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O
ne would imagine 
that if you operate 
a vehicle at night, 
a basic safety 
measure would 
be to ensure that 
all your front and 
rear lights are 
working – not 
only for your own 

safety but for all others on the 
road. And you don't have to be a 
qualifi ed diesel mechanic to do so 
as it’s really not rocket science. It’s 
actually pretty simple: When the 
light comes on, it’s working; when it 
doesn’t come on, it’s not working. 
It’s that easy.

However, it seems this basic 
check is being ignored by many 
truckers out on the road, with 
dire consequences. Talk to Con 
Roux, commercial manager of the 
N3TC, and he’ll tell you that the 
most common type of night-time 
crashes on the N3 toll route are 
head-tail collisions. Some of these 
occur when a truck smashes into 
another which is parked off on 
the side of the road without any 
warning triangle or rear tail lights 
to indicate its presence. Many 
others, however, take place due to 
the vehicle in front not having any 
tail-lights which is only noticed by 
the following vehicle when it is too 
late.

In a report issued last year by 
the N3TC, it was stated that of the 
total number of crashes recorded 
during the fi rst ten months of 2019, 
the main types of crashes were 
single vehicles leaving the road 
followed by head-tail collisions.

An example of this occurred earlier 
this year when a bakkie crashed into 
a stationary bus/trailer combination 
on the N1 about 50kms north of 
Bloemfontein. It is alleged that the 
bus was standing partially in the 
emergency lane and partially in the 
left lane without any warning triangles 
or lights after breaking down. Luckily 
the driver of the bakkie escaped 
with minor injuries. Amazing when 
one looks at the extent of damage 
incurred. (See pg 27)

As is well known, long-haul 
trucks travel more at night than 
during the day as they load and 

The same heading to this article was used in an article 
published in FleetWatch in 2010. So has anything 
improved over the past 10 years in terms of trucks 
operating with defective headlights or tail-lamps? The 
answer is no. In fact, it has got worse. This has emerged 
from a survey conducted by Craig Proctor-Parker, 
managing director of Accident Specialists, towards the 
end of last year where he personally surveyed 799 trucks 
at four different locations around the country and found 
that 13,3% of those trucks were running on the roads 
with some level of defective headlights or tail-lights. 
Patrick O’Leary reports.

Trucks need 
to light up
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off-load during the day. It is 
essential, therefore that all lights 
are working. It’s just a basic but as 
an incentive, here’s another reason 
to tighten up on this. According to 
statistics compiled by the N3TC, 
crashes at night are far more 
severe than those during the day 
with 56% of night time crashes 
reported as serious (with severe 
injuries or fatal) while the majority 
of daytime crashes were slight or 
without injuries.

Having said this, let’s go back to 
Proctor-Parker’s research titled 
“An investigation into commercial 
vehicle lighting on South African 
roads: Trucks need to light up”.

The Benchmark
In 2010, FleetWatch joined the 

Road Safety Foundation headed by 
Phillip Hull in a research project 

• To determine and consider 
any other possible factors that 
could be gleaned from the 
observations and considerations 
of the results;

• To consider any possible 
recommendations.

Whereas during the 2010 Tugela 
Plaza exercise, suspect trucks 
were stopped and inspected for 
all visibility components including 
warning triangles, refl ective tape 
etc, Proctor-Parker’s research 
was conducted by observing 
approaching trucks for headlights 
and, as they passed, for defective 
tail-lights. In this way, quantitative 
research was conducted. Three 
locations were used nationally that 
resulted in four datasets. These 
were:
• The national N3 freeway 

between Johannesburg and 
Durban approximately 500 
metres before the Mariannhill 
Toll Plaza. 

• The national N1 freeway - north 
bound - just outside Pretoria 
approximately 500 meters 

held at Tugela Plaza on the N3 
to identify the percentage of 
heavy vehicles with inadequate or 
defective lighting. 

A total of 1 074 heavy vehicles 
passed through the Tugela Plaza 
in a northerly direction during 
the period 18h00 to 01h45. Of 
these, 124 were identifi ed as having 
defective lighting. This equated 
to 11.55% of the total number of 
trucks that passed through the 
plaza in a northerly direction 
having some form of defective 
lights. The original article was run 
in FleetWatch in October 2010. 
Using this research as a baseline 
benchmark, Proctor-Parker took it 
wider and conducted a similar fi eld 
exercise with three objectives in 
mind:
• To consider – ten years after 

the initial research - the 
comparative situation in respect 
of evident problems with 
headlights and tail-lights bearing 
in mind the developments made 
in truck lighting during that 
time - this being primarily the 
conversion to LED systems;
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Night crashes are 
more severe than 
those during the day. 

N3TC

With good rear lights, the truck is highly visible in the emergency lane. 
 Take away the lights and it becomes a stationary killer.

Philip Hull, Road Safety Foundation, 
did the benchmark survey in 2010
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before the Pumulani Toll Plaza.
• The national N1 freeway 

just outside of Cape Town 
approximately 300 meters prior 
to the Huguenot Toll Plaza, on 
the western side. This session 
enabled observations to be 
made of both north and south 
movements.

N3 Freeway
On the N3, a total of 341 vehicles 

were observed between the hours 
of 18h45 to 21h00. Each truck 
identifi ed with a headlight or tail-
light problem was noted. Here are 
the fi ndings:
• Of the 341 trucks observed, 43 

- or 13% - of the total had one 
or more non-operating lights 
and were in contradiction of 
legislation (National Road Traffic 
Act –
NRTA - 9).

• Six (2%) had an inoperative front 
left head light.

who footed the bill for the air-
fares to Johannesburg and Cape 
Town, he set off  to the positions 
mentioned above outside Pretoria 
and thereafter, outside Cape 
Town. Using the same process of 
observation, a similar breakdown 
as per above was done with 
detailed charts. However, here’s a 
summary of the results.

At the Pretoria location, 
observation of 195 trucks was 
undertaken between the hours 
of 18h40 to 20h40. Of these, 13 
(6%) of the trucks were using 
inoperative front head lights in 
some fashion and 27 (14%) were 
using inoperative rear lights in 
some fashion.

An important point to note in 
terms of the methodology used – 
and to explain the phrase ‘in some 
fashion’ mentioned above - is that 
no consideration was given to any 
other rear facing lights other than 
the very last tail-light set/s at the 
extreme rear of the vehicle and 
therefore facing rear approaching 
traffi c. If there was a cluster (for 
example two tail lights on the left 
side) and one of these was not 
operational, this was taken as ‘left 
side out’ or left side not working. 
Consideration was only given to 
any vehicle that had an obvious 
and visibly evident lighting problem 
such as any headlight or tail-light 
not working, obviously dimmer 
and/or obviously shining in an 
inappropriate direction, fl ickering 
or obviously dull.

N1 outside Cape Town
The third research location 

was at the N1 East bound (out-
going), just outside Cape Town, 
approximately 300 meters prior 
to the Huguenot Toll Plaza, at a 
position on the Western side of 
the plaza. Here observation of 
some 151 vehicles was undertaken 

• Seven (2%) had an inoperative 
front right head light.

• No vehicles had both front lights 
inoperative.

• Five (1%) had an inoperative rear 
left tail light.

• Sixteen (5%) had an inoperative 
rear right tail light

• Nine (3%) had both rear lights 
inoperative. 

 
The research reports states that, 

in summary, 13 (4%) of the sample 
of vehicles were using inoperative 
front head lights in some fashion and 
30 (9%) were using inoperative rear 
lights in some fashion.

N1 outside Pretoria
Having been surprised at these 

fi gures being so high, Proctor-
Parker decided to spread the net 
so as to get a wider representative 
sample. Using his own funds 
combined with some fi nancial 
assistance from Truck-Lamp 

WATCH THE VIDEO



No Rear Lights: Although this video was taken a few years back, 
this is common occurrence on our roads at night.
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between the hours of 19h30 
to 21h40. Of the 151 vehicles 
observed, 5 (3%) of the sample 
were using inoperative front head 
lights in some fashion and 14 (10%) 
were using inoperative rear lights 
in some fashion.

The fourth research location was 
also situated at the N1 West bound 
(in-coming) prior to the Huguenot 
Toll Plaza. Here, observation 
of  112 vehicles was undertaken 
between the hours of 19h30 to 
21h40. Of the 112 trucks observed, 
2 (2%) of the sample of vehicles 
were using inoperative front head 
lights in some fashion and 7 (7%) 
were using inoperative rear lights 
in some fashion.

Situation has become worse
If one combines all the fi gures 

from the four locations, the data 
shows that 13% of all commercial 
vehicles on the road are operating 
with some level of defective 
headlight or tail-light. This is 

Good and functional lighting is so 
important to road safety. This rig gets a 
pass on all points.

The result of a bakkie crashing 
into a parked bus with a trailer which 
allegedly had no triangle or lights to 
warn of its breakdown.
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effectively one in every eight 
trucks being problematic. 
(See Table 1).

The bottom line is that comparing 
these results to the 2010 benchmark 
results, Proctor-Parker states 
that by absolute overall statistical 
analysis, the data from the two 
surveys (11.55 % in  2010 versus 
13.3%  in 2019) suggests that the 
situation has become worse – 
“or alternatively, has at least not 
improved”.

“The dangers of operating 
commercial vehicles in this fashion 
speak for themselves,” says 
Proctor-Parker. “Given that 13% 
of trucks are operating without 
their required complement of 
correctly operating lights, this adds 
enormously to the hazards of night 
transportation of goods, damage to 
vehicles, injury and death on South 
African roads.”  

He adds that it is not at all 
acceptable that approximately one 
in every eight trucks drive at night 
with some level of faulty lights. 
“The level of faults, to whatever 
extent, is a clear indictment of 
poor pre-trip vehicle inspections, 
poor post-trip inspections and 
poor general maintenance regimes. 
Concerted efforts are required to 
improve the status.”

What this survey highlights is 
that action is needed not only from 
enforcement offi cers but also from 
truck operators and drivers. It’s 
not that diffi cult. Yes, a light can go 
kaput while on a trip but no-one 

Table 1

Location
Cumulative 
Number of 

vehicle
Number 

of vehicles Front left Front right Both front Rear left Rear right Both rear

Durban 341 40 6 7 0 5 16 9 

Pretoria 195 39 7 5 1 8 10 9 

Cape Town 
East 151 19 3 2 0 6 2 6 

Cape Town 
West 112 9 0 2 0 2 3 2 

Totals 799 107 16 16 1 21 31 26 

% 100% 13.3% 2% 2% 0% 3% 4% 3% 

Light working but broken cover.

Right cluster out of action.

It’s not only in the night that functional lights are required. Also in the mist.

Only one headlight in operation

What’s missing? A light of course.
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can tell us that as all lighting faults 
are due to on-road failures.

Pre-trip inspections are vital 
in this arena but then, how 
many operators have a pre-trip 
inspection policy or pre-trip 
inspection sheets in place? I can 
vouch for the fact that not many do. 
Of all the drivers we have spoken 
to during our many Brake & Tyre 
Watch events where, over the years 
we have inspected over 760 trucks, 
about 90% of the drivers say they 
do not fi ll in a pre-trip inspection 
sheet. They don't know what it is. 
This is sad and needs to change.

Suppliers need to step up
Proctor-Parker also makes the 

observation that although there 
is some “rather rudimentary 
level product advertising in 
magazines, there does not appear 
to be any concerted marketing, 
advertising and targeted safety 

a situation that compounds the 
dismal road safety record of South 
Africa and, as Proctor-Parker 
says, faulty truck lighting “adds 
enormously to the hazards of night 
transportation of goods, damage to 
vehicles, injury and death on South 
African roads.” 

FleetWatch has always contended 
that truckers should lean on their 
suppliers and work in partnership 
with them to achieve best practise 
in their operations. Where are the 
truck lighting suppliers? They need 
to step up to the plate.

The bottom line is that law 
enforcement offi cers, truck 
operators, truck drivers and 
lighting suppliers all need to play a 
part in improving this road safety 
‘hazard’. Proctor-Parker’s survey 
has provided the evidence. We 
thought the 2010 survey might have 
done so but obviously not. Please 
act on it. 

orientated lighting and visibility 
campaigns being undertaken by the 
Department of Transport or any of 
the OEMs.”

FleetWatch can vouch for this. 
We certainly lift our hats to 
Truck-Lamp for helping Proctor-
Parker foot some of the travel 
and accommodation expenses for 
this project. We also salute JMR, 
a member of the BPW Group, for 
endorsing this feature. However, 
we’re battling to get our hat off 
our heads when it comes to other 
companies involved in truck lighting. 
Maybe we have missed something 
but I have yet to see a concerted 
effort by any truck lighting supplier 
to either advertise their products 
or educate the market.

Please do not think that by 
pointing this out, FleetWatch is 
searching for advertising revenue 
here. What we are searching for 
is concerted efforts to improve 

Faulty truck lighting 
adds enormously to 
the hazards of night 
transportation of 
goods, damage of 
vehicles, injury and 
deaths on SA's roads! 

Craig Proctor-Parker
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