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PUBLIC POLICIES AND STRATEGIES OF A COMPLEX 
SYSTEM: THE CHANGE IN THE URBAN MOBILITY 

SYSTEM OF BOGOTÁ

ABSTRACT

Purpose – Urban mobility is one of the most relevant themes in discussions regarding quality of life in large 
urban centers worldwide. It is a challenge that local governments have been facing due to a significant growth 
in the urban population. The purpose of this study is to analyze the changes in public transport made by the 
local government in the city of Bogotá, Colombia
Design/methodology/approach – It is an in-depth case study of a qualitative nature, based upon primary (in-
terviews and observation) and secondary data. Data was collected in Brazil and Colômbia.
Findings – The case signaled a significant change process by improving urban mobility through the implemen-
tation of successful public policies and strategies. The findings indicated that transforming a chaotic public 
transport system into a point of reference in this field is a notable effort.
Practical implications – This study provides insights to public administrators that manage organizations that 
operate complex systems and pluralistic contexts
Originality/value – This paper contributes to the field by discussing a unique case study in which the admin-
istration of a large capital of a South American country promoted a substantial change in the urban mobility 
system, tackling obstacles and developing an efficient approach. 
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RESUMO

Objetivo – Mobilidade urbana é um dos temas mais comuns em discussões que tratem de qualidade de vida 
em grandes cidades em todo o mundo. Trata-se de desafio que governos locais tem enfrentado em face ao 
processo de urbanização. O objetivo deste estudo é analisar a experiência de Bogotá, Colômbia, na mudan-
ça de sistema de transporte público.
Design/Metodologia/Abordagem – Essa pesquisa caracteriza-se por ser um estudo de caso em profundida-
de de natureza qualitativa, baseado em dados primários (entrevistas e observação) e secundários coletados. 
Os dados foram coletados tanto no Brasil como na Colômbia.
Resultados – O estudo mostra um processo de mudança significativo na mobilidade urbana por meio da 
implementação de políticas públicas e estratégias. Os resultados indicaram que transformar um sistema de 
transporte público caótico em um exemplo para o mundo é um esforço notável.
Implicações práticas – Esse estudo proporciona insights aos administradores públicos que gerenciam orga-
nizações que operam sistemas complexos e contextos pluralísticos. 
Originalidade/Valor – A contribuição deste trabalho concentra-se na discussão de um caso único em que a 
administração de uma grande capital sul-americana promoveu mudança substantiva no sistema de mobili-
dade urbana, ao vencer obstáculos e implantar uma eficiente abordagem. 

Palavras-Chave - Transporte Público, Administração Pública, Governo Local, Estratégia

1 INTRODUCTION

Urban mobility is one of the most popular themes in discussions regarding the challenges 
facing big cities worldwide. Almost every large city in the world confronts many problems related to 
this theme due to its direct relationship with the quality of life. As urban concentrations increase all 
over the world and the overall consuming power of the population grows, on a global scale, masses 
of people move around every day from one place to other, using cars, buses, boats, trains, subways, 
and motorcycles (Acharya, 2005). 

All this commuting leads to traffic jams and intensifies the danger of crashes, contributing to 
the complexity of public transport in urban centers. Consequently, local governments have analyzed 
alternatives and sought to implement strategies in order to improve this situation. In this context, 
some governments have developed creative solutions that are well adapted to their specific realities. 

Local governments have been especially innovative in using strategies to improve the quality of 
life of their inhabitants (Barber, 2013). Cities, such as Chicago, Sidney and London, have been described 
as examples of municipalities that succeeded in developing and adjusting adequate strategies to face ur-
ban mobility problems and improve urban mobility conditions. Today, a modern urban mobility concept 
involves not only transportation and infrastructure developments, but also a sustainable and very friendly 
environmental approach, contributing to more integration among people who live in urban areas.

Problems of urban mobility also have an economic component, as they mean higher transporta-
tion costs to society. Companies spend more resources on transporting their goods and people waste their 
time and money in traffic jams every day. In the end, urban mobility problems are costly for everyone.

The purpose of this work is to analyze the change that was made in the public transport sys-
tem by the local government in the city of Bogotá. It signaled a significant modification in the public 
transportation system in the metropolitan area of the city.  The relevant outcomes of this change 
in urban mobility were recognized not only locally and nationally, but also internationally, revealing 
a successful public endeavor and case. One of the main reasons that make the study of the case of 
Bogotá so unique is the fact that the city underwent an extensive transformation process, from a city 
with one of the most chaotic urban mobility systems in the world to an effective and internationally 
recognized model (Montezuma, 2005).
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This paper focuses on the role played by the city administration, the closest to the popula-
tion, and consequently, to the needs and demands of citizens. A significant effort was made by the 
city administration to study, strategize and change the public transportation system of Bogotá, be-
tween 1997 and 2000. This effort led to a more agile and creative response by the local government 
in developing solutions to the problems facing the community. 

The local government also took charge of implementing public policies designed not only 
at the city level, but also regionally, since it connected the nation`s capital to its surrounding cities. 
We sought to answer the following research question: How was the change in the public transport 
system was achieved by the city administration? 

Cities are understood as complex systems, in accordance with Cilliers (1998) and Stacey 
(2011). In addition, public policy was used as public decisions (Dye, 2017) to improve a chaotic public 
transportation system in Bogota.

Two major components constitute the strong points of this paper. The first is its analysis 
of critical elements mobilized by the city administration to promote the change process. This was a 
decision made by the local government that required political and social skills to overcome barriers 
that emerged during the process. The second is an examination of the critical strategies enacted by 
public agents to reify the public policy used to respond to specific social, political, and economic 
obstacles to promote change and create a more effective transportation system.

This paper contributes to the field by discussing a unique case study in which the admin-
istration of a large capital of a South American country promoted a substantial change in the urban 
mobility system, tackling obstacles and developing a modern and efficient approach that led to clear 
improvements in the quality of services delivered to the population. The case of the transformation 
of Bogota’s public transportation system is a result of strategic decisions and actions that resulted in 
a successful, internationally recognized endeavor (Cervero et al, 2017).

The article´s theoretical contribution is fourfold: first, the courage to tackle a complex polit-
ical problem; second, the strategy combined two important factors for developing countries, namely 
lower cost of implementation and high passenger capacity; third, it resulted in greater operational 
efficiency; and fourth, the integration of concepts that are important to any city nowadays, namely 
quality of life, sustainability, and humanization.

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

While public policy states the purpose, priorities and guidelines for public administration 
to perform (Dye, 2017), complexity theory reveals a context in which a local government operates 
through a variety of agents who combine public policies, processes, and a dynamic environment 
within an intricate network of interactions (Anderson & Meyer, 2017). Strategy encompasses deci-
sions and actions by public officials to turn public policy into a reality. Thus, to manage such a com-
plex system constitutes a challenge for public administrators (Bovaird, 2008).

In this context, a plurality of interest groups prevails together with limited public resources 
and a large agenda of community needs to be faced and overcome in order to promote change. Ur-
ban mobility is a typically complex issue in urban environments that requires demands attention and 
resources from public administrators because it has implications for many aspects of the everyday 
life of a society, such as the economy, health, and urban planning.
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2.1. Strategies in Governmental Organizations

Strategies are essential to organizations, especially in today’s complex and dynamic envi-
ronment, coping with unforeseen events. It is virtually impossible to conceive of an organization that 
faces this reality without any “artefacts of strategy” (Carter et al, p. 574, 2010)

Organizations need strategies to set the direction they will take in the future. More than 
ever, due to the turbulent environment, strategies are important to deal with one of the watchwords 
of this era, change (Whipp, 2006).

To deal with such complex environment, governmental agencies develop particular strate-
gies to coordinate their efforts and resources as they seek to transform the intentions represented by 
public policies into actions (Crozier, 1987; Bovaird, 2008). These strategies constitute a mechanism 
for administrators to satisfy community expectations and needs. To accomplish their goals, govern-
ment agencies have to adopt managerial approaches including performative strategies (Carter et al, 
2010; Kornberger & Clegg, 2011) that are more feasible in the context of public organizations. 

The challenge, in this case, is the design of a process to cope with a diversity of interest 
groups and stakeholders, availability of resources (Pettigrew, 1977), creativity and innovation that 
result in the improvement of services and, therefore, the public good.

In governmental organizations, the mission generally is not represented in financial terms, 
as in corporations, but rather in more substantive terms. Thus, to fulfill their mission public bu-
reaucracies need strategies, and strategies are essentially materialized through social practices. This 
concept includes non-routines, initiatives, conversations, negotiations, language, emotions, hunch-
es, and feelings developed and shared by individuals to cope with the environment and achieve a 
desired future (Whipp, 2006). 

To remain purposeful and to achieve not only sustainability but also legitimacy public en-
tities need to develop strategies to respond to the demands and expectations of their stakeholders 
(Moore, 2000).  Therefore, the capacity of public agencies to be responsive to community needs is 
directly related to the managerial skills of their leaders to read the environment and implement the 
most feasible and appropriate strategies to achieve organizational goals.

Strategy is usually represented by a diversity of facets, such as processes, thinking, decisions, 
actions, language and interpretations. Usually, strategy is explained as a rational process that produces 
plans and at other times is seen as symbol of professional management. In truth, it is a mix of analysis, 
art, creativity, and practices by managers in addition to political maneuvers and psychological interplay 
among individuals involving hunches, feelings and negotiations (Mintzberg, 1994, 2009). 

Strategic practices are better identified by spontaneous and emergent initiatives taken in-
formally in different echelons of organizations rather than rational actions by managers aligned with 
goals rationally planned at the headquarters of an organization. In any event, all these strategies 
in organizations are essentially practiced as a result of interactions between macro intentions and 
micro actions (Meyer et al, 2018). 

However, sometimes strategy is understood and explained retrospectively through sense-
making (Weick, 1979). This means only after the fact, when a particular set of practices or efforts 
can be considered “strategic” for an organization but not a priori. The key, in this case, is the extent 
to which relevant outcomes derived from such strategies enhance organizational performance, pro-
vide an advantage in the competitive market or meet the needs and expectations of stakeholders, 
strengthening or improving organizational image and legitimacy. 

To implement strategies effectively in pluralistic contexts (Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 2016), 
such as public bureaucracies, leadership and political capital (Banfield, 1961; Kjaer, 2013) are criti-
cal factors for managers. Therefore, they need to share motivation, commitment, and enthusiasm 
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with the group to make individuals commit to their vision, power, and knowledge, which are pivotal 
to successful leadership. In this respect, Mantere (2005) coined the term “strategic champions” to 
refer to individuals who assume the responsibility for making and managing strategic decisions and 
actions in a particular organizational context.

Organizations are political arenas, and this is particularly the case of governmental agen-
cies. In this context, power and politics play a significant role in any strategic effort (Flyvbjerg, 1998; 
Clegg et al, 2011). As a result, strategies emerge mainly as a result of negotiations, bargaining and 
psychological interplay, in addition to economic, financial and budgetary factors. 

These elements reflect the diversity involved in the change process. In public administra-
tion, expectations are concentrated on the quality of services provided and improvement in the 
standard of living in a specific locality.

2.2. Cities as Complex Systems 

Cities are complex systems. They are open systems, built by different parties with distinct 
and competing interests. They can be described as both a large-scale social network (Hidalgo, 2011) 
and a complex adaptive system (Stacey, 1996, 2011). These characteristics lead public administration 
to constantly adapt and respond to the dynamic environment (Bankes, 2011).

Urban centers throughout the world are expanding significantly due to their growing popu-
lation. Nowadays, 55% of the people on our planet live in urban areas and by 2050 this number will 
have increased to 68% (United Nations, 2019).

Cities are increasingly becoming large and complex networks in which social, organiza-
tional, physical, and environmental systems are somehow interacting (Bettencourt, 2014). As urban 
centers develop, there is an increase in the number of people, buildings, houses, parks, streets, cars, 
buses, trains, and trees. Together, these constitute a densely built space. In this type of setting, our 
cities can be viewed as a complex system to be understood and managed.

Comprehending a complex system and its behavior requires a clear understanding of these 
elements and how they are interconnected. Thus, it is not only possible but necessary to examine 
our postmodern society and its organizations through the lens of complex theory and, particularly, 
as a complex system (Allen et al, 2011). 

Complex systems also display a degree of complexity that goes beyond the limits of human 
cognition. Their internal dynamics, self-organizing and nonlinearity feedback features, together with 
an intense interaction and exchange of energy and information among heterogeneous agents, make 
their management processes a challenge and their outcomes unpredictable (Gell-mann, 1994, 1995; 
Cilliers, 1998; McDaniel, 2007).  

In addition to their unique and intrinsic features, complex systems develop a constant in-
teraction of a dynamic and ever-changing external environment both influencing and being influ-
enced by external forces. Energy and information are exchanged with the context, but the forces of 
the environment remain unpredictable and unforeseen, which means that complex systems are al-
ways faced with uncertainty. For all these reasons complex systems are far more difficult to manage 
than other kinds of organized systems (Cilliers, 1998; Richardson, 2011; Sargut & McGrath, 2011), 
requiring managerial pluralism (Richardson, 2005).

Increasing concerns have been raised over the quality of life in urban areas. A number of 
problems related to the topic include quality of public services, pollution, safety, social exclusion, 
discrimination and fear. It is a challenge for those in charge of public administration to manage such 
a variety of issues. As far as public service is concerned, governments have been widely criticized 
due to the low quality and inefficiency of public transport. This critical sector of today’s society can 
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be identified as a complex adaptive system (Stacey, 1996, 2011; McDaniel & Driebe, 2005; McDaniel, 
2007; Allen et al, 2011).

2.3. Public Policy and Urban Mobility

Cities, examined as complex system, require public policies to deal with their dynamics, 
which are derived from the connections and interactions of their elements. Urban mobility as a 
focus of public administration’s attention will require strategic actions and adaptive mechanisms to 
cope with its challenges.

The concept of urban mobility has also evolved in the last 20 years. Initially, it focused on 
roads and infrastructure for cars. However, it now focuses on restricting cars, promoting sustainable 
practices (Ribeiro et al, 2019), and increasing infrastructure for public transport and non-motorized 
forms of transportation (Cervero et al, 2017). 

As the concept of urban mobility evolved, so did its management and complexity. Its man-
agement has become a vital component of any city and a complex challenge, as it combines conflict-
ing interests, symbolic values, and has a high economic and social impact, characterizing a typical 
complex socio-technical system. Urban mobility also influences the physical shape, as well as the 
economic and social development, of the city, and is the result of the interaction of several elements 
(Frazier & Kockelman, 2004; Ettema, 2014; Cascetta et al, 2015).

The expansion, in the last 50 years of the urbanization process throughout the world, has 
increased the importance of mobility, particularly in major urban centers. According to Acharya 
(2005), trends such as rapid urbanization and growing economic prosperity have resulted in a higher 
rate of motorization in developing countries. Consequently, mobility has now become, more than 
ever, a critical element in determining the quality of people’s lives. As a result, in poor countries, 
the lack of public resources has led cities to stimulate individual forms of transportation rather than 
public transport (Acharya, 2005; Gilbert, 2008).

Despite the complexity of the challenges, many cities have been successful in tackling the 
problems of urban mobility. In developed countries, large and continuous investments in transport 
infrastructure have improved roads and public transportation. However, in developing countries, 
the lack of resources available for large investments make creativity a necessary ingredient when it 
comes to solving major problems like urban mobility (Montgomery, 2013).

On this matter, Vuchic (1999) emphasizes the central role of public policies in achieving 
changes in patterns of urban mobility. Public policies must be used to induce and lead changes in 
urban mobility so that higher standards of services for users can be attained. 

One of the major challenges in urban mobility in big cities is the creation of mass transpor-
tation systems that can be used by large numbers of people. Many countries have already proved 
that mass transport creates important benefits for most of the population in social, economic, envi-
ronmental, and urban terms (Montezuma, 1995).

In the emerging world, it is necessary to develop policies and strategies that improve urban 
mobility without spending large sums of capital. Many experiments, like subways and trams, have 
been attempted, but one has proved to be an efficient solution, the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT). To Gil-
bert (2008), the success of BRT systems can be attributed to the fact that they are far superior to 
traditional bus systems, and much cheaper than subways. 

The BRT system was responsible for the re-emergence of buses as a high-level public ser-
vice provider (Rodriguez & Targa, 2004). Prior to the BRT system, the common belief was that buses 
were a poor-quality public transport option, mainly because they were slow, uncomfortable, and 
never on time (Rodriguez & Targa, 2004).  
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Research in the field of transport economy, conducted internationally, has proved that BRT 
systems are superior in terms of high capacity of usage than other options, such as trains and sub-
ways (Hensher, 2007; Daganzo, 2010). Governments use irrational factors, such as aesthetic issues 
and historical tradition, other than efficiency, to justify their options for other forms of public trans-
port rather than BRT systems (Hensher, 2007; Daganzo, 2010).

Another important issue is the fact that BRT solutions also allow public planners greater 
flexibility than rail-based options since they can be adapted more easily to accommodate changes 
in demand. This is especially important when there is a need to negotiate with politicians and other 
stakeholders (Ardila-Gomez, 2004).

After studying bus system implementations in 11 different cities in Latin America and Asia, 
Hidalgo & Grafiteaux (2008) stressed that political leadership and clear vision in leading the process 
were key factors for the success of any endeavor in this area because they lead to a time reduction 
in the planning and implementation efforts of the public transportation solution.

Despite all the strategies and managerial solutions available, selecting the most appropri-
ate approach, considering the timeframe of its implementation, is one of the most important deci-
sions (Acharya, 2005). 

3 METHOD

This is an in-depth case study of a qualitative nature (Yin, 2003; Stake, 1995). It is based 
on open question interviews, direct observation, and document analysis. The collected data were 
analyzed using triangulation (Eisenhardt, 1989) and submitted to content analysis.

One of the advantages of qualitative case studies is that the methodology allows the re-
searcher to combine different research techniques and triangulate the data, thereby enriching the 
analysis (Yin, 2003; Creswell, 2013). Triangulation is also important as it increases the validity and 
credibility of the data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003). 

The case was selected due to the fact that it represents a large-scale transformation in the pub-
lic transportation model, understood as a complex system, moving from a chaotic reality to an interna-
tionally recognized system. The case of Bogotá has also been appraised by experts in the field worldwide.

3.1 Interviews

The researchers collected extensive empirical data that included a total of 10 in-depth in-
terviews, with eight participants in the implementation of Bogotá`s innovative urban mobility sys-
tem, including the city mayor who was responsible for the initial implementation and transformation 
process during his first term plus a selected group of technicians and public officers who participated 
in the process.  A Brazilian urban mobility specialist who studied Bogotá’s system was also inter-
viewed. The objective of the interviews was to comprehend the change process, and particularly the 
public policies and strategies that were enacted during the transformation in Bogotá’s public trans-
portation system. The interviews were conducted by the researchers, both in Brazil and Colombia, in 
2014 and 2015. The interviews were transcribed in a field diary. The interviewees were selected by 
convenience and due to their direct involvement in the change process. A list of the 10 interviewees 
with their positions within the organization is presented in Table 1.
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Box 1: List of Interviewees

Interviewee Position Number of interviews
1 Former Mayor of Bogotá 2
2 First President of Transmilenio 1
3 Senior Engineer at Transmilenio 1
4 Engineer 1 at Transmilenio 1
5 Engineer 2 at Transmilenio 1
6 Urban Mobility consultant who worked in the model-

ling of Bogota’s transportation system
1

7 Engineer at Bogotá’s Urban Mobility Department 1
8 Urban Mobility Engineering Specialist 2

Source: Primary Data (2014)

3.2 Observation

The direct non-participant observation took place in Bogotá, with the guidance of Trans-
milenio managers, in November 2014. The researchers were also taken by two Transmilenio engi-
neers to visit and experience the new the public system and better understand the magnitude of 
the change process that Bogota’s public transport system underwent. The observations were also 
registered in a field diary. Direct non-participant observation enabled the researchers to obtain de-
scriptive data and facts pertaining to the real life of the organization (Jaccoud; Meyer, 2008).

3.3 Secondary Data

In addition to the interviews and direct observation, three other important sources of in-
formation were used to obtain data: (a) internal city administration documents; (b) research in the 
field conducted by academics; and (c) documents available on official websites. Access to all these 
sources was facilitated as the authors had the opportunity to visit the Transmilenio headquarters 
and the City Hall’s Urban Mobility Department, in Bogotá, Colombia, in November 2014. The docu-
ments used in the study were mainly reports and presentations prepared by the city administration’s 
urban mobility specialists. More recent data were added to the analysis, updating the information 
on the system’s operation.

3.4 Case Description

From the 1960s to the late 1990s, public transportation was run by private businessmen 
in an anarchic form, which was also inefficient, expensive, and not sustainable. This reality led to a 
crisis that emerged in the late 1990s (Transmilenio, 2018).

To address this difficult situation, Mayor Enrique Peñalosa (1998-2000) included in his gov-
ernment plan a priority project called “Por la Bogotá que queremos” which determined the construc-
tion of a special infrastructure intended to create a massive public transportation system. This project 
developed exclusive lanes for BRTs, bridges, bus stations, cycle paths and squares with special access 
for people. The aim of this transformation was to improve the system for its users (Transmilenio, 2018).

The system received a second round of investments during the term of the mayor who suc-
ceed former mayor Peñalosa for the 2001-2003 term. Nowadays, the system has 112.9 km of main 
operation lanes, 134 bus stations, 9 bus garages, and 16 bicycle parking areas with a total of 3578 
spots (Transmilenio, 2018).
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The change in Bogotá’s public transportation system signaled a significant modification in 
the system, with the outcomes recognized not only locally and nationally, but also internationally. 
One of the reasons that make the study Bogotá’s case so unique is the fact that the city underwent 
an extensive transformation process, from a city considered as one of the most chaotic urban mo-
bility and transport systems in the world to an efficient and internationally recognized model based 
on a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) application (Cervero et al, 2017). Inspired by the example of Curitiba, a 
city in the south of Brazil, Bogotá succeeded in increasing the use of public transport and improving 
the quality of the service provided.

3.5 Analysis

Bogotá’s public transport system was badly organized and in a state of disarray prior to 
1998. The system at that time was described by one of the key participants in the transformation 
process of the city`s urban mobility system from scratch, as follows: “In 1998, there were 22,000 
public buses in Bogotá, which had been in use for an average of 16 years. Many of them were owned 
by their drivers, who made up their own rules of service. The system was poorly managed, and the 
quality of its services was very low” (Interviewee 2). Furthermore, according to the same source, the 
system was dominated at that time by a cartel of bus owners and transportation companies that 
were known to be corrupt. 

Bus owners in Bogota developed fierce competition, which resulted in the “Guerra del cen-
tavo” or “penny war” (Interviewee 2). This led to a decline in the quality of service, as drivers would 
do anything to pick up as many passengers as they could, disregarding any rules or security proce-
dures (Ardila-Gomez, 2004).

The description of the old public transportation system of Bogota, given by all the inter-
viewees, was the worst possible. The interviewees were unanimous in highlighting that the lack of 
coordination, rules, standards of public service and the predatory competition between bus drivers 
created a chaotic system, in which quality was the last attribute to be considered. The need for 
change was evident, but promoting it was difficult due to the complexity involved (Cilliers, 1998; 
Frazier & Kockelman, 2004; Bettencourt, 2014; Ettema, 2014; Cascetta et al, 2015). 

This transformation process in Bogotá`s urban mobility was only possible due to a strategic 
change led by the city administration during the three-year term of Mayor Enrique Peñalosa (1998-
2000). He envisioned that a radical transformation of the situation was essential to improve the liv-
ing conditions of the population (Gilbert, 2008). Peñalosa claimed that “Mayors win an election and 
it is only when they take office that they find out what they have to do. I already knew what I had to 
do before I got there” (Interview excerpt).

In 1996, the municipality held a referendum in which traffic congestion was declared to be 
the worst problem facing the city in the mid-1990s (Montezuma, 2005). Thus, improving the public 
transport system was a strong popular demand and resolving the problem an important ingredient 
for improving the quality of life of the people of Bogota. 

Without an enormous budget to invest in infrastructure, the mayor realized that he had to 
be creative. With this strategy in mind, he implemented an integrated public transport system based 
on Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) technology, inspired by the example set by the Brazilian city of Curitiba. 
In this respect, regarding urban mobility, the former mayor affirmed: “Bogotá is not an example of 
anything; what we have done is implement successful examples of public policies from other parts of 
the world, especially Curitiba” (Interview excerpt).

The city administration was convinced that BRT was the best suited public transport tech-
nology for the landscape and features of Bogotá. The fact that the city is one of the most densely 
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populated in the world, with approximately 230 people/hectare (Rodriguez & Targa, 2004), also 
contributed to the implementation of the BRT system, since users did not live far from the bus lanes. 

The introduction of the BRT system meant an investment of around $2.4 billion U.S. dollars, 
which represented one fourth of the estimated investment for a subway system for Bogota (Ardi-
la-Gomez, 2004).  Moreover, the cost of its implementation and management could be met by the 
city government (Interviewee 2).

Municipal governments, especially in emergent economies, where resources are limited 
and social demands are abundant, generally do not have sufficient resources to invest in large infra-
structure projects. Under these conditions, it was necessary to explore creativity and benchmarking 
strategies to identify the best practices used by other cities and analyze the feasibility of implement-
ing them elsewhere. 

In order to implement the change process, a number of strategies were implemented by 
the local administration. The first strategy was concentrated on an in-depth study of the urban mo-
bility situation and examining feasible alternatives for discussion. For this purpose, the municipality 
hired a Brazilian transport consulting firm that worked on the implementation of Curitiba’s BRT sys-
tem to participate in this phase. On this matter, an urban mobility consultant that works for this firm 
stated that “the mayor knew clearly what he wanted in terms of urban mobility and gave us a hard 
time to make sure we got there” (Interviewee 6). 

After studying the situation and examining viable alternatives to face the problem, the city 
administration explored a second strategy with a focus on building an integrated public transport 
system based on the BRT concept, with exclusive lanes, bus stations and terminals. The BRT system 
would cover the most densely populated and busiest central areas of the Colombian capital and 
would be fed by an integrated system of smaller public buses, transporting people from all the other 
neighborhoods of Bogotá. An important lesson to be learned from Bogota’s case is that planning 
matters (Cervero et al, 2017).

A third strategy implemented by the city administration concentrated on civil participation, 
without allowing political concessions to mischaracterize the technical solution. Mayor Peñalosa 
stimulated civil participation in politics, but also believed that there were “battles one has to fight” 
(Ardila-Gomez, 2004, p. 290). Thus, a technical solution to public transport was brought about by 
stimulating discussions of the project but without engaging in political negotiations that could jeop-
ardize it (Ardila-Gomez, 2004, p. 290). 

The BRT system was handled by a single public transportation company, called Transmile-
nio, managed by the local government. The company is responsible for planning and managing the 
operation of the BRT buses and terminals. The bus companies are responsible for the buses, the 
employees, and the ticketing. Thus, this public company innovated its business model by generating 
a joint management of the public transportation system with its private operators.

Transmilenio’s joint management was certainly one of the most important strategies, the 
fourth, and a critical success factor behind Bogota’s urban mobility revolution. This company “rep-
resented a change of paradigm that implied new contractual and institutional arrangements” (Ar-
dila-Gomez, 2004, p. 292) and was responsible for the planning and concessioning of the public 
transportation system. This joint management forces the operators (bus companies) and local gov-
ernment to recognize each other’s interests and jointly seek ways to accommodate one another on 
a daily basis, reducing potential conflicts (Interviewee 4).

The public transportation operation was conceded by Transmilenio to private bus compa-
nies. However, Transmilenio maintains control over the system’s planning and management aspects, 
and this is done in cooperation with the operators through joint committees (Ardila-Gomez, 2004).
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However, it was necessary to make the system attractive and, to do so, several features 
were necessary: (a) comfortable and clean bus stations; (b) fast and comfortable buses; (c) buses 
that ran on time; and (d) a “sexy” name (Interviewee 1). Regarding these features, a fast bus service 
is the most important factor when it comes to the approval rates of users (Interviewee 1).  

The BRT system is attractive and efficient, with comfortable buses that arrive in well-or-
ganized bus terminals and use exclusive lanes, which enables users to reach their destinations much 
faster than before. Not only are the buses efficient, but they also look good (Direct Observation).

The introduction of the BRT system disarticulated the old and inefficient public transport of 
Bogotá. This obviously brought very strong interests into conflict with City Hall. The conflict had such 
serious ramifications that bus owners and drivers decided to go on strike just before the inaugura-
tion of the new system. The strike paralyzed the Colombian capital for several days, putting consid-
erable pressure on the mayor. However, Mayor Peñalosa knew he had to confront strong interests to 
change the status quo (Ardila-Gomez, 2004).

A telephone call from the President of Colombia, Andres Pastrana, was received by Mayor 
Peñalosa, asking him to ease back on the radical change process in the public transport system to 
bring Bogota’s major transportation’s strike to a halt. Disregarding this strong political pressure, the 
mayor decided to continue the change process because he believed in the importance of the new 
mobility system to the city (Interviewee 1). This is a clear example of how complex (Cilliers, 1998) the 
change process was for the city administration, not only politically, but also in terms of leadership, 
power, process, and technical issues of urban management (Flyvbjerg, 1998; Frazier & Kockelman, 
2004; Clegg et al., 2011; Bettencourt, 2014; Ettema, 2014; Cascetta et al, 2015).

After the strike and the introduction of the BRT, it took a while for the population to under-
stand and approve the changes in the city’s mobility system. Peñalosa faced strong opposition in his 
first two years in office and halfway through his term he had an approval rating of only 26% (Ardi-
la-Gomez, 2004, p. 290). Later, the system was approved by its users and recognized as a great im-
provement over the previous one. Users enjoyed better quality vehicles, terminals and bus stations, 
and the system was more reliable and took people to their destinations faster. By the end of his term, 
in 2000, Peñalosa’s approval rating had increased to 53% and 40% of the respondents considered his 
administration “excellent” (Ardila-Gomez, 2004, p. 290).

Another relevant strategy, the fifth one, was the introduction of non-motorized forms of 
transport into the urban mobility system by the city administration. This was done especially by in-
vesting in sidewalks, bicycle lanes and cycle paths, connecting them to the BRT stations and creating 
safe bicycle parking areas in the bus stations. This enabled more people to access the BRT system on 
their own without using feeder buses - called alimentadores in Spanish (Interviewee 7).

The upgrade of Bogota’s sidewalks, bicycle lanes and cycle paths was achieved by reducing 
parking spots and space for cars in the streets. This, initially, also generated complaints and protests 
from car users and small businessmen. However, after a time, it also came to be accepted and the 
population was proud of the new public spaces for walking, socializing, and riding bicycles (Inter-
viewee 7). Less parking space also led more people to use public transport.

Mayor Peñalosa intended to construct 350 kilometers of cycle paths. However, he was only 
able to build approximately 270 kilometers by January 2003 (Montezuma, 2005). This number still 
made Bogota’s network of bicycle paths the largest in Latin America and the developing world (Mon-
tezuma, 2005).

This public policy was so well received by the public that the mayors who succeeded him 
continued to increase the BRT system and expand the cycle paths to different parts of the city. From 
that point on, the BRT came to cover approximately 38% of the city, compared with the 25% it cov-
ered before, when first introduced (Interviewee 1). 
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Another key benefit of the change process was the fact that Bogotá expanded to 376 kilo-
meters of cycle paths and lanes and there are plans to expand the system by adding another 250 
kilometers (Interviewee 7). There is also a specific set of policies and investments intended to make 
improvements and educate the population regarding bicycle use (Interviewee 7). 

When Mayor Peñalosa left office, there were around 200 kilometers of bicycle lanes and 
paths in Bogotá (Interviewee 2), which can be considered a real improvement in the quality of life 
and the humanization of the city. All this investment in non-motorized mobility led around 4% of the 
population that commute in Bogota to use bicycles (Interviewee 7). This is a significant percentage 
for a Latin American city.

The drive for non-motorized forms of transport also encouraged more people to socialize 
on the sidewalk and practice exercises. All these positive results represent an important side effect 
of this well implemented public policy and an important change in behavior. 

Bogota’s BRT produced many positive externalities and among them the decrease in air 
pollution, carbon emission and automobile accidents deserve to be highlighted. Furthermore, they 
improved the city’s walkability (Lemoine et al, 2016)

To improve the urban mobility of Bogota there was a need to stimulate more people to 
use the new public transport system. Therefore, City Hall introduced a sixth strategy, called “Pico y 
Placa” or “Rush Hour and License Plate” which prohibited certain license plates from circulating on 
specific days and times. This strategy had immediate results, reducing traffic jams and travel times, 
and leading car users to use other transport modes (Hidalgo, 2014).

The BRT also proved to be a system of high-capacity use and low implementation costs, es-
pecially when compared to subways, cable cars or light rail (Gilbert, 2008). The BRT system also has a 
significant advantage over other models, which is greater flexibility to adapt to changes in demands 
and routes. The BRT system also has a third strength, which lies in its high capacity for passengers. 

Transmilenio began operating in late 2000, and by April 2002 it was already transporting 
650,000 passengers per day in 38-kilometer exclusive bus lanes, with 62 bus stations and 470 articu-
lated buses (Sandoval & Hidalgo, 2004). Interviewee 3 estimates that around two million people use 
Transmilenio buses every day.  

The model of Bogotá’s BRT was very well developed and evolved in such a way that it actu-
ally became more efficient than that of Curitiba, by which it was inspired (Interviewee 3). Bogotá has 
become a benchmark for urban mobility management in emergent countries. The case of Bogota 
proved that BRT is a possible solution for urban mobility in large cities (Ardila-Gomez, 2004).  It is 
now the BRT implementation with the highest number of passengers in the world. By late 2002, it 
was carrying more than 35,000 passengers per hour per direction, more than most subways in the 
world (Hidalgo, 2003). 

Nowadays, the system covers more than 112 kilometers of dedicated lanes, has 134 bus 
stations, and moves almost 2 million passengers every day, accounting for 30% of the city’s total 
demand for public transportation (Transmilenio, 2017). Transmilenio continues to innovate and re-
cently, in July 2019, announced the purchase of 600 electric buses, constituting the largest fleet of 
electric buses in Latin America (Transmilenio, 2019).

4 DISCUSSION 

The case revealed that the capital of Colombia is a clear example of a successful change 
process in a complex adaptive system (Gell-Mann, 1994, 1995; Stacey, 1996, 2011). This fact was 
only made possible due to a combination of factors: a leadership with political capital (Banfield, 
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1961; Kjaer, 2013) determined to implement a clear public policy that combined with a set of incre-
mental strategies (Carter et al, 2010) and investments.  

Three main points can be identified in the municipal government of Bogota’s change pro-
cess in the transport system, with significant outcomes. First, there was a change in the paradigm 
that a bus service is inefficient, uncomfortable, and used exclusively by poor people. Transmilenio 
buses and stations are efficient, comfortable, and used by people from all walks of life. Second, the 
significant change implemented by the city administration made Bogota more sustainable (Ribeiro 
et al, 2019), livable, healthier and less car dependent as the investments in public infrastructure 
provided more public spaces for social interactions and allowed more people to use public transpor-
tation, walk and cycle. Third, the city was creative by using an efficient solution to public transporta-
tion that was compatible with its financial conditions. 

The evolution promoted by Bogota surpassed its model of inspiration, Curitiba, for two ba-
sic reasons. First, because it was able to integrate its central BRT system with more parts of the city 
and surrounding area by using an extensive network of feeder buses (alimentadores). Second, it has 
a higher capacity for carrying passengers, approximately two million per day (Transmilenio, 2017). 

Nowadays, there is a great need for new investments in the system, as it is clearly over-
loaded during peak time. To preserve its reputation and the quality of service, it will be necessary 
to expand the BRT system to other parts of the Colombian capital and enlarge certain terminals. 
One of the main challenges of Bogota’s urban mobility, as pointed out by Montezuma (2005), is to 
transform it into an integrated multimodal system, with trains, non-motorized transport, a subway, 
buses, public spaces, and automobiles.

Promoting change in an urban mobility system of a large city, such as Bogota, is an enor-
mous challenge. Countless problems emerged due to the slow internal bureaucracy, political pres-
sures, limited resources, and technical knowledge. All of this required strong leadership, political 
negotiations, key decisions, and appropriate strategies, characterized by creativity in the concept 
and swift implementation. These elements required unique managerial skills in public administra-
tion, which were pivotal to the feasibility of the change process in a such a relatively short period 
of time.  This is a remarkable achievement, considering the characteristics of public administration.

The experience of Bogotá offers an example of reorganizing public transport that Vuchic 
(1999) qualifies as the central role of public policies in city administration. The success of the im-
plemented strategies were also adapted to the geographical, economic, and social characteristics 
(Bankes, 2011) of the Colombian capital, which can also be highlighted as one of the success factors 
(Acharya, 2005).

Bogotá’s case also illustrates how a complex problem (Cilliers, 1998) can be mitigated 
through the implementation of strategies (Bovaird, 2008; Carter et al, 2010) combined with a tech-
nical component and a top-down approach. The social participation (Fung, 2006) for discussing the 
strategies used by the local administration was not among the main characteristics of the process. 
However, an initial lack of legitimacy was certainly compensated for by a faster implementation 
time and an efficient urban mobility system. This was made possible due to the strong commitment 
of Mayor Peñalosa to the project, his leadership, political capital (Banfield, 1961; Kjaer, 2013), and 
will to make it happen (Hidalgo & Grafiteaux, 2008). The mayor’s effort can be clearly classified as a 
strategic champion (Mantere, 2005).

It is worth noting that the continuous efforts made by the city administration of Bogotá 
have ensured that it remains among the most successful cases of urban mobility in Latin America by 
constantly innovating and providing the population with better quality of life. 
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5 CONCLUDING REMARKS

The revolution promoted in Bogota, transforming a chaotic public transport system and 
setting an example for the rest of the world, is a notable effort. It can be classified as a set of a per-
formative strategies (Carter et al, 2010; Kornberger & Clegg, 2011) based on a technical approach, 
inspired by a Brazilian creation, but complemented by emergent strategies. The six strategies identi-
fied were crucial to the success of the urban mobility change implemented in the city.

The case provides public administrators with many insights, which are used to manage 
organizations that operate complex systems (Cilliers, 1998; Bovaird, 2008) and pluralistic contexts 
(Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 2016), such as urban mobility (Frazier & Kockelman, 2004). The initial find-
ings reveal four important aspects regarding the change in public mobility in Bogotá.

First, the city of Bogotá had the courage to tackle a complex political problem, which was 
the old transport system. The case reveals how the local government used different strategies to 
handle such a complex situation, which is uncommon among elected representatives. Second, the 
urban mobility system used in Bogotá combined two important factors for developing countries: 
lower cost of implementation and large capacity for passengers. Third, by integrating non-motorized 
forms of transport, the city was able to reduce the cost of operating the public transport system. 
Fourth, the transportation system was able to integrate concepts that are important to any city now-
adays: quality of life, sustainability, and humanization.

It is relevant to highlight the “engineering” involved in creating the urban mobility compa-
ny Transmilenio so that the system could be jointly managed by the government and bus compa-
nies. This type of arrangement strengthens the ties between the public and private sector and their 
commitment to the achievement of two important objectives, namely quality of public services and 
profitability. 

This transformation of public transportation in Bogota in such a short time was only made 
possible due to the presence of a strong and determined mayor (Hidalgo & Grafiteaux, 2008), who 
empowered city planners. These city planners were also politically savvy to negotiate with local poli-
ticians and the community in order to accommodate their interests without jeopardizing the project.  

This article contributes to the literature by discussing a unique case study of a municipality 
that successfully tackled an important issue by using a unique approach that was well suited to its 
characteristics. It is also a representative case of creative policies developed in an emergent country, 
in which local government mitigates a complex urban problem by implementing an efficient alterna-
tive. The successful implementation of such a complex transformation in municipal public adminis-
tration is not commonplace (Gilbert, 2008), which highlights the relevance of this study. 

Further research should observe how other cities around the world managed urban mobili-
ty issues. Researchers in the field could explore particular cases in which governments implemented 
new initiatives to respond to urban mobility challenges around the developing world. This type of 
study would enable the identification of cases in which common features and unique patterns of 
public policies, strategies and actions can be identified, thereby contributing to the expansion of 
knowledge in this field. Future research should also focus on studies related to urban mobility, clean 
fuels, public health and environmental protection, and initiatives for the humanization of urban 
centers.
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