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Regardless of your position, perhaps as the minister of transport, a financial director, a teacher at a school or perhaps as a 

critical service plumber; the effect of COVID on the country has most certainly been profound and already empirically 

documented (1). Arguably, the biggest effect being that on the transport industry as a whole. 

(1) Statistics South Africa - Statistical release – June 2020 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown regulations since 27 March 2020 have had an extensive impact on 

economic activity. The volume of goods transported (payload) decreased by 20.00 % in June 2020 compared with 

June 2019. The corresponding income decreased by 16.8 % over the same period. 

 

The number of passenger journeys decreased by 63.1% in June 2020 compared with June 2019. The corresponding 

income decreased by 58.7% over the same period. 

Worldwide, the transport industry as a whole, are the arteries of society. From the newspaper delivery in your neighbourhood 

through the urban suburbs, to the commercial vehicle freight transporting juggernauts that are the heavy hauliers on our roads. 

The trains and ships on our expansive oceans and even the physical infrastructure and routes of these providers, all encompassed 

in the greater scheme of the world`s transport systems and in particular ours. Regardless of our opinions on increasing soft 

transport such as pedestrian and cycling facilities, reducing motorised movement in cities, dedicated commercial lanes and 

routes, improving commuter services or perhaps enforcing stricter motoring pollution laws, transport remains and is critical.     

 

The use of telematics and the development thereof worldwide sees the transport system as a whole as one of, if not the leader 
(2). Telematics has now reached such an advanced and integrated point in society and specifically in your day to day intertwined 

activities of the transport system, that you are unlikely to even realise this. As an example, the telematics of tracking your 

private vehicle, or your company vehicle with your Geotab tracking system or perhaps even your sports fitness tracking system 

you use to walk, run or cycle with, is collecting data and monitoring certain parameters. Likewise the telemetry on your vehicle 

that provides your GPS route guidance and warnings of congestion, or even the ability to automatically slow your vehicle 

down, has reached the level of what is referred to as Artificial Intelligence (AI). The very interesting articles recently published 

by Willem Gravett (2a) & Brian Spilg (2b), highlight the intricacies and new challenges faced to the legal system in respect of 

lawyers and the courts locally and internationally having to deal with these issues.  

 

In respect of telemetry in the transport industry, this also extends to issue of specific parcel or object tracking in the form of 

Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tracking and other forms of tracking such as devices based on cellular network or GPS 
tracking (5, 6, 7). Currently, the majority of such specific tracking of parcels or objects, are usually standalone services. 

However, the very nature of the tracking hereof being so similar to that of the major industry of vehicle and fleet management, 

will no doubt in time, certainly see such specific services integrated to some extent as a service to certain major vehicle tracking 

and monitoring companies in their overall fleet management1 arena. 

 

Perhaps one of the fastest developing avenues of transport related telemetry is that of air-born deliveries (8, 9). Although an 

extremely specific avenue of transport and perhaps more akin to air traffic transport, is most certainly in the realm of transport 

and too, the issue of telemetry. Various drones have already been tested in short distance deliveries, typically directed, 

monitored and controlled by GPS based systems. Interestingly, there are already policing services that are making use of drones 

as first responders to incidents, immediately launched and serving as an “eye-in-the-sky” visual (10).   

     

With this brief background in mind we look at some statistics provided by Stats SA (1) and noted that conservatively2 we have 
already seen a massive reduction in payload movement and corresponding income decrease of Passenger journeys decreased 

by 63.1% with corresponding income decreased by 58.7%. 

 

Looking at the KZN Province and the eThekwini Municipality statistics (4), as set out graphically below, once again not yet 

absolute, in relation to the months and corresponding indicated levels of lockdown (Level 5, Level 4 and Level 3), we see 

commercial vehicle and passenger vehicle movement drop off as drastic, to say the least. Passenger vehicles being the primary 

drop. What is immediately notable, is the colour coded (Blue / Green) difference between the respective Light and Heavy 

vehicle volume drops. This is generally expected, with Heavy vehicles having remained in operation to a greater extent than 

that of Light vehicles, serving to sustain essential services.  

 

 
 

                                                             
1 Interestingly, some fleet management and tracking companies refer to themselves more as “Data Companies” 
2 The referenced research highlights the parameters and limits  
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The drop off in heavy and light vehicle movement is correspondingly reflected in the crash (Accident) reports 

received3 and collated by the eThekwini Municipality. The drop off sees a reduction of 78% less accident reports 

for March 2020 compared to April 2020. May 2020 accident reports received were 66% less than in May 2019. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

                                                             
3 Once again, not yet absolute 
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Although no national statistics are at hand, it is reasonably assumed that as the KZN, eThekwini region, is one of 
the major city municipalities; that the evident statistics would be of similar indication nationally.  
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Just what does this mean in respect of Telematics? Already highlighted, there has been some general commentary 

written on the effect of Covid, with no doubt that the real quantification thereof will certainly only be possible at 
some stage, likely months or years, down the line. These research considerations will certainly see the use of some 

level of transport related telemetry data from tracking and monitoring systems, particularly those of Heavy 

Transport, forming part of such research and analysis.  
   

(3) Understanding the sector impact of COVID-19 Transport organisations 

 
The effects of COVID-19 are being felt across the transport sector. The pressure on organisations has 

shifted from moving citizens to keeping a core transportation system operational with a skeleton 

workforce to ensure freight and key essential workers can continue to move. A secondary effect of this 
shift is the sudden change in sources of revenue for transport operators, with many experiencing an 

unexpected shortfall in their finances. 

 
Much has been written on the specific lack of a comprehensive South African4 national database relating to tracking 

and monitoring accident rates and the many data factors that can be collated from such a database. Although there 

are “centres of excellence”, these are rare and localised. Tracking and monitoring fleet data systems, such as those 

provided by Geotab, have long been well established, accepted and have been well documented in countless official 
high level research papers. This telemetry data being used as a source of data to assist in the guidance of national 

governments in identifying and resolving transport related problems such as accident hotspots, high density area, 

speeding areas and even crime, among many other key factors. Locally, this type of symbiotic co-operation has 
largely not been tapped-into by government, or vice-versa, to assist in their short comings. However steady co-

operation and growth between various private companies and entities, and this includes a current and comprehensive 

research database built and soon to go live by the writer, has seen some progress made on such telemetry data use 

locally. 
 

This consideration alone sees the telemetry from your very own Geotab tracking systems used to assist in improving 

the situation on our roads and those worldwide. An already well known and publicly used derivation of such tracking 
system telemetry data is seen in the identification and “live-reporting” of congested areas. Sudden slow moving and 

dense traffic is reflected in “live-time” on GPS systems, typically through orange and red highlighted road sectors. 

This allows a driver to re-direct to an alternative route of their own accord, or by indication to a commercial driver 
from a monitoring centre. Such telemetry has always formed part of an immediate identification of a vehicles 

location and continued to be so during COVID, for safety purpose, where a breakdown occurs, accident or some 

medical assistance has been needed. Mobilisation of assistance is precise with the known GPS (Longitudinal and 

Latitude) position. The use of such telemetry from all such tracking systems has been fast growing and integral use 
to many forms of assistance and improvements.    

 

As the prolific increase in online shopping, online gaming, Zoom, Microsoft Teams and other “meeting, business, 
social and training” portals has grown along with the surge in online installation requirements of high speed Fibre 

and LTE access, so the general public has either been forced to become users, willingly or perhaps begrudgingly.  

 

                                                             
4 Notably, not and endemic problem, many other countries suffer the same problem. 
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The sudden increase and uptake of fibre, LTE and the like will only serve to further enhance the use of telemetry 
across the board. 

 

Perhaps a good example of this natural acceptance and uptake is the recent announcement by various banks as to 

the complete removal of the use of Cheque Books and complete acceptance of online/electronic banking, not only 
on your computer, your cellular phone too. 

 

Similarly, the use of telemetry through tracking systems, and extending further to the use of In Vehicle Monitoring 
systems such as video cameras linked to the traditional tracking systems, is already seen as a standard fitment5 in 

some executive level vehicles, to filter down to all vehicles as inherently happens. This type of telemetry has and 

will continue to become widely accepted, perhaps not as a direct result of, but certainly expedited by COVID. 
Although largely at the forefront of commercial vehicles, this telemetry is already seen to be filtering to the light 

vehicle market, both in the commercial light delivery vehicle market as well as private vehicles. 

 

One would assume that with the increase of online services, that this would see a drop in costs. At this stage, data 
costs have improved, however not yet at an acceptable affordable level that would see every citizen with the ability 

to have access to online services. Interestingly, in 2011 the United Nations had already proposed that 

“Disconnecting individuals from the internet is a violation of basic human rights and goes against international 
law” (11). Similarly, research and commentary by the University of Birmingham has indicated that internet access 

should be a basic human right (12). 

 
Telemetry is notably both extremely “Invasive”, however is too “Non-invasive”. Telemetry quietly yet astutely 

monitors everything, largely unknown, yet holds your every movement and many other key details, sometimes 

referred to as “Big-brother”. This is both Jekyll & Hyde, providing you support when needed, and being your 

undoing when not needed. 
 

A point of note, and has already been alluded to, telemetry is typically numerically based with such elements as 

GPS Longitudinal and Latitude, data, time, speed, acceleration values, steering angles, voltage values and the like. 
For this reason, the analysis of telemetry, is very often a tedious task. This factor alone, is a key issue in the apparent 

move to the use of “Visual” evidence in the form of video in respect on In Vehicle Monitoring. 

 

COVID saw the continued use of telemetry, similarly and in an almost strange manner, COVID has also brought to 
the fore telemetry use and reliance through the inherent link to electronic facilities reliance over this period, this 

will only see telemetry naturally being the norm. 

 
Safe travels 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

                                                             
5 Most commonly are rear view cameras, with some executive level vehicles having forward view, or even full 360 degree 

view cameras. 
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