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ROAD FATALITIES

CAB OR DEATH?
There’re many times in which it is legitimate to complain about South Africa’s 

lack of quality public transport. But using it – or the lack of it – as an excuse to 

drive drunk is not one of those times ... MIRIAM MANNAK wonders why South 

Africans are so comfortable with risking others’ lives.

Crawling behind the wheel after a couple 
of drinks too many seems to be more or 
less standard practice in South Africa. 
People often explain away their behaviour 

by blaming inadequate or non-existent public 
transport. So they have ‘no choice’ but to drive 
drunk, they say!

‘Yes, I am,’ says a tipsy 30-something reveller when 
asked whether he intended driving home after a day 
of rugby at the pub. He refuses to have his name made 
public. ‘What other options do I have? There is no bus to 
take me home,’ he slurs. ‘When I lived in London, things 
were di!erent. I could take a cab, but I don’t want to 
leave my vehicle unattended. I don’t feel like paying for 
another cab to fetch my car tomorrow. Besides, I will be 
"ne, I have done this before.’

Drinking and driving in South Africa across 

all provinces seems to be a problem of epidemic 
proportions. According to last year’s Crime Statistics, 
2009/2010 accounted for 62 939 registered cases of 
drinking and driving (127,6 p/100 000). This is a 12% 
increase compared to the previous year (56,175 cases or 
115,4 p/100 000). 

The 2009/2010 "gures furthermore show a ±250% 
rise compared to the 2003/2004 stats (24,886 or 53,7 
p/100 000 people). 

Research by the Medical Research Council (MRC) 
indicates that 2009 accounted for approximately 14 000 
tra#c deaths, half of which were caused by alcohol – 
either because the victim was over the limit or because 
the person was a victim of a drunk driver.  This comes 
down to 19 alcohol-related deaths a day – almost one 
every hour. 

The Netherlands in comparison, a country twice 
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the size of the Kruger National Park and with one third 
of South Africa’s population, saw 720 tra#c fatalities in 
2009, of which 46 were alcohol related. 

MRC research also shows that 40% of the drivers 
who died on our roads in 2009 had alcohol levels in 
excess of 0,08 grams per 100 ml of blood. The law in 
South Africa allows for an alcohol concentration of up to 
0,05 gr/100ml.

Drinking and driving, apart from killing scores 
of people, is a massive burden on the economy and 
the healthcare system. According to the Automobile 
Association, the costs of the total number of tra#c 
accidents in the 2009/2010 "nancial year amounted to 
R112 billion – over 30 times the FNB Stadium’s price tag 
(R3,3billion) and double the amount spent on tra#c 
accidents the previous year. Alcohol, causing half of the 
accidents, accounts for 50% of these costs.

‘It is almost part of our national psyche’

South Africans who deliberately hop behind the wheel 
after a wine-infused braai or a beer-drenched football 
or rugby match often point "ngers at inadequate public 
transport. 

‘It’s no excuse, but it’s one South Africans use 
frequently and Europeans are horri"ed when they 
come here and see our blasé approach to drinking and 
driving,’ says Georgina Guedes, who recently lost a good 
friend to drunk driving.

‘It’s almost a part of our national psyche. A very drunk 
driver, who was $eeing the cops late at night, killed one of 
my friends a while back. At the after-party of her funeral, 
her very angry friends sat around and said they hoped ‘that 
asshole would rot in jail for the rest of his life’ and ‘I wish 
they would bring back the death penalty’,’ Guedes recalls. 
‘And every one of them was drinking and everyone of 
them drove themselves home.’

‘Sure, there should be more public transport in 

place, but for people going out and blowing R350 on a 
drinks and dinner bill in one night, the additional cost of 
a taxi and possibly saving a life shouldn’t be a prohibitive 
add-on,’ Guedes says. 

‘Create a stigma around drinking  
and driving’

Lindsay Grubb from Midrand does not fully agree: 
‘Taking a taxi is not something you can do every time 
you go out. A lot of people like to go out for a few drinks 
with friends and to add money, especially if you live far 
away from the pub, on top of the bar bill for a taxicab 
company is not an option for many.

‘It’s obvious with the statistics that people don’t 
seem to be able to control themselves. We need good 
cheap public transport, which has feeder buses going 
through most major towns. This is still going to prove a 
barrier to people not drinking and driving.’

Dean Allen, an academic and author from the UK 
who has been living in South Africa on and o! for 
the past 15 years, is aware of the di!erent attitudes 
to drinking and driving between here and his country of 
birth. ‘There is a huge stigma attached to drinking and 
driving in the UK and there is little sympathy for people 
who are found guilty of it. In South Africa, however, I 
always feel it is taken more lightly and that driving home 
after consuming alcohol is viewed a necessary ‘risk’ and 
that, as a consequence, it is more socially acceptable. 
The stigma – or lack of it – is undoubtedly a signi"cant 
in$uence in shaping peoples’ actions.’

‘You drink, we drive’ service

Apart from "nding a designated driver, not drinking at all 
or staying under the limit, sleeping over at friends after 
a night on the town, and calling a cab, there are other 
ways to stay safe after a party or braai.

‘I belong to the Sober Chau!eur, which works really 
well. For R250 a month you get four call-outs,’ says 
Lesley Hay-Whitton from Observatory, Cape Town. ‘Two 
guys come in one car and one of them drives you home 
in your vehicle. We went through a roadblock on one 
Saturday night as we were being driven home.’

Good Fellas, with headquarters in Port Elizabeth 
and operations in South Africa’s largest cities including 
Durban, Johannesburg, Pretoria, East London, George, 
and Cape Town, o!ers a similar service. 

‘We have close to 17 000 members nationwide,  
and our database is growing,’ says Alison Brussow, the 
company’s marketing manager. ‘We de"nitely notice  

Netherlands South Africa Brazil UK

Population 16 700 000 48 000 000 193 734 000 61 800 000

Number of motored 
vehicles

7 200 000 6 000 000 33 000 000 31 000 000

Number of traffic fatalities 
per year

720 18 000 35 000 2,222

Ratio traffic fatality:  
number of motor vehicles

1 : 10 000 1 : 333 1 : 942 1 : 13 951

Ratio traffic fatality: 
people

1 : 23 194 1 : 2 667 1 : 5 535 1 : 27 813

South Africa has one of the highest levels of absolute 
alcohol consumption in the world. In 2009, an average 
South African adult drank 20,1 litres. Their Russian 
counterparts, often stereotyped and portrayed as vodka 
devotees and thus heavy drinkers, accounted for 16,1 
litres per adult in that same year.
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a growing interest in our services. People seem to  
start to realise what the dangers are of drinking and 
driving, especially in our larger cities. The bulk of our 
members are from Johannesburg, followed by Cape 
Town and Durban.’

 
Strengthen legislation

South Africa is not alone when it comes to drinking and 
driving. According to the Global Road Safety Partnership 
(GRPS) many other low- and middle-income countries 
have similar problems, and this is related to the funds 
available to implement laws and deploy police to track 
drunk drivers, and weak political structures that do not 
see drinking and driving as a priority. 

‘In most high-income countries, about 20% of fatally 
injured drivers had excess alcohol in their blood,’ says the 
GRPS report. ‘Studies in low- and middle-income countries 
have shown that between 33% and 69% of fatally injured 
drivers and between 8% and 29% of non-fatally injured 
drivers had consumed alcohol before their crash.’

The organisation has drafted some ‘drinking and 
driving recommendations’ for policy-makers: setting and 
enforcing BAC level regulations; random, selective and 
frequent breath testing on highways and both in and 
near party hotspots; and increasing the swiftness and 
severity of punishments. 

In South Africa, the maximum sentence for drinking 
and driving is six months in jail or a "ne of R120 000 – 
depending on the situation and whether someone was 
killed or injured. The National Road Tra#c Act (section 
35) furthermore states that one’s driver’s licence may be 
suspended for a certain period. 

One of the most di#cult obstacles in tackling 
drinking and driving is the justice system, says Western 
Cape MEC for Transport and Public Works Robin 
Carlisle. ‘South Africa has not fully legally subscribed to 
Breathalysers. About 60% of all people who have their 
breath tested are from the Western Cape; their use 
elsewhere is limited,’ he explains. 

‘Because it is not an established technique in South 
Africa, magistrates are at times uncertain when it comes 
to Breathalyser results and often experts witnesses have  

to be called on.  As a result, cases take too long.’
‘Blood tests, which are widely used, are outdated 

and take too long as well,’ Carlisle notes. ‘South Africa 
is bedevilled by the poor state of our forensic labs. 
Sometimes it takes two years for a blood sample to get 
back. It is a hopeless situation.’

‘By speeding up cases and implementing 
Breathalysers across the country, we can ease the 
work load of the courts and save heaps of money. 
Breathalysers are also the best deterrent when it comes 
to drinking and driving,’ the MEC says. ‘Someone who 
is found over the limit after such a test goes to jail for 
the night. Just that has made people think. We check 
approximately 160 000 vehicles each month province-
wide. The number of people that we found to be over 
the limit has dropped by 50% over the past 1,5 years.’

According to Caro Smit form Pietermaritzburg, 
testing needs to be increased signi"cantly across the 
country. In 2006, she founded advocacy group South 
Africans Against Drinking and Driving after her son was 
killed by a drunk driver.

‘We have some great laws on paper, but the problem 
is implementation,’ she says. ‘Testing needs to be done 
every day and at all times of day, not only on a Friday 
evening,’ she says. ‘Testing facilities need to be moved 
every 20 minutes or so. Drivers tend to inform each other 
about roadblocks. As a result, many get away.’

‘A cab is cheaper than a criminal record’

‘I do think that some people, especially the younger 
generations, are waking up when it comes to drinking 
and driving,’ she continues. ‘That has to do with the 
name and shame campaign.’

Since October 2010, names of convicted drunk 
drivers have been published in various newspapers 
across South Africa. 

‘A cab is much cheaper than losing your licence, 
being presented with a "ne and ending up with a 
criminal record. Or even worse: killing someone and all 
the consequences attached. The woman who killed my 
son lost her house because she could not pay for the 
court fees.’                                                                              !

The legitimacy of 
Breathalyser results 
(accepted internationally) 
has been questioned  
in courts by local defence 
attorneys, leading to 
drawn-out court cases 
that rely on blood testing 
instead.


