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ADVISORY ON TAXI OCCUPANCY LEVELS TO MITIGATE COVID-19 RISK 

  

Request for Advisory sent to MAC/Problem/Concern 

Does an increase in taxi occupancy from 70% to 100% pose a public health threat of increased 

SARS-CoV-2 transmission? If so, are there mitigation measures that can ameliorate the 

increased risk of viral transmission? 

 

MAC review 

The coronavirus spreads from person to person mainly through respiratory droplets and contact 

when people touch contaminated surfaces (Chu, 2020).  Direct and prolonged (>15 minutes) 

close contact in poorly ventilated areas are considered to carry the highest risk, through an 

infected individual’s (symptomatic or asymptomatic) droplets from the respiratory tract reaching 

an uninfected person’s mouth, nose or eyes.  
 

The Coronavirus is spread through 3 modes of transmission: 

1. Direct inoculation  with infected droplets. 

2. Indirectly through contact with contaminated surfaces, and subsequent self-inoculation. 

3. Airborne transmission through micro-droplets (<5µm) that remain airborne for 10-15 

minutes, especially in poorly ventilated areas. The contribution of airborne transmission 

remains unresolved. 

 

There is evidence that for other respiratory disease with similar modes of transmission 

(influenza A (H1N1)), use of public transport (such as taxis) is associated with increased risk of 

illness (Zhen 2020).  Since public transport comprises a risky situation due to lack of safe 

distance between passengers, drivers and conductors, and a high likelihood of contaminated 

surfaces from infected passengers, drivers and conductors; special precautions are warranted. 

Two of the most important reasons for the high risk in public transport are: 

1. Close contact between people and inability to maintain 1.5 meter distance between 

people due to seating. Prolonged contact of >15 minutes for most journeys. 
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2. Gathering of large groups of individuals (>10 people) leading to increased possibility of 

one of the individuals in the group being infected and the risk of that infected individual 

transmitting the virus onward to large numbers of people 

Most notably, drivers and conductors carry a particularly high risk of Coronavirus infection as 

they have the longest exposure to potentially infectious individuals each day without the benefit 

of social distancing. The risk of transmission between passengers, from passengers to the 

driver/conductor and from the driver/conductor to passengers due to the 2 points above can be 

reduced by reducing taxi occupancy allowing spacing between occupied seats and reducing 

the numbers of individuals in a confined space for a period of time. Also, there should not be 

anyone allowed in the seat next to the driver/conductor, and ideally a barrier between the 

driver/conductor and the back of the taxi. Reducing the risk of passengers and 

drivers/conductors acquiring coronavirus infection is important because there several million 

taxi passengers and tens of thousands of drivers/conductors and their high infection rates could 

lead to substantial community transmission.  

 

Under level 4 restrictions, taxis were only allowed to load passengers to a maximum of 50% 

occupancy, until the Minister of Transport increased the threshold to 70%. A threshold of 70% 

occupancy translates to a maximum of 10 people in a taxi that would normally carry 15 

passengers.  

 

The approach to this problem in buses and subway trains in the US is captured in the US CDC 

guidelines to maintain safe social distancing among bus and subway riders recommend the 

following: 

1. Lower the maximum number of people allowed aboard. 

2. Restrict every second row of seats to keep people further apart. 

3. Provide additional services to reduce the number of riders per trip. 

4. Install marking and physical guides to ensure riders can stay six feet apart. 

5. Daily health checks for bus drivers and transit workers. 

6. Eliminate touchpoints like fare boxes, doors and trash cans. 

The proposal to increase taxi occupancy to 100% presents a high risk of accelerating 

coronavirus transmission, especially for drivers and conductors who will be in close contact with 

potentially infectious individuals for many hours each day and infected drivers/conductors pose 

a risk of transmission to their close contacts, including their families and to passengers. It also 

presents a risk for infected passengers to transmit the virus to other passengers. 

 

With regard to steps to be taken to mitigate coronavirus risk, the use of masks could reduce 

the risk of spread by droplets, hand sanitising can reduce transmission from contaminated 

surfaces while open windows are critically important to reduce droplet and airborne spread. 

These measures can be used to minimise the increased transmission risk from close contact 

and an increased risk of having an infected individual when there are larger numbers of 

passengers.  
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Recommendations: 

1. Taxi occupancy should not be increased above the current 70% level. 

 

2. Consideration should be given to reducing occupancy to 50% in areas where the 

numbers of active Covid-19 cases are high and rising. 

 

3. Since drivers and conductors are at highest risk due to high-risk of exposure and 

inadequate social distancing in the vehicle for prolonged periods, the following risk 

mitigation measures are recommended for drivers: 

a. Drivers and conductors should complete a daily symptom check before being 

allowed to drive a taxi. 

b. Drivers and conductors should wear a mask. 

c. Drivers and conductors should practice physical distancing when out of their 

taxis, especially at taxi ranks. 

d. The drivers, conductors and passengers windows should be opened sufficiently 

to allow substantial airflow across the front seats of the taxi. 

e. The taxi interior and touch surfaces, such as door handles should be wiped down 

at least once each day. 

f. Drivers should ensure that their taxi ranks have floor markings and physical 

guides installed to keep awaiting passengers at least 1m apart. 

g. The seat next to the driver should be left open, unless utilised by the taxi 

conductor. 

 

4. Since passengers are exposed to risk when riding in a taxi, the following mitigation 

measures are recommended for passengers: 

a. Passengers should observe physical distancing rules while waiting for taxis. 

b. Each passenger should wear a mask. 

c. Each passenger should hand sanitise on entry into the taxi. 

d. Passengers should avoid touching taxi surfaces where possible. 

e. It is recommended that at least 2 passenger windows on each side of the taxi 

are opened to allow sufficient airflow in the taxi cabin.  

  
 

Thank you for consideration of this request. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 
PROFESSOR SALIM S. ABDOOL KARIM 

OVERARCHING CHAIRPERSON: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 03 July 2020 

 

CC:  

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General:  Health) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General: National Health Insurance) 

» Dr S Zungu (Project Lead: Sectoral Response to Covid-19) 

» Incident Management Team  

 


