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AFRICA Investment

Traxtion eyes 
growth potential 
New investment opportunities are opening up in the African rail sector, and as the 
continent’s largest private freight operator Traxtion wants to lead the charge, CEO  
James Holley tells Chris Jackson.

James Holley joined Traxtion Group in June 2016 
as Chief Executive Officer, having gained extensive 
experience in the rail industry through seven years at 
Grindrod Ltd.

Having graduated with a B Comm Hons (Man Acc) 
from Stellenbosch University and B Comm Hons 
(Accounting) from the University of KwaZulu Natal, he 
qualified as a CA(SA) at the South African Institute of 
Chartered Accountants. He completed his articles in 
2005 in the Financial Services department of KPMG 
South Africa and then served as Audit Supervisor at 
KPMG Ireland before returning to KPMG South Africa’s 
Corporate Finance division.

Holley joined Grindrod Ltd in 2009 as Commercial 
Manager for Grindrod Rail, becoming CEO of the 
business in 2011. He is currently the non-executive Chair 
of the Africa Rail Industry Association which represents 
the interests of private sector rail suppliers and 
operators in South Africa and beyond.

compared to the volumes achieved in 
other parts of the world, Holley insists 
that this simply means that there is a 
bigger potential for growth. He believes 
that Africa’s rail freight is at the start of 
a ‘growth trajectory’, and will only 
become bigger and more profitable.

Born from necessity
The Traxtion journey began 34 years 
ago, when international firms such as 
General Motors had to close or divest 
their South African operations due to 
sanctions. Roy Puffett was an engineer 
with General Motors who formed 
Sheltam as a rail services business, and 
steadily grew the company, expanding 
its operations throughout sub-Saharan 
Africa. ‘He had an obsession with 
providing good service, and that is still 
what we do today’, says Holley.

Sheltam expanded from locomotive 
maintenance into equipment leasing 
and contract operation of railways in 
different countries. However, the 
business climate was not easy in the 
early years of the 21st century, and at 
one point the company was on the 
brink of bankruptcy, having lost 40% of 
its revenue. A management reshuffle 
and an injection of new capital saw 
Holley installed as CEO six years ago.

We want to change the way 
Africa moves freight’, 
explains Traxtion CEO 
James Holley. ‘There are 

an overbearing number of trucks on 
our roads, and we want to be the 
company that convinces Africa that 
more freight should move by rail.’

Despite the vast size of the continent, 
he explains, Africa has never enjoyed 
integrated rail operations across 
different jurisdictions, as a legacy of 
independent development in its many 
different countries. As a result the vast 
majority of freight moving today is 
transported by road, other than a few 
specific mineral flows that can benefit 
from dedicated heavy haul railways.

This reliance on road transport has 
hampered both domestic and 
international trade, Holley believes. As 
well as causing significant damage to 
the infrastructure, the heavy lorries 
create pollution and congestion, 
causing delays for other road users. 
‘Moving more freight by rail seems an 
obvious, more environmentally friendly 
and effective way of getting stuff from 
point A to point B’, he insists.

As CEO of the largest private freight 
rail operator in sub-Saharan Africa, 
Holley is a man with a passion for the 
industry. And he says he is ‘a man on a 
mission’ to position his company at the 
forefront of what he envisages the ‘new 
frontier’ in global rail freight 
expansion. He believes that Traxtion 
could play a similar pioneering role in 
unlocking the potential for rail freight 
in Africa as Union Pacific did to open 
up the American west for development 
in the 1860s.

Pointing out that the volume of 
freight moved by rail on the African 
continent today is quite small 

‘

‘I realised when  
I took over that 

this is an amazing 
business’

James Holley, CEO, Traxtion 
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As well as leasing six 

locomotives for 

Sénégal’s revitalised 

metre gauge 

network, Traxtion is 

now training local 

staff to drive and 

maintain them. 

Traxtion’s recent 

investments to 

develop its lease 

fleet include the 

procurement of 10 

General Electric 

C30EMP diesel 

locomotives.

Although his tenure did not get off to 
an easy start, Holley says he was always 
optimistic. ‘I realised when I took over 
that this is an amazing business. We 
have an extremely loyal customer base, 
particularly with the big mining 
houses. They have absolute trust in us. 
This is a powerful thing in our industry, 
it instils faith.’

As a chartered accountant by 
background, Holley was well placed to 
turn the business around. ‘It was a great 
position to be in’, he recalls. ‘The 
company was very good at what it did. 
That means you don’t spend your time 
looking into the rear-view mirror 
trying to put out fires — you can focus 
on the future.’

An injection of fresh energy into the 
business saw the company raising 
capital and building equity, with the 
aim of creating the first pan-African 
railway operator. Traxtion’s two major 
shareholders are Principle Capital and 
Harith, through its Pan African 
Infrastructure Development Fund 2.

The renewed focus saw Sheltam 
rebranded as Traxtion Group, which 
embraces the leasing, maintenance 
and operating business units. ‘For 
those in the know, tractive effort is the 
measure of a locomotive’s power, a 
valuable commodity for any rail 
operator’, says Holley. ‘Traxtion’s 
rail-centric rebrand tapped into that. It 
is a powerful brand, with huge success 
and loyal customers.

‘With the money we raised, we could 
settle the debts and start to invest. The 
quality of our assets is fundamental to 
our business. So we needed to invest in 
the heavy maintenance of our fleet. We 
also grew capacity by acquiring new 
locomotives and wagons. And finally, 
we built a new workshop where we can 
refurbish 15 locomotives at the same 

time — that was a huge expansion from 
the three we could do previously.’

This expansion drive saw the 
company expanding its locomotive fleet 
while establishing sufficient maintenance 
capacity to look after the core of the 
business. It effectively set Traxtion up 
for future growth.

By the end of 2020, Traxtion’s lease 
fleet totalled more than 50 locomotives, 
200 wagons and 10 cabooses, including 
10 new General Electric C30EMP diesel 
locomotives and 50 lightweight skeletal 
container wagons. The company has 
now acquired the continent’s most 
powerful diesel locomotives, in the 
form of six Afro 4000s originally built 
by Vossloh España for Prasa but never 
put into service.

The group’s Rosslyn base is nestled 
between the BMW and Nissan 
automotive production plants in South 
Africa’s engineering heartland outside 
Pretoria. The 55 000 m2 facility provides 
a maintenance and rail services hub for 

locomotives operating across the 
continent. With direct rail access to the 
1 067 mm gauge network that spans 
much of southern Africa, the modern 
workshop is ‘100% focused on servicing’, 
and can deal with locomotives from 
many different suppliers.

Holley says this focus on servicing 
rather than manufacturing was 
deliberate. ‘If we do start manufacturing, 
we close the door on other stakeholders 
and become a competitor; we don’t need 
to do that.’

The company has achieved ISO9001 
2015 certification for quality 
management and a five-star safety 
rating. It also benefits from long, 
well-established relationships with a 
number of blue chip customers in 
various industry sectors.

Investing in tomorrow
Meanwhile, the business is continuing to 
innovate, setting up facilities to train the 
next generation of rail freight operators. 

The Rosslyn hub is home to 
Traxtion’s rail school, where the 
company takes semi-skilled artisans 
from the local community and trains 
them to the highest qualifications 
available in the continent. This 
commitment is not taken lightly, and 
represents a significant investment at a 
cost of around R1·5m per trainee.

The course involves three phases 
covering 72 modules, giving the 
trainees theoretical knowledge in the 
fields of mechanical and electrical 
engineering, coupled with practical and 
workplace experience. From early in 
their course, apprentices are given 
every opportunity to obtain workplace 
experience, working side by side with 
skilled and seasoned technicians.

Upon successful completion of their 
trade test, the trainees receive a ‘red 
seal’ certificate endorsed by QCTO, the 

are covered 
by the 

engineerng 
qualification 

offered at 
Traxtion’s rail 

school

72
modules
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South African Quality Council for 
Trades & Occupations.

Holley proudly notes that the 
training centre technical division 
boasts a 100% pass rate for its 
apprentices. So far 65 apprentices have 
passed through the technician training 
programme, while Traxtion has also 
provided courses for 600 train drivers 
as part of their operational training 
programme.

The company signed up its first 
female apprentice in 2019, and two 
more followed in 2020; Holley confirms 
that they are all progressing very well.

It is not only South African artisans 
benefitting from the training at Rosslyn. 
Soon 18 people from Sénégal will join 
the training programme, in conjunction 
with a leasing contract for Traxtion to 
supply six locomotives to that country 
(RG 4.21 p9).

‘We offer a powerful combination’, 
says Holley. ‘We have great 
locomotives, but we also train the 
drivers of those locomotives and our 
maintenance services keep the 
locomotives running.’ Traxtion has 
completed similar agreements for 
customers in Mozambique, Zimbabwe 
and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Accepting the challenge
Citing the launch of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (RG 4.21 
p46), Holley is confident that Traxtion 
is well placed to ‘lead the charge’ in 
changing the way freight is transported 
across the continent.

‘Our reason for being is to change the 
way Africa moves freight’, he insists. ‘We 
want to be the company that convinces 
Africa that freight should move by rail. 
And we can do that by providing a truly 
good service. We are financially strong, 
well-capitalised, and we have 
shareholders who can invest more into 
the company. They believe in the quality 
of service we provide and we have an 
ethical reputation in the industry.’

However, he accepts that it is ‘not all 
plain sailing’. He believes that Africa’s 
tiny fraction of global freight volumes 
may be a reason why companies based 
in the rest of the world do not seem 
particularly interested in investing in 
the continent. However, deregulation in 
various countries should help to put 
rail freight onto a growth trajectory, 
opening up opportunities to earn a 
strong return on investment.

As an example, Holley points to the 
announcement by South Africa’s 
President Cyril Ramaphosa last 
October that private operators would 
be allowed access to the 22 500 km 
Transnet network as part of the 
country’s Economic Reconstruction & 

Recovery Plan. He believes this 
‘exciting policy change’ will have a 
positive impact, as better transport 
provision and private sector investment 
in additional capacity should drive 
economic activity in many sectors.

Subject to the negotiation of 
‘equitable’ access rights, Traxtion 
intends to invest an initial R1·5bn in 
locomotives and wagons to augment its 
existing fleet. Between R14bn and 
R17bn could be invested over the next 
five years, he suggests, as a result of this 
structural reform.

The group is potentially looking at a 
multi-year programme under which 
new locomotives from ‘a blue-chip 
OEM’ would be assembled in South 
Africa and wagons procured from 
domestic builders.

Rather than bulk operations for the 
mining sector, which currently 
dominate African rail volumes, Holley 
sees the biggest opportunities in the 
general freight market, both through 
the generation of new business and 
through modal shift from road to rail. 
He envisages that the group could team 
up with established freight logistics 
businesses to enter new markets, with 
the partners providing warehousing and 
freight consolidation hubs while Traxtion 
owns, maintains and operates the trains.

‘The wheel turns slowly in Africa, but 
the development in the past five years 
has been awesome’, he insists. ‘And we 
could not be in a better place to take up 
that challenge. Now is the time to be at 
the frontier, to get ready for growth. 
There is huge potential here.’ 

Latest additions to 

the Traxtion fleet are 

six Spanish-built 

Afro 4000s, which 

Holley describes as 

the most powerful 

diesel locomotives in 

Africa.


