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It is with mixed feelings that I look back on the last year or so since the 2009 AGM. Whilst I am proud of the way that HRASA has evolved into a functional organization, there are still problem areas which bedevil us.
The past few months have been a difficult period for HRASA. It is acknowledged that communications and activity have not been what they should be, at a time when our rail heritage lies at a crossroads.
It is necessary to investigate the reasons behind this situation, and to realistically plot the way forward.
From the inception of this Board last year, we set very high standards. For a period we were able to perform at the required level. Meetings with all important stakeholders and governing bodies were held, sub-committees formed and MoUs signed. At this stage the situation looked promising, but there were some warning lights flashing.. 
Firstly, most of the hard work fell to a tiny handful of directors. Despite attempts to delegate responsibilities, at the end of the day only a few did the job. This situation was unsustainable, and caused a “burnout” syndrome to develop amongst some of our key directors, who found that HRASA was detracting badly from their jobs and family lives, as well as their involvement with their clubs. It would not be fair to prioritise HRASA over these more important matters. Performance has thus dropped all round.
HRASA’s reputation has been badly damaged by many years of poor management and inactivity. The pre-conceived idea of us as an ineffective moribund organization seems difficult to break.
The attitude of Transnet and government towards us has been disappointing. The lack of respect and engagement from their side has not helped our standing at all. It is clearer now than ever that heritage rail is a political hot potato, and will remain so for some time to come.
On the positive side, there has been recognition from authorities of our existence, and some successes. What was a totally dysfunctional organization has been turned around somewhat, and those in the know are aware of the difficulties we face in the current political environment.
Given the fact that our hands-on members are so few, and that our PR has been limited, it is obvious that SIA, with resources to spare and strong communications, are flying the banner at present. I have endeavoured to keep SIA involved and encourage a synergy between the two organizations. Despite a generally critical attitude from SIA, I believe we have weathered the storm and a mutual respect is developing. It cannot be argued that there has been some good work done by SIA, for example the accumulation of loco lists, our collaboration with SAHRA, and assistance for the SANRASM situation. The SAHRA loco list was remarkable in that this was the first document which carried the SIA and HRASA logos side-by-side. SIA have the foot soldiers and people prepared to do the hard miles. However, we must work synergistically, but under the HRASA umbrella. HRASA is the established representative body, which has the mandate to deal with authorities. SIA is a lobby group with no official standing, and is thereby able to operate in an unrestricted fashion. I believe that we need each other – HRASA to provide the authority and standing, and SIA to do the groundwork, which we are not capable of, due to our restrictions of financial, human and other resource.

It must be stated, at this point, that the percentage of enthusiasts and preservationists who are actually contributing on the ground is extremely low. The lack of concrete input from SIA and HRASA members alike is a fact which we cannot dispute or argue about. Until such time as more people step forward and put their hearts and souls into rail preservation, we will continue to suffer. It requires time and dedication for this whole project to succeed. One positive contribution is immeasurably more valuable than one thousand armchair observations and criticisms.
The disposal of heritage rolling stock by Transnet is underway. This is a policy decision, which Transnet are executing and is non-negotiable. Our interactions with SAHRA will to some extent save some of the items, which would otherwise be threatened, but the bottom line is that most of the assets will be sold. Our view is that we should be realistic about what is worth saving and let the rest go. Spares and parts are vital to the operating fiuture of the clubs, and we have made strides to protect and procure these items for the future.

Relations with TFR seem more or less stable and, in fact, we have recognition and support within that body. The application made by us for the waiving of access and other fees for the three 150-year anniversary trains – Umgeni Steam Railway, Friends of the Rail and PE Apple Express – was approved and surely a victory which would not have happened in the past. This has allowed these special commemorative trains to run. 

HRASA is at present playing a vital role with regards to safety standards. We are currently formulating a generic set of standards, which will govern all heritage rail operations. There will thus be no arguments or misunderstandings in future, as to what the RSR requires from our operators. The onus will be on us to conform to these standards, but rest assured that we are producing a practical document which will not be difficult to implement, whilst at the same time proving that we are serious about safety.

With regard to tourism, we have had some local successes in KwaZulu-Natal, through the Sisonke Stimela project. However, the Western Cape authorities have had no joy in their attempts to save the Outeniqua Choo-Tjoe. The National Minister of Tourism continues to refuse to meet with us, and there is no national heritage rail policy. We will continue to attempt to engage with him.
On the Tourism side, I am sad to record the resignation of Dudley Smith from the HRASA board, for personal reasons. Dudley has made a remarkable contribution, and will be sorely missed. He has however agreed to continue assisting and advising HRASA as and when necessary. Dudley will be replaced by fellow KwaZulu-Natalian Ashley Peter, whom we welcome wholeheartedly to the board. Ian Pretorius now takes over the Tourism portfolio, with Ashley concentrating on membership and operations.
We have had some good marketing exercises. Africa Rail 2010 was enjoyable, and even though it was fairly quiet, our presence there was important. Indaba 2010 in Durban also turned up some good contacts. SA Rail is certainly promoting us in a good way, and informing people of the difficulties we face. For it to have a good effect will require its distribution to be more widespread and targeted on key people.
The issue of the 150th commemorative calendar, as well as the SA Heritage Rail Map, is imminent. These projects were sponsored by Transnet Foundation, at considerable cost, and we thank them for the gesture. It will allow our industry to be better promoted.

The forthcoming concessioning of the branch lines has been discussed. By the end of 2011 TFR will have withdrawn from the operation of virtually all little-used branch lines in the country. This will affect preservation groups which use these lines. A model is currently underway in KwaZulu-Natal, with a partnership between timber companies, local municipalities and the Sisonke Stimela attempting to take over the branch lines out of Pietermaritzburg. If successful the lessons learnt may be applied elsewhere.

In summary, we will need to be realistic if we wish to take our mandate forward. Whilst acknowledging our successes, we must change course if we hope to carry out our mandate. Commitment and co-operation are the key words – heritage rail in South Africa depends on it.
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