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Introduction
The growth of South Africa’s motor vehicle industry is one of 
the country’s great successes. Driven initially by the demand for 
imported vehicles after the lifting of sanctions, the advancement 
continued when the Motor Industr ies Development Plan 
(MIDP) was introduced to a developing industry in 1995 by the 
Department of Trade and Industry. 

However, the MIDP, which provides incentives for local 
manufacturers to look at global markets, has paid off handsomely.

As a result, the Durban Car Terminal run by South African 
Port Operations (SAPO), the country’s terminal operator and a 
subsidiary of Transnet, has experienced exponential growth with 
throughput volumes soaring from as little as 23,000 units a year 
in 1996 to over 200,000 units in 2004. Transnet is South Africa’s 
intermodal transport and logistics parastatal.

Due to Durban’s ideal location for vehicle trade, the car 
terminal handles two thirds of the country’s vehicle imports and 
exports and has been specially designed to manage this high value, 
roll-on roll-off cargo.

However, unlike other car terminals in the country, the Durban 
Car Terminal is not dedicated to any one vehicle manufacturer but 
is a ‘common user’ terminal serving all motor manufacturers and 
vehicle importers.

Another idiosyncrasy is that the terminal not only manages 
new vehicles but acts as a trans-shipment port for a large number 
of second-hand imported vehicles intended for other destinations 
in Africa as South Africa prohibits the import of second-hand cars 
for use in the country.

It also manages the loading and discharging of abnormal heavy 
loads such as earth-moving equipment often in conjunction with 
motor vehicles.

Terminal facilities
The terminal facilities comprise a single berth ‘Q/R’ with a 
366 metre quay and a depth alongside of 10.9 metres, backed by 
8.5 hectares storage with logistical road and rail access, vehicle 
inspection facilities, an administrative block, surrounded by high 
security fencing.

Secur ity at the terminal is r igorous. The premises are 
surrounded by high concrete walls and monitored by closed 
circuit surveillance television, flood lit at night while access is by 
permit only and there is a 24 hour patrol.

The Terminal employs 50 people to  manage the loading and 
unloading of rail and vessels whilst the driving and survey functions 
are outsourced to other companies, whilst SAPO – Durban Car 
Terminal retains management control of these functions. 

Durban’s Car Terminal meets the 
challenges of a growing motor vehicle 
industry
Beverley Masson, Executive Manager, Durban Car Terminal, Durban, South Africa

Durban has seen major growth in the last ten years, and in 2004, throughput volumes reached over 200,000 units.
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Its dedicated berth (Q/R) is able to accommodate the largest 
deep-sea car carriers, and has an average of 22 vessels calling per 
month which is  increasing with export growth. 

With the total throughput of the terminal divided into  
60 per cent import and 40 per cent export, the facility has been 
carefully laid out to enable an efficient, well supervised loading 
and discharge operation to and from vessels as well as rail trucks 
delivering direct from and to manufacturers. 

Terminal expansion
To meet soaring demand, the Durban Car Terminal underwent 
a major R100 million expansion that was completed early in 
2004. The expansion was funded by Transnet and constructed by 
Protekon, a subsidiary of Transnet.

As project managers for the extension, Protekon’s scope of 
work included all investigations, designs, drawings, models, 
documentation, pricing, approvals, construction and ancillary 
works such as fencing, lighting, fire requirements, CCTV, data, 
boom control, security, signage and the secure entrance facility. 
The project also involved a black economic empowerment 
content of about 40 percent.

The expansion, which took 14 months to complete, provided 
an overhead bridge that links the quayside and berth Q/R to a 
new 66,000 square metre, three level parking garage with 1,000 
parking bays per level and separate ramps for up and down traffic. 
The entire structure including ramps is founded on about 625 
continuous flight auger piles between 12 and 15 metres below 
existing ground level. 

The additional parking bays complement the existing 3,500 
open bays and push the design capacity of the terminal to 220,000 
units a year.

The bridge measures 380 metres; comprises two lanes each 3.5 
metres wide, a pedestrian walkway; and has been designed for a 
loading that is similar to freeway loading of 20 tonne per axle but 
not for abnormal loading.

It has a span of continuous in-situ concrete deck over the main 
port access route as well as over electrified and non-electrified 
tracks and partially over the top of existing buildings. 

Improved productivity
The introduction of the bridge is important to SAPO’s car 
terminal operation as it has reduced risk, improved productivity, 
vessel turn-around times and it enables the terminal to load all 
makes of vehicles at night.

Prior to the expansion, vehicles being loaded and discharged 
had to travel a longer route and cross railway lines with their 
inherent traffic, which affected operational efficiency.

The car terminal is a 24-hour operation and within months 
of the new bridge being used, the average turn-around time 
improved from 100 vehicles an hour off-loaded to 170 vehicles an 
hour. In some instances a figure of 200 vehicles an hour has been 

attained. In June 2005 the terminal handled its highest volumes of 
26,000 vehicles.

A state-of-the-art cargo tracking system provides end to end 
visibility of the logistics chain. Designed by SAPO’s IT team 
the vehicle tracking system in place at the car terminal manages 
administrative as well as operational processes and provides real-
time tracking from source to destination.

This increases productivity and performance enabling the 
terminal to function more efficiently and cost effectively. 
Unlike other international systems the vehicle tracking system 
is exceptionally flexible, and its key to success is that it can be 
tailored to the specific needs of individual companies. 

It has been enhanced with EDI facilities linked directly to the 
vehicle manufacturers and other stakeholders. The EDI link is 
used as a vital communication link in the logistics chain between 
the port and vehicle manufacturers. 

Future plans include linking South African Revenue Service so 
release instructions can be received electronically; it interfaces with 
SAPO’s internal SAP system and provides tally information to SAP, 
enabling electronic invoicing and reducing the turnaround time for 
revenue collection.

The system came into being after a thorough worldwide 
investigation by SAPO’s Research and Development Department 
discovered that while there were a number of systems servicing 
containerised cargoes, there was nothing that met their needs 
when it came to other core aspects of business such as motor cars, 
break bulk and multi-purpose cargo.

Despite handling over 200,000 vehicles a year, the Durban 
Car Terminal manages to keep claims in respect of damages to 
a minimum. It has achieved this through implementing quality 

Market Trends: Durban Car Terminals.

Durban Car Terminal handles two thirds of the country’s vehicle imports and 
exports.
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About a decade ago the South African Port 

Operations’ Durban Car Terminal was established 

with Beverley Masson  as the f irst female 

operations manager where she is now the Executive 

Manager at South Africa’s largest harbour vehicle 

storage facility.

Rising imports and exports have resulted in the 

Durban Car Terminal being expanded to cope with 

more than 230,000 units per year.

Due to Durban’s ideal location for vehicle trade, the 

car terminal handles two thirds of the country’s vehicle 

imports and exports and has been specially designed 

to manage this high value, roll-on roll-off cargo.
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management systems and improving operational efficiencies.
The ISO 9001/2000 quality assurance accreditation was 

awarded in 2004. As it involved all aspects of the car terminal’s 
business it took 18 months to implement and to ensure that it 
worked for the terminal in such a way that it was not just a paper-
driven exercise.

As the quality management system is driven by standardised 
work procedures and processes, there is now consistency in all 
that is done by car terminal staff including those in outsourced 
business. As a result service levels will improve as employees are 
aware of what must be done and how it must be done. 

Safety
Safety standards in operations is a priority at the Terminal, and in 
2003, has also received attention, and in 2003, the Durban Car 
Terminal earned a NOSA 5-star rating, thus becoming the first 
SAPO terminal to receive this much sought-after safety award. It 
then went on to achieve a National Occupational Safety Credited 

Award (NOSCAR) for the marine industry in 2004 and 2005. 
To achieve NOSCAR status, the terminal had to achieve 

over 95 per cent effectiveness of its programmes in a national 
occupation safety audit.

During 2005, the car terminal will further add value for clients 
through the construction of a one-stop service centre for fitment 
of radios, tow bars, air conditioners, provision of mechanical 
services and wash bays. This service centre will provide further 
opportunities for black economic empowerment and small, 
medium and macro enterprises.

As government has extended the MIDP to 2012, the car 
terminal is anticipating further significant growth in vehicle 
volumes over the next five years.

With vehicle handling figures already topping 200,000 units, the 
terminal is nearing its new design capacity. 

As such, various capacity enhancement initiatives are being fast-
tracked to ensure the Durban Car Terminal is able to adequately 
meet the automotive industry’s demand.


