now, we can share why we’re not giving up.

Since 1987, South Africa’s National Department 
of Transport (NDoT) has published guidelines for 
designing bicycle, pedestrian and accessible facilities. 
Revised in 1993 and 2003, the most recent iteration 
was published in 2014. Universal access, and walking 
and bicycle planning, had already received a boost 
with the country’s post-1994 policy focus on public 
transport. In the Public Transport Action Plan1 (2007), 
both walking and cycling are indicated as key feeder 
modes to public transport. The Action Plan committed 
to providing for special mobility needs on all rail trunk 
corridors, and incrementally on phased integrated 
public transport networks (of which bus rapid transit 
[BRT] is one component).

Then there are the strategic objectives drafted 
by the NDoT in its 2008 Non-Motorised Transport 
(NMT) Policy. These include 

to integrate NMT into the transport system; endorse 
and facilitate the use of NMT modes; develop 
infrastructure and maintenance standards; facilitate 
NMT as a feeder system to other modes; allocate 
adequate and sustainable funding; and promote 
NMT as a reliable, healthy, affordable, accessible 
and safe transport mode.2

Yet neither technical information about road and street 
design, policy statements placing people first, nor our 
constitutional rights, are sufficient condition for the 
creation of an environment that facilitates ‘non-mo-
torised’3 modes. We might look to Dutch and Danish 
infrastructure with longing, yet this is less the result of 
superb guidelines than it is the outcome of a particular 
attitude – everyone matters, and the collateral damage 
of a vehicles-first approach is simply unthinkable.4

Policies and visions are translated into bicycle, walking 
and accessible interventions on the ground by imple-
menting authorities and their consultants – design 
engineers, planners and project managers. If those 
who ‘sign off’ on designs and proposals do not believe 
that walking, cycling and universal access have 
equal value to motorised modes, then guidelines will 
remain guidelines only, and interventions will remain 
desultory at best. My co-author and I discovered 
this to our increasing disquiet during the three-year 
course of a project in the North-West provincial city of 
Rustenburg, South Africa. 

Gail’s reflection
“Well as you can see, no one rides a bicycle in 
Rustenburg!” I had just introduced myself at our first 
project meeting,5 as the appointed NMT consultant 
to the new BRT project in the city, together with Guy 
Davies, universal access consultant.

For a small city, Rustenburg has a surprising 
number of wide, fast, high-volume vehicle lanes 
through its car-centric business district and beyond. 
Crossing by bicycle, wheelchair or on foot (with or 
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Universal access, and walking and 
bicycle planning [...] received a 
boost with the country’s post-1994 
policy focus on public transport
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without a trolley-cart weight of recycling, or a shop-
ping load) needs something of a siege approach and a 
cavalier take on mortality. 

En route to that project meeting, we had casually 
started counting the number of people who, despite 
the hostile environment, choose the bicycle as their 
mode. Using old-school bicycles or the cheapest 
imports, they were selling ice cream or delivering 
newspapers and bread within the central business 
district; carrying water barrels and loaves to spazas 
on the periphery; or simply travelling to or from their 
daily tasks. They rode the crumbling road shoulders or 
muddy verges, and mixed with the motorised traffic, 
wearing store uniforms, working gear or blue overalls 
with high-visibility banding at the knees and chest.

Yet high-vis doesn’t guarantee visibility to officials, 
planners or designers.

Rustenburg’s BRT system (with the working 
title of Rustenburg Rapid Transport6 [RRT] for the 
duration of its first planning phase) was described to 
stakeholders as not simply a new service, but a project 
that would transform roads to better serve all their 
potential users.

As you cannot plan for those you cannot – or do 
not – see, our job was to (try to) make the invisible 
visible. Our proposed vision for walking, cycling and 
accessibility was one in which these modes were 
safe, enjoyable and respected, with a network of 
useful, direct, continuous, integrated routes. A range 
of policies, strategies and interventions would pay 
attention to the entire non-motorised travel chain: 
from leaving home, route planning and making the 
journey, to connecting and integrating with other 
transport modes and trip-end facilities and amenities. 
Nothing that motorised vehicle users don’t expect or 
take for granted.

In an unusual approach, the project manager 
for RRT, Pauline Froschauer, had appointed Davies 
and I as both planners and advocates for the needs of 
pedestrians, cyclists and people with special mobility 
needs. We had input into plans and decisions, and a 
degree of oversight. We reported directly to the pro-
ject management unit rather than to any design firm, 
contractor or local authority. 

But, as anticipated, we were up against a largely 
conservative, quantitative, car-centric narrative of 
operational efficiencies, warrants, available road 
space,7 minimum levels of service and minimum lane 
widths. Where we proposed walking or cycling facilities 
on two sides of the roadway, the black felt markers of 
the design team crossed out one. Where we proposed 
contrasting tonality for people with poor vision, the 
urban design team argued aesthetics. Where we 
proposed intuitive intersections that accounted 
for the nuances of bicycle movement and vehicle 
interaction, geometrics argued professional liability 
and lack of precedent. The contest was over a few 
feet here, a yard there, a couple of inches of gradient. 
Compromises seldom went in the favour of the most 
vulnerable: the people who wheel, walk or ride. The 
continuous subtext of the design process was that 
motorised mobility mattered most. 

Our work had the backing of South Africa’s 
Constitution, various national acts and strategies,8 
the stated goals of RRT itself, and an evidence base 
gathered from the extensive stakeholder engagement 
and consultation commissioned by Froschauer. Yet it 
appears at times that the post-apartheid narrative sees 

‘motorisation for all’ as an extension of the broader 
transformation narrative. Walking and cycling are 
often seen as ‘second best’ options that entrench the 
inequities of the past, and cyclists and pedestrians 
appear as symbols of the state’s failure to triumphantly 
emerge into the modern world.9 There were RRT 
demand forecasters and operational planners, too, 
who were certain that the new buses would replace 
walking, wheeling or cycling.
 

Our proposed vision for 
walking, cycling and 
accessibility was one in 
which these modes were safe, 
enjoyable and respected
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Six years later, in 2017, those Yarona buses are not 
yet running, but new brickwork sidewalks line the 
trunk routes – not quite as broad as our dreams, but 
broad enough for people to walk side by side. And 
even before those bricks were firmly cemented, we 
photographed wheelchair users, bicycle commuters, 
trolley-pushers, and a host of pedestrians on the route. 

We weren’t surprised. Our interviews with road 
users had revealed a narrative where NMT was fre-
quently a mode of choice, despite the challenges.  

On the streets we met with people who chose  
to cycle, who actively enjoyed walking, who were 
grateful for the independent mobility offered by  
walking, cycling or wheelchair access. Soccer  
teams used their bicycle commute to keep fit;  
platinum mineworkers built strength through  
riding; mothers and children walked six-across,  
sharing news with neighbours. And everyone  
noted that it’s cheaper to travel using 
your own steam.10
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