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Arusha, Tanzania - Travel within Tanzania is markedly different than in the U.S., or any other country I have visited.   Few have cars; that is a luxury for only the wealthy.  Most Tanzanians travel between the larger cities (and there are relatively few of those) on 55 or 65 passenger busses.  For shorter distances between villages and those cities, or village to village, wildly decorated mini-vans are the choice.  These are almost exclusively Toyotas which have been modified to cram 16-20 passengers inside.  There are tens, maybe hundreds, of thousands of these in Arusha alone, a major metropolitan area of over 2 million.  For shorter trips, particularly in the big cities, 3-wheeled bajadses are often the vehicle of choice.  They are essentially a motorized version of a rickshaw with a small gasoline engine driving a passenger cab behind (they are called tuk-tuk’s in some other countries, such as Thailand).
Once a traveler arrives at her destination (most appear to be women who have done daily grocery shopping), there is a gaggle of motorcycles waiting to provide transportation on the dirt paths to the villages off the main highways.  The drivers are all men under 35.  Most are wearing helmets, and have one or two spares for passengers.  As opposed to what I saw in Vietnam, here I have not seen more than three people on one motorcycle.  Although national law mandates the use of helmets, I did see a few riders without helmets.  Once aboard the motorcycle, the passenger is whisked to her village.   The fare varies depending on the distance, ranging from the minimum charge of 400 Tanzanian shillings (20 cents U.S.) to a maximum of the equivalent of one dollar.  The motorcyclist then returns to his buddies waiting along the main road for another passenger.  
I was not able to determine how the queue works for all these motorcycles.  In some locations I saw at least 50 waiting for customers.  Most drivers sit on their bikes while talking to friends/competitors sprawled across their bikes.  I did not see any tussles break out when a woman approaches needing a ride.  She simply hops on one and off they go.
My taxi driver, Deo, (his full first name is Deo Gratis) told me that the all the motorcycles come from India or China and mostly have engines 125 cc or less.  A new one costs around $1000.  I asked about the used market, but Deo swore that few used ones are ever sold.  I did see many being repaired in shops alongside the roads.  If I were to open a business here, it would be in motorcycle repair parts!  
After traveling nearly 450 kilometers one day with Deo (long story) across the northern sector of Tanzania, it certainly appeared that half the young male population of Tanzania are these “motorcycle boys.”  They were everywhere.  Unlike more developed nations, over 70 % of Tanzanians live in remote villages outside even small cities.  Although walking is how most go from A to B, if you want to reach anywhere outside your local village, you are probably going to need the services of one of these motorcycles fellows.
When I asked Deo about the apparent total disregard of traffic laws by the motorcyclists, he laughed. “The President has ordered that the police not chase those guys...just let them go.  There were several bad accidents during some police chases, so they were ordered to stop trying to enforce laws on the motorcyclists.  So now, they do pretty much whatever they want.  Did you see how they use the pedestrian crosswalks to go from one side of the road to the other?  But you’ll notice that they all have license plates - the government gets their money from that!”
During my two weeks in Tanzania and Zanzibar, I did not observe one accident involving a motorcycle (or any vehicle).  Everyone seems to navigate carefully, in spite of the apparent chaos.  Larger vehicles are closely monitored by the police.  It seems to be random....a policeman steps out and waves your car over.  There are roadside stops at least every 15 kilometers to check for proper insurance and registration.  Speed limits are enforced - at least during the day.  Deo told me that all bets are off at night and “everyone speeds.”  Most accidents, he told me, take place at night, often due to cars attempting to pass others on the predominately two-lane highways.  The motorcycle boys are not part of this mix....most close shop after dark
After several hours on the road, Deo and I arrived at our destination in the small village of Karatu.  When we were unable to find the school we were looking for, Deo pulled over, rolled down the window, and asked a group of motorcycle boys for directions.  Immediately several offered help, and one pushed to the front and offered to lead us there for a dollar.  We took him up on the proposal and several miles of dirt roads off the main highway later we were at the school.  I gave him an extra dollar and we high-fived like long-time buddies.  Oh, those crazy motorcycle boys!
I thought you might like to know.
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