
ARTICLE

“Indiscipline” in context: a political-economic
grounding for dangerous driving behaviors
among Tro-Tro drivers in Ghana
Festival Godwin Boateng 1✉

This paper attempts a better explanation for the causes of dangerous driving behaviors

among “Tro-Tro”(minibus) drivers in Ghana. The current media, policy, and academic cov-

erage of the problem reveals an immutable discourse that considers the behaviors (such as

over speeding) as a function of moral failure, indiscipline, or bad attitudes on the part of the

drivers. Often little consideration is given to the context of the behaviors and their influences.

This paper provides an alternative explanation that considers the behaviors as predictable

actions that are systematically connected to the Tro-Tro industry. Tro-Tro drivers operate

within a precarious work climate marked by problems such as low wages; cut-throat com-

petition; high level of job insecurity; imposition of non-negotiable throat-cutting daily fees by

car owners and harassments from bribe-demanding corrupt police officers. The exigencies of

meeting these numerous financial and other demands of their work, not moral failure, are what

fuel dangerous driving behaviors among the drivers. Based on this analysis, the present public

policy of using penal populism (i.e., heavy fines and prison sentences) to address road trauma

in Ghana is ineffective for inducing safer driving behaviors among Tro-Tro drivers. Inter-

ventions to reduce road transport problems involving such commercial passenger vehicles in

Ghana and other developing countries similarly situated must be broad, more-wider reaching

and include initiatives that also address the range of political-economic causes, motivations,

and constraints that incentivize the drivers to drive dangerously. The paper contributes to the

sustainable development goals of ensuring safe and sustainable transport (SDG 11.2), and

reducing deaths and injuries from road accidents (SDG 3.6).
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Introduction

The 2018 Global status report on road safety highlights that
the number of annual road traffic deaths has reached 1.35
million. Thus, nearly 3700 people die on the world’s roads

every day (WHO, 2018). The burden of this unacceptably high
carnage on global roads is disproportionately borne by developing
countries. The share of global road deaths in low-income coun-
tries (LICs) increased from 12% to 16% during the 2010 to 2013
period, with a road death risk of 24.1 deaths per 100,000 popu-
lation in 2013 (WHO, 2013). It is estimated that road death risk
in Africa—the global capital of road trauma—is at a troubling
26.6 deaths per 100,000 people (WHO, 2018).

The sustainable development goals (SDGs) prioritize transport
solutions and investments toward helping countries achieve safer
transport systems. Road safety, a key indicator of SDGs 3 and 11,
is now a recognized global development priority. To attain the
goals of providing safe and sustainable transport (SDG 11.2) and
deal with deaths and injuries from road traffic crashes (RTCs)
(SDG 3.6) in Africa and other developing countries similarly
situated, policymakers will need to be supported with the right
knowledge to inform well-targeted interventions. This paper
attempts a better explanation for the causes of dangerous driving
behaviors among “Tro-Tro” (also called minibus or paratransit)
drivers in Ghana.

Ghana has a huge problem with road fatalities, which have
increased by 12–15% annually since 2008 (Dotse et al., 2019). In
2001, Ghana was rated as the second highest road traffic accident
prone nation among six West African countries, with 73 deaths
per 1000 accidents (Haadi, 2014). In 2016, 2084 people were
killed through RTCs with additional 10,438 suffering various
degrees of injuries (NRSC, 2016). Road trauma is among the top
10 leading causes of death in the country (CDC, 2019). The socio-
economic cost of RTCs in Ghana is estimated at 1.6% of the
country’s GDP (Haadi, 2014).

The data suggest that a significant number (40%) of road
fatalities in Ghana tend to involve commercial passenger vehicles
(Dotse et al., 2019) in which “Tro-Tro”—the commonest means
of public transport in the country—features strongly. For
instance, according to the Motor Transport and Traffic Directo-
rate (MTTD) of the Ghana Police Service, within just the first
quarter of 2019, accidents involving Tro-Tro vehicles killed three
hundred and injured nearly 2000 people (Rufai, 2019). The
number could be much higher given that RTCs are under
reported in the country (Salifu and Ackaah, 2012). Okraku (2016)
described Tro-Tros as “safety hazards” in Ghana.

Tro-Tro is the most affordable and accessible means of transport
in cities in Ghana (Okraku, 2016; Okoye, 2010). With the current
service gaps in the public transport system and deep concerns with
the climate crisis, ensuring the safety of such highly patronized
means of public transport will be critical to maintaining ridership
and reducing shifts to personal vehicles. The current media and
policy (e.g., Ghana Police Service, 2019; NRSC, 2016), as well as
academic (e.g., Amo, 2014; Nyamuame et al., 2015) coverage of
Tro-Tro safety problems in Ghana reveals an immutable discourse
that considers dangerous driving behaviors (e.g., over speeding and
overloading) as a function of moral failure, indiscipline or bad
attitudes on the part of the drivers. Often little consideration is
given to the context of the behaviors and their influences. This
omission is significant for a multiple of reasons.

First, the framing of dangerous driving behaviors as a function
of the drivers’ moral failure creates a rather false impression that
Tro-Tro drivers in the country are putatively bad people or have
inherent preference for over speeding or other adverse driver
behaviors. Second, lessons from studies on other commercial
passenger transport drivers similarly situated in other African
countries (Rizzo, 2011, 2017; Agbiboa, 2016) suggest that such

informal public transport drivers operate within a precarious
work climate marked by problems such as cut-throat competi-
tion; low wages; high level of job insecurity; imposition of non-
negotiable throat-cutting daily fees by car owners; harassments
from bribe-demanding corrupt police officers. The pressures to
meet these numerous financial and other demands of their work,
not moral failure, are what incentivize the drivers to undertake
the dangerous driving practices that earn them public oppro-
brium. The organizational principles and structure of Ghana’s
Tro-Tro industry are similar to that of other African countries
(see Okoye, 2010) which, therefore, suggests that similar factors
might be at work in Ghana. Nonetheless, there is little by way of
research on how the political economy settlement of Ghana’s
Tro-Tro industry contributes to unsafe driving behaviors in the
country—the gap in the literature the paper explored. The paper
was guided by the following questions:

1. To what extent and in what ways do the political-economic
constraints established in the informal public transport
literature on other African countries incentivize adverse
driver behaviors among Tro-Tro drivers in Ghana?

2. What lessons could be mined from studying the political
economy of Tro-Tro to improve road safety in cities
in Ghana?

3. What set of concepts and analytical tools could the study
findings contribute to the broader literature on informal
public transport in the Global South?

Overall, the paper would argue that, contrary to the received
wisdom, dangerous driving behaviors among Ghanaian Tro-Tro
drivers are not driven by bad attitudes or moral failure. They are
rather predictable actions that are systematically connected to the
commercial passenger transport industry in which the drivers
operate. The paper, based on this analysis, would argue that the
presently embraced public policy of using penal populism (i.e.,
heavy fines and prison sentences—see Jasmine, 2013; Ghana
Police Service, 2019) and even road safety education (GNA, 2018)
to address road trauma in Ghana is ineffective for inducing safer
driving behaviors among Tro-Tro drivers. Interventions to reduce
road transport problems involving such commercial passenger
vehicles in the country and others similarly situated must be
broad, more-wider reaching and include initiatives that also
address the range of political-economic causes, motivations and
constraints that incentivize the drivers to drive dangerously.

The message conveyed in this paper corroborates the growing
recognition in the road transport community that accident-
inducing errors are usually not the flaws of morally, technically or
mentally deficient “bad apples” of road-users but the, often,
predictable actions and omissions that are systematically con-
nected to the sociotechnical road transport system in which
people traverse (see, for instance, Newnam et al., 2017; Newnam
and Goode, 2018; Belzer and Sedo, 2018; Soro et al., 2020; Ste-
venson et al., 2013; Salmon and Lenné, 2015). The rest of the
paper details the message.

Adverse driving behaviors in Ghana: overview of current
narratives on causes and a critique
In February 2018, after a series of RTCs in Ghana, the President
tasked his Ministers of Interior, Transport, Roads & Highways to
investigate and come up with a working solution to address the
menace. “Indiscipline”, the Committee reported, is “the main
contributory factor to the increasing incidents of road traffic cra-
shes” in Ghana (Ghanaweb, 2019). The conclusion of the Pre-
sident’s Committee is consistent with the popular view in Ghana
that road accidents in the country are caused by bad attitudes of
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individual road-users—particularly drivers. Parliamentarians
(Ghanaweb, 2018); Former Presidents (PeacefmOnline, 2019);
ministers of state (Gobah, 2019); the National Roads Safety
Commission (Ghanaweb, 2019); the police and the media (Ghana
Police Service, 2019) often blame drivers for the carnage on
Ghana’s roads.

Similar claims are made within the realm of academia and
research. For instance, Nyamuame et al. (2015) argue that over
speeding; overloading and disregard for road signs/regulations, the
three main causes of road fatalities in Ghana, are closely related to
drivers’ behavior such as negligence and indiscipline. Amo (2014)
contends that bad driver attitude, rather than vehicles, must be
blamed for road fatalities in Ghana. Amedorme and Nsoh (2014)
too argue that driver related factors such as careless driving, drunk
driving and use of phones while driving are major causes of road
deaths in Ghana. One study claims that in 77% of cases where
human error was at the crux of road accidents in Ghana, drivers
were at fault in 56.2% of them (see Singh et al., 2016). Haadi (2014),
Siaw et al. (2013), and Coleman (2014) too project a driver-blaming
approach to RTCs in Ghana—and, thus, attribute road fatalities in
the country to bad attitudes on the part of drivers.

As noted earlier, Tro-Tro is the commonest means of public
transport in Ghana (Asiedu-Larbi, 2017; Okraku, 2016; Rufai,
2019), therefore, the drivers tend to feature strongly in road
transport problems in the country. The framing of dangerous
driving behaviors in the Ghanaian policy, media and academic
circles as a function of moral failure or bad attitudes on the part
of individual drivers is largely problematic. Not only does the
discourse create a rather false impression that Tro-Tro drivers are
putatively bad people or have inherent preference for speeding
and other adverse driver behaviors, it also sits in tension with the
long established sociological thought (see The Sociological Ima-
gination, 1959 of C Wright Mills, for instance) that the true
causes of social problems are usually not to be found within the
personal situations or characteristics of the implicated individuals
—they tend to lie with the larger social contextual forces that act
on them. This, therefore, calls for alternative explanations for
dangerous driving that consider factors beyond the personal
attitudes of Tro-Tro drivers.

Encouragingly, there is a groundswell of research (Rizzo,
2011, 2017; Agbiboa, 2016; Klopp and Mitullah, 2016; Klopp et al.,
2019; Behrens et al., 2016; McCormick et al., 2016, 2016b) in other
parts of Africa that explores the behavior of commercial passenger
transport drivers against the backdrop of the political economy
settlement of the informal public transport industry in which they
operate. The next section distills some of the lessons and ideas
accrued in the literature to provide a better explanation for dan-
gerous driving behaviors among Tro-Tro drivers in Ghana.

Adverse driving behaviors among Tro-Tro drivers: a function
of political economy not moral failure
Publicly run and undersupplied since colonial times, Ghana’s
road transport sector has progressively evolved into a privately
run, deregulated industry (for a review of the evolution of Gha-
na’s road transport sector, see Okraku, 2016; Clayborne, 2012;
Hart, 2016). There are other means of public transport such as
coaches and taxis in Ghana, however, Tro-Tro is the most pop-
ular means of public transport in the country—particularly in the
cities. The term “Tro-Tro” originated from the initial fares
charged by the buses (one “tro” or pence per trip). The phrase is
also associated with this form of transport as an affordable means
of travel for people of all economic means (Okoye, 2010).
Although the name of the minibus is a local one, similar mini-
buses are a major form of transport in other African cities (with
their own local names, such as danfos in Nigeria, daladalas in
Tanzania and matatus in Kenya).

As with the informal commercial transport sectors of other
African countries (McCormick et al., 2016; Rizzo, 2011, 2017;
Agbiboa, 2016), Ghana’s Tro-Tro industry is organized around a
target system—where the driver (usually a male) and his “mate”
or assistant operate the bus as a sort of daily franchise, for which
the owner demands a daily fee (commonly called “sales”). The
daily return for the crew (the driver and the mate) will consist of
what remains once the “sales” has been made and the cost of fuel
—towards which car owners do not contribute—has been
deducted. Currently, there is little by way of research on how this
target system influence Tro-Tro drivers’ behavior in the country.
However, lessons from studies on other informal commercial
transport workers in other parts of Africa (e.g., Rizzo, 2011;
Agbiboa, 2016), as well as the accounts of some Tro-Tro drivers
captured in both Dotse et al. (2019) and a recent documentary by
Citi 97.3 FM suggest that the power relations inherent in the
target system could be key to making sense of Tro-Tro drivers’
behaviors in the country.

The relationship between car owners and the drivers, often
unmediated by the state, takes place on an atomized basis, whereby
car owners (unilaterally) “agree” to the terms and conditions of
work with drivers on a one to one basis. As Rizzo puts it, “no
‘struggle between classes’ is observable in the passenger transport
system” (Rizzo, 2011; p. 1186). The salient point here is that many
African cities are plagued by high levels of unemployment, the
passenger transport sector, therefore, attracts plenty of labor with
many reserved armies of drivers ever-hungry for opportunities
(Agbiboa, 2016). This tilts the balance of power between drivers and
owners in favor of the latter as the two parties “negotiate” the daily
fee. As one driver bemoaned in a study on the situation in Dar es
Salaam, Tanzania: “they [bus owners] can ask you whatever [daily
sales or fees] they want and you have to accept it” (Rizzo, 2011;
1186). Agbiboa (2016) and McCormick et al. (2016a, 2016b) made
similar findings in Lagos, Nigeria and Nairobi, Kenya; Dar es Sal-
aam, Tanzania and Cape Town, South Africa.

The power asymmetry, thus, condemns the drivers, who usually
have dependants, to great occupational uncertainty, extremely harsh
working conditions and meager returns. Their situation is further
worsened by the ever-present bribe-demanding corrupt police and
“hard-core” dues collecting union officers who have created pre-
datory economies across passenger transport sectors in Africa by
extorting monies from drivers (see Agbiboa, 2015, 2016, for
instance). The drivers could only make enough revenue to cover
operational costs and the police bribes, pay their owners, them-
selves, and their mates (assistants) only by increasing the number of
trips or passengers per trip. They, invariably, therefore, are forced or
incentivized to drive for long hours, resort to dangerous overtaking,
overload their cars and drive at dangerously high speeds. Thus, the
drivers’ unsafe driving behaviors are intimately connected to the
precarious conditions associated with the commercial passenger
transport industry in which they operate.

The above analysis finds empirical corroboration in many of
the studies conducted on commercial passenger transport across
the African continent. For instance, in Life is War: Informal
Transport Workers and Neoliberalism in Tanzania and No con-
dition is permanent, Matteo Rizzo (2011) and Daniel Agbiboa
(2016) show how the pressures of hyper-competition; low wages;
high level of job insecurity; imposition of non-negotiable throat-
cutting daily fees by car owners and the activities of corrupt police
officers fuel dangerous driving practices such as over speeding
and overloading, dangerous overtaking and other aggressive
driving behaviors among daladala and danfo drivers in Tanzania
and Nigeria. Klopp and Mitullah (2016), Klopp et al. (2019),
Rizzo (2011, 2017), Behrens et al. (2016), and McCormick et al.
(2016, 2016b) made similar findings in other African countries,
including Kenya, Tanzania, and South Africa.
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As noted earlier, the organizational principles and structure of
Ghana’s Tro-Tro industry are similar to that of other African
countries, which, thus, suggests that similar factors might be at
work in Ghana. In fact, the accounts of some Tro-Tro drivers
captured in Dotse et al. (2019) and in a recent documentary about
the conditions of their work (see Citi 97.3 FM, 2019) highlight
many of the political-economic constraints that are influencing
dangerous driving behaviors among drivers in other African
countries. This suggests that the issue of dangerous driving
among Tro-Tro drivers in Ghana must be understood against the
backdrop of the precarious commercial passenger transport
industry or environment in which they operate. This, however, is
not how the Ghanaian public, media, the police, road safety
institutions, practitioners and researchers frame and explain the
problem. As shown earlier, the current media and policy (e.g.,
Ghana Police Service, 2019; NRSC, 2016), as well as academic
(e.g., Amo, 2014; Nyamuame et al., 2015) coverage of road
transport problems in Ghana reveals an immutable discourse that
considers dangerous driving behaviors as a function of drivers’
moral failure, indiscipline or bad attitudes.

However, the Ghanaian situation is not exceptional in what
seems to be transpiring as a broader phenomenon in many a
developing country where dangerous driving tends to be blamed
on the unruliness and bad attitudes of drivers. See Udodiong
(2016) for some accusations by the Federal Road Safety Com-
mission of Nigeria; Harare 24 News (2016) and Musinga (2016)
for something similar from the Traffic Safety Council of Zim-
babwe and the Uganda’s National Road Authority, respectively.
Kinyanjui (2019) and Taarifa (2017) too capture similar blames
put forward by Kenya’s National Highway Authority and the
Rwanda National Police. Not just Africa, in Asia—another hotbed
for road fatalities (Dandona et al., 2006; Wismans et al., 2016)—
such driver-blaming discourse is ubiquitous (see Xinhua, 2019;
Farhin, 2018; Ramaswamy, 2014, for instance).

Conclusion
The correspondence reviewed the attribution of road transport
problems involving Tro-Tros in Ghana to the (bad) attitudes of the
implicated drivers. It has been shown that, similar to minibus dri-
vers in sister-African countries, Ghanaian Tro-Tro drivers operate
within a precarious work climate marked by cut-throat competition;
low wages; high level of job insecurity; imposition of non-negotiable
throat-cutting daily fees by car owners and harassments from bribe-
demanding corrupt police officers. The exigencies of meeting these
numerous financial and other demands seem to be what incentivize
the drivers to undertake dangerous driving behaviors that earn
them public opprobrium. Thus, contrary to popular opinion, the
accident-inducing errors are not the flaws of morally deficient “bad
apples” of Tro-Tro drivers but the, often, predictable actions that are
systematically connected to their work.

In short, the correspondence argues that the extant discourse in
Ghana that vilifies Tro-Tro drivers and attributes dangerous
driving practices such as over speeding to their personal attitudes
hides more than it reveals. It is more insightful to consider the
behaviors as structurally interwoven into the political economy
settlement of the Tro-Tro industry in which the drivers operate.
Based on this analysis, the widely embraced penal populism of
using prison sentences (Jasmine, 2013) and imposition of heavy
fines (Ghana Police Service, 2019) on drivers to address road
transport problems is not effective for inducing safer driving
among Tro-Tro drivers. As the analysis shows, the unsafe driving
behaviors are not attitudinally-grounded to be simply addressed
through sanctions or even education. They are rather embedded
or systematically connected to the drivers’ work processes and

working conditions, as well as the broader road transport sector/
environment in which they operate.

Measures to reduce the behaviors must, therefore, be broad,
more-wider reaching and include initiatives that address the range of
political-economic causes, motivations and constraints that incenti-
vize them to drive dangerously. For instance, making or enforcing
policies that enhance Tro-Tro drivers’ working conditions or job
security may bring better road safety outcomes than declaring
“wars” on them—the kind of interventions being pursued vigorously
in Ghana today (Ghana Police Service, 2019). Road safety matters
and the status quo of blaming dangerous driving behaviors on
drivers’ moral failure without any systematic engagement with the
range of agencies, causes, motivations or constraints that provoke
the behaviors is a hindrance to achieving safer roads in Ghana and
other developing countries similarly situated.

In terms of literature contributions, the paper brings a political-
economic perspective to the current attitude-centered literature on
driving behavior in Ghana and other parts of the developing world
and, therefore, gives impetus to the growing call in the road
transport community (see for instance, Newnam et al., 2017;
Newnam and Goode, 2018; Belzer and Sedo, 2018; Soro et al., 2020;
Stevenson et al., 2013; Salmon and Lenné, 2015) for a deeper focus
on the range of agencies, causes, motivations or constraints that
provoke adverse road-user behaviors or fail to prevent them from
resulting into accidents, as opposed to road-users’ personal attitudes
and characteristics. The essay hopes to stimulate further conversa-
tion among road safety practitioners and researchers in Ghana and
other similarly situated developing countries toward designing
analytical frameworks and tools for collecting the right information
on the causes of accidents so that prevention efforts could target the
right elements in the transportation system. Not just drivers and for
that matter any other road-users.
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