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PREFACE

This dissertation adopts a cumulative structure, comprising three distinct research papers.
It complies with the guidelines established for the preparation and defense of doctoral
dissertations at the Centro de Investigacion y Docencia Econéomicas (CIDE). Each research
article is an original and unpublished work, authored solely by the researcher behind this
doctoral dissertation. These articles are interconnected from theoretical, empirical, and
methodological perspectives, addressing specific facets of the overarching question that guide
this doctoral research endeavor.

The subsequent pages present each article as an individual chapter, accompanied by an
introduction and conclusion offering broader insights into the dissertation. Terms, acronyms,
and theoretical and empirical elements within each chapter are interlinked, fostering a cohesive
structure throughout the dissertation. While structured as independent articles, there exists a

discernible thread that guides the entirety of the dissertation narrative.



ABSTRACT

Why do some cities deliver better and more affordable public transportation services
than others? This dissertation investigates urban bus systems in major cities of the Global South,
focusing on the political factors that have shaped the historical development of these services.
By examining the cases of Buenos Aires (Argentina), Mexico City (Mexico), and Sdo Paulo
(Brazil), it explores how the affordability and quality of bus services have evolved over time in
these Latin American metropolises. In the early 20th century, these cities had bus systems that
were quite similar in terms of quality and fare prices for users. However, during the second half
of the century, each city's bus system developed differently, resulting in significant contrasts. To
address the question of why there are differences in the affordability and quality of urban bus
systems among Global South metropolises, this dissertation is organized into three distinct parts.

Considering the significant gap in the political science literature on the provision of
urban public transportation, the first part of this dissertation proposes a conceptual and analytical
framework to characterize, classify, and contrast different bus systems based on their levels of
affordability and quality. By intersecting these two dimensions in a 2x2 table, four distinct ideal
types of “fare regimes” are identified: inclusive top-notch (high quality and affordability),
expensive mediocrity (low quality and affordability), prohibitive high-end (high quality, low
affordability), and cheap service trap (low quality, high affordability). This typology of fare
regimes forms the foundation for subsequent analyses, facilitating the classification of how each
city's bus system has evolved over the last century. For example, Buenos Aires has consistently
maintained an inclusive top-notch bus service over the past decades. In contrast, Sao Paulo has
fluctuated between an inclusive top-notch and an expensive mediocrity system, and Mexico City
has shifted from an inclusive top-notch service to a cheap service trap.

The remainder of this dissertation elucidates how cities with initially inclusive top-notch
bus systems diverged onto different developmental trajectories. To achieve this, Part 2 conducts
a macro-level analysis of significant episodes that prompted substantial structural changes
within the bus systems. The central thesis posits that privatization — the transfer of operations to
the private sector — constituted a critical juncture for urban bus systems in each city,
fundamentally transforming service standards and power distribution among key stakeholders.

I argue that the outcomes of privatization varied due to the distinct coalitions that emerged in



each city, with enduring legacies observable to the present day. Employing new historical and
qualitative data sets and utilizing comparative historical methods, I demonstrate that city
administrations with a technical-bureaucratic orientation, such as Sao Paulo's, gravitated
towards privatization through a formal business model. This approach fostered local oligopolies
and resulted in a predominantly prohibitive high-end regime. Conversely, left-wing populist
governments, exemplified by Buenos Aires, championed the interests of former bus drivers,
thereby sustaining an inclusive top-notch bus system. Finally, corporatist administrations, like
those in Mexico City, aligned with groups that reinforced their corporatist foundation, leading
to a cheap service trap regime.

Finally, Part 3 investigates how recent democratic governments have navigated the
enduring legacies of privatization within the urban transportation sector. Amid institutional and
political inertia, where private actors possess well-defined interests and positions, I employ
Process Tracing and qualitative data from various sources to illustrate that changes in bus
systems over the past three decades have been predominantly incremental. Based on the related
literature, I argue that these changes have been driven by political-electoral factors influencing
service governance as these cities transitioned to democracy in the 1980s and 1990s. In this
context, dynamics related to the median voter, partisan politics, credit claiming, and blame
avoidance account for the incremental yet significant transformations observed in Buenos Aires,
Mexico City, and Sao Paulo bus systems in recent years.

The findings of this dissertation provide significant insights into how political dynamics
have historically influenced public transportation policies and outcomes in urban settings.
Theoretically, this work contributes to the broader political science discourse on the provision
of public goods in major cities, particularly by addressing a topic that remains underexplored in
the literature. Additionally, the empirical evidence presented in this dissertation offers insights
into how the developmental trajectories of Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sao Paulo can be
generalized to other cities in the Global South. This is particularly relevant given that the
privatization of bus operations and the transition from authoritarianism to democracy are

phenomena observed in numerous cities across the region.
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INTRODUCTION

The Puzzle of Urban Transportation Provision in the Global South

Sidinéia resides in Paralheiros, a neighborhood in the southern region of Sao Paulo,
Brazil. Her daily routine involves commuting to a community library, where she works, and
then to college, where she studies Administration. Commuting between home, work, and studies,
Sidinéia relies on six different buses, spending a minimum of five hours per day on public
transportation. ! Similarly, on the opposite side of Latin America, Adriana from Mexico
dedicates a significant portion of her day to commuting from home to work. Residing in
Ixtapaluca, she undertakes a five-hour journey with four transfers en route to the center of
Mexico City, where she works as a cook.? Meanwhile, in Argentina, Hernan faces a similar daily
ordeal, commuting between Moreno and the Ciudad Autéonoma de Buenos Aires. To arrive at
work by 7:00 am, Hernan finds himself departing home as early as 4:30 am. He also contends
with issues like crowded buses and prolonged waiting times, a phenomenon that has become
increasingly prevalent since January 2024.3

The daily journeys undertaken by Sidinéia, Adriana, and Herndn serve as emblematic
illustrations of the obstacles encountered by numerous urban commuters in the Global South.
Challenges such as expensive fares, overcrowded vehicles, irregular schedules, security
concerns, and lengthy waiting and commute times are frequently cited issues. Consequently,
many public transport users find themselves with limited time available for rest, leisure, and
socializing with family and friends. These hardships associated with public transport usage
render the daily commute experience of Global South residents more constraining than inclusive
in various aspects. This reality is particularly pronounced for the poor and peripheral populations,

who constitute the primary users of public transport in cities across the Global South.

! Story reported by BBC News Brasil (2019). Source: (2019, January 14). Como é a rotina dos trabalhadores que
passam quase um ter¢o do dia dentro de Onibus, metrd6 ou trem. BBC News Brasil.
https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-46226332

2 Story reported by El Pais (2024). Source: (2024, January 27). Asi se escapa la vida de Adriana: cinco horas de
transporte publico al dia para poder trabajar. El Pais. https://elpais.com/mexico/2024-01-28/asi-se-escapa-la-vida-
de-adriana-cinco-horas-de-transporte-publico-al-dia-para-poder-trabajar.html

* Story reported by Pagina 12 (2024). Source: (2024, January 28). Pasajeros denuncian el mal funcionamiento de
los colectivos. Pagina 12. https://www.paginal2.com.ar/707882-pasajeros-denuncian-el-mal-funcionamiento-de-
los-colectivos
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Despite shared problems, empirical evidence indicates that Global South cities are not
equally unequal in terms of public transport. In essence, public transportation systems in the
Global South exhibit notable disparities from place to place. For instance, Sidinéia benefits from
access to newer, safer, and more comfortable buses compared to Adriana, attributable to Sao
Paulo's active policy of fleet renewal and replacement over recent decades. Conversely, Adriana
spends less money on public transport than Sidinéia, owing to the Mexico City government's
implementation of a low-price policy. Meanwhile, Herndn, residing in Buenos Aires, relies on a
bus system recognized as one of the most affordable globally, with quality levels potentially

surpassing those of Mexico City but possibly trailing behind those of Sao Paulo.

Figure 1. Evolution of bus fare in Sao Paulo, Buenos Aires, and Mexico City — adjusted
for PPP dollars
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Figure 2. Ordinary Bus in Sdo Paulo

Source: Author photograph (2022).

Figure 3. Microbus in Mexico City
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Source: Author photograph (2023).

Figure 4. Ordinary Bus in Buenos Aires




As depicted in Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4, notable disparities exist among urban transport
systems in the Global South. These disparities are evident not only between different cities but
also within the same city, evolving over time. In the context of urban bus affordability, empirical
data exemplify fluctuations in the inflation-adjusted costs of bus fares among the three largest
cities in Latin America in recent decades. As depicted in Figure 1, these data reveal substantial
disparities in the pricing of public transportation services within these cities. Sdo Paulo
consistently stood out with the highest bus fares throughout the examined time frame, thus
establishing its position as the least affordable city for public transportation among the three.
Conversely, Buenos Aires exhibited variability in bus fare rates over time but generally
maintained a lower average fare in comparison to Sdo Paulo. Lastly, Mexico City consistently
upheld its status as the most affordable choice among the three cities, offering the lowest bus
fares on average.

Furthermore, disparities in the provision of urban bus services extend to other
dimensions of public transportation, including quality standards. Figures 2, 3, and 4 exemplify
some of these discrepancies by illustrating the diverse types of urban buses utilized in Sao Paulo,
Mexico City, and Buenos Aires. Sdo Paulo distinguishes itself by possessing the most modern,
comfortable, safe, and environmentally sustainable bus fleet among the cases under examination.
Conversely, Mexico City's buses exhibit a discernibly older age, greater safety concerns, higher
environmental impact, and reduced passenger capacity. Meanwhile, the urban bus fleet in
Buenos Aires occupies an intermediary position in terms of quality — although the city vehicles
offer certain amenities, they generally manifest an older and more environmentally polluting
profile in comparison to their counterparts in Sdo Paulo.

The disparities in affordability and quality levels underscore several pertinent puzzles
concerning public transport provision in Global South cities, especially regarding urban buses.
First, from an aggregate perspective, why do some cities have bus systems that are more
affordable and present higher levels of quality? Second, what are the underlying factors and
mechanisms that elucidate the variations between and within cities? What explains the historical
fluctuations observed in these systems? Why have some cities improved their urban bus system,
making it more inclusive, while others have not? Why do some cities prioritize affordability

while others prioritize quality?



This dissertation seeks to answer these questions, examining the complexity surrounding
public transport provision in Global South cities. My central argument is that the disparities in
the provision of urban public buses across these cities are rooted in politics. I argue that decisions
made by public-private coalitions during critical junctures have significantly shaped the
predominant patterns of affordability and quality in urban transportation services. Specifically,
the events of bus service privatization that unfolded in many cities during the latter half of the
previous century have profoundly influenced service standards and sector organization. I find
evidence that before privatization, urban bus services among Global South cities exhibited
considerable similarity, characterized by a notable state centrality in delivering affordable and
high-quality service. However, during privatization, divergent trajectories emerged in urban bus
services, largely influenced by the prevailing political dynamics. Following privatization,
disparities persisted as the enduring legacy of privatization became apparent. Subsequent
governments only managed to enact incremental reforms, which, while improving certain
service aspects, left certain elements unchanged. I empirically validate the argument using the
cases of Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo. Initially, these three cities boasted urban
bus services that were remarkably similar. However, over time, they have evolved to exhibit
markedly distinct service provisions.

The argument is further developed in the subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 delves into the
historical dimension, elucidating how varied privatization strategies have engendered divergent
patterns of bus services across Global South cities. Chapter 3 zooms in on micro-level episodes
of changes within bus services, outlining the incremental reforms enacted by various
administrations post-privatization. However, preceding these discussions, Chapter 1 lays the
groundwork by presenting a conceptual and analytical framework. This framework aids in
categorizing and comparing urban bus systems by intersecting the dimensions of affordability
and quality. Collectively, these three chapters shed light on the inception and evolution of public
transportation systems from political and historical perspectives. Given the limited presence of
political science literature on this topic, this dissertation also contributes to enriching the

discourse surrounding the politics of urban public goods.



Explaining Disparities in Public Transport Provision
Chapter 1. Classifying Urban Bus Systems

The provision of public transport varies significantly across cities in the Global South.
On one end of the spectrum, some cities are boasting Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems
comprising large, modern, comfortable, and sustainable buses traversing dedicated lanes,
ensuring a more efficient, safe, and cost-effective journey across multiple facets. Conversely,
other cities rely on systems centered on low-capacity vehicles (such as combis or microbuses),
which are aged, unsafe, and often operated by informal or semi-formal providers. These systems
may feature high fares and intense competition among operators, resulting in negative
externalities that diminish service quality. In some instances within the same city, these
contrasting public transport services may coexist, catering to different demographics or areas.
Furthermore, between these two extremes lie intermediate models that incorporate only some
of the aforementioned characteristics.

The first chapter of this doctoral dissertation centers on presenting a framework designed
to comprehend the diversity in public transport provision among cities in the Global South.
Highlighting affordability and quality as fundamental aspects of transportation policy and
politics, I unveil a typology devised for categorizing and comparing urban bus systems (Table

1). This framework, termed "fare regimes," serves as a cornerstone for the subsequent analyses.

Table 1. Typology of Fare Regimes

Affordability
Low High

DIMENSIONS

High PROHIBITIVE HIGH-END INCLUSIVE TOP-NOTCH

Quality

Low EXPENSIVE MEDIOCRITY CHEAP SERVICE TRAP

Source: Author's elaboration.



As illustrated in Table 1, four distinct ideal types of "fare regimes" emerge from the
intersection of affordability and quality: prohibitive high-end, inclusive top-notch, expensive
mediocrity, and cheap service trap. Additionally, each type may be associated with a particular
stakeholder. For instance, low-quality systems typically involve informal or semi-formal
operators, with limited state involvement in terms of regulation and inspection. Conversely,
high-quality systems often rely on formal operators, such as companies, and exhibit more
significant state regulation and inspection. Regarding affordability, the primary variable
pertains to the State's role as a financier and controller of bus fares for users. In highly affordable
(i.e., cheap) systems, the State typically finances the service through subsidies (to maintain high
quality) or merely controls the price without allocating substantial resources to enhance quality.
In systems with low affordability (i.e., expensive), it is generally observed that the State
allocates minimal resources to the system, or a significant portion of these resources is
improperly appropriated by private operators.

A key scope condition of this typology is that it is founded on hybrid provision systems
(Post et al., 2017), wherein both the public and private sectors collaborate within the sector.
Typically, the State assumes the role of regulator and financier, while the private sector
concentrates on service operation and vehicle acquisition. In services primarily controlled by
the State, encompassing operations as well, the typology may be applicable for classifying bus
systems based on levels of affordability and quality. However, it's worth noting that the

anticipated relationship between stakeholders differs in this context.

Chapter 2. Macro Episodes of Change

Employing the typology introduced in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 delves into the macro
episodes of change in public transit systems. In particular, it focuses on the trajectory of fare
regimes in major cities across the Global South over the 20th century. Empirically, I scrutinize
how Buenos Aires managed to sustain an inclusive top-notch urban bus system throughout this
period, while other Latin American cities transitioned from inclusive top-notch to predominantly
cheap service trap (Mexico City) and prohibitive high-end (Sao Paulo) systems. As highlighted,
the varying trajectories are attributed to the privatization of bus operations, which served as a

pivotal event that fundamentally reshaped the sector in each analyzed city.



I argue that during the latter half of the 20th century, governments across numerous cities
in the Global South opted to privatize urban bus services in an attempt to diminish or eradicate
state involvement in service operations. This privatization occurred within authoritarian or
fragile democratic contexts, where civil society's capacity to influence outcomes was diminished.
The decision for privatization was primarily driven by external pressures, including
demographic shifts and rapid urban expansion, which compelled state transport entities to
significantly increase the provision of urban mobility services. However, influenced by distinct
critical antecedents related to local transport sector organization, political support bases, and
state capacity, each city formed disparate privatization coalitions, resulting in divergent
outcomes for once-similar urban bus systems.

City administrations characterized by a technical-bureaucratic orientation, such as Sao
Paulo, gravitated towards privatization under a formal company model, fostering local
oligopolies and yielding a predominantly prohibitive high-end regime — offering middle to high-
quality services but at expensive user fares. Left-wing populist governments, as exemplified by
Buenos Aires, championed the interests of former bus drivers and were able to sustain an
inclusive top-notch bus system characterized by middle to high-quality services at affordable
fares. Lastly, corporatist administrations, like those in Mexico City under the PRI (Partido
Revolucionario Institucional), aligned with groups reinforcing the corporatist base, resulting in

a cheap service trap regime — marked by low-quality services but affordable fares.

Chapter 3. Incremental Reforms

Following the examination of macro episodes of change in Chapter 2, elucidating the
factors that propelled cities in the Global South towards diverse trajectories and legacies of fare
regimes, Chapter 3 delves into the ability, or lack thereof, of post-privatization governments to
reform these legacies amid institutional and political inertia. Specifically, I scrutinize the factors
and mechanisms underlying the endeavors of recent democratic administrations in Buenos Aires,
Mexico City, and Sao Paulo over the past three decades to enact reforms that altered levels of
affordability and quality.

My findings indicate that reforms in the urban public transport sector predominantly fell
into two categories. Firstly, there were efforts to uphold favorable aspects of legacies, such as

maintaining high quality or affordability standards. Secondly, reforms aimed to address



unfavorable aspects of legacies, such as low quality and expensive fares. However, throughout
these reform endeavors, city governments encountered formidable resistance from a robust
network of private actors, inherited from previous eras, who often functioned as veto players,

blocking reform initiatives within the sector.

Table 2. Factors Driving Transportation Policy Reform

Factor Probability of Occurrence Expected Effect on Legacy
. High levels of electoral competition Increase affordability and/or quality
Median Voter .
The majority of voters are poor levels.

High levels of electoral competition

Parti . I ffordability and/ lit
. .1.san Parties with distinct ideological orientations and/or rierease alfordabIiity andior quatity
Politics . . levels.
distinct policy preferences
Possibility of re-electi o .
Credit OSSTb? ¥ty o ree ?C on . . Increase affordability and/or quality
o Possibility of election to higher Executive levels (more
Claiming . . . . . levels.
likely in national capital cities)
Political instability
Bl Possibility of re-electi . .
aITle ossibility .0 r.e eleetion Status quo (if legacy is favorable)
Avoidance Party polarization

Reduced number of parties

Source: Author's elaboration.

By articulating arguments presented in the related literature, I posit that both categories
of urban public transport reforms occurred as city governments endeavored to partially reshape
transportation legacies through inclusive top-notch, redistributive measures aimed at mitigating
resistance from private transportation stakeholders, including bus companies and drivers. These
reforms often followed the "path of least resistance," opting for politically safer approaches that
reconciled voter and private interests within the same policy framework. This strategic
maneuvering allowed city governments to alleviate resistance to policy changes by positioning
private transportation stakeholders as secondary beneficiaries of the reforms. Moreover, I argue
that in recent decades, characterized by democratic environments with regular and free elections,
city governments have been incentivized to reform their urban bus systems. In this context, I

articulate explanations already presented in the related literature to contend that incentives for




transportation policy reform are intricately intertwined with electoral-political factors, such as
the median voter, partisan politics, credit claiming, and blame avoidance (Table 2).

I assert that these four factors play a pivotal role in elucidating transportation reforms in
Global South cities by generating political incentives for elected officials to either alter or
uphold transportation policy legacies. While these reforms have largely been incremental, they
have yielded positive outcomes in terms of preserving inclusivity in inclusive top-notch systems
or steering other reforms toward greater inclusivity in prohibitive high-end and cheap service
trap regimes. Additionally, I suggest that the greater the presence of these factors in each city

over time, the higher the likelihood of reforms occurring in the urban bus service.

Alternative Explanations

Within the political science debate, several arguments have emerged as alternative and
competing explanations for the disparities in public goods provision in urban environments
within the Global South. These arguments often focus on diverse factors, including state capacity,
political regime type and change, the Pink Tide, political participation, multi-level governance,
partisan politics, and clientelism, among others (discussed further in the chapters). However, the
evidence in the following chapters suggests that while these variables are significant, they are
likely secondary causal factors.

Furthermore, an influential argument in the debate surrounding goods provision focuses
on civil society, emphasizing the contentious aspect of social movements in exerting pressure
on governments to enhance and broaden goods provision (Castells, 1974, 1977). Much of the
research within this debate suggests that the level of organization and intensity of pressure
exerted by social actors correlate positively with the incentives for governments to expand
access to goods (Harvey, 2012; Miraftab, 2009). It is also assumed that governments are inclined
to respond to the demands of social movements, particularly in cases of widespread protests, to
preempt the emergence of further and more severe demonstrations, and avert potential electoral
repercussions, especially in highly competitive electoral environments (Garay, 2016).

Numerous studies in the Latin American region delve into the influence of urban social
movements on the allocation of resources and investment in the provision of public goods by
city governments (Rossi, 2023). These works offer insights from both historical and

contemporary lenses. Historically, they highlight instances of mobilization during authoritarian
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periods (Gohn, 2004; Leuschner & Hellmeier, 2024; Sabato, 1992; Vieira, 2020), while
contemporary perspectives focus on the role of protests and contestations in shaping urban
policy decisions and outcomes (Grindle, 2009; Holston, 2009; Kapiszewski et al., 2021a;
Kingsbury, 2017; Oliveira et al., 2016; Oxhorn, 2023).

In addition to the influence of social movements by contentious politics, another strand
of literature explores how civil society participation in institutional channels can also shape
policy outcomes (Annunziata & Goldfrank, 2023; Goldfrank, 2011; Mayka, 2019). Participation
in policy councils or initiatives like participatory budgeting, for instance, allows social demands
to be incorporated into the formulation of public policies. Classic examples from the literature,
such as the case of participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre, Brazil, underscore the significance
of such institutional mechanisms in fostering citizen engagement and influencing policy
decisions (Fedozzi & Martins, 2015; Marquetti, 2003).

The literature also underscores the ability of organized civil society groups to integrate
into government and policy sectors, thereby shaping policy outcomes from within (Bradlow,
2022). This phenomenon is particularly evident during left-wing municipal administrations
when individuals from civil society transition into roles as decision-makers and technical
bureaucrats. After these administrations conclude, they often return to their civil society origins
(Lavalle & Szwako, 2023). This cycle allows social movements to exert influence on decision-
making and implementation processes by embedding themselves within city governments,
facilitating change from within the state administration.

The significance of the social movement argument is particularly pronounced within the
realm of public transportation in the Global South, given the scale and frequency of
mobilizations surrounding this issue in recent years. A noteworthy example occurred in Brazil
in 2013 when the country witnessed an unprecedented wave of protests in its contemporary
history. Triggered by fare hikes implemented by several mayors in medium and large cities,
citizens across the nation took to the streets to voice their discontent and demand improved
urban transport conditions. What began as small-scale protests organized by movements like the
Free Fare Movement (Movimento Passe Livre — MPL) in May escalated significantly in June,
spreading to major Brazilian cities and drawing participation from various social movements

with diverse agendas (Alonso & Mische, 2017). In Sao Paulo protest leaders rallied hundreds of
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thousands under banners such as "for a life without turnstiles" [“por uma vida sem catracas’]
and "free fares" [“tarifa zero™].

Moreover, these issues are not exclusive to Brazilian cities; similar mass mobilizations
have unfolded in other major cities across the Latin American continent. In 2019, following a
30-peso fare increase in Santiago's metro system, thousands of residents clashed with law
enforcement and targeted public infrastructure in the capital city to reverse the government-
approved hike. Mirroring the events in Sdo Paulo and other Brazilian cities in 2013, Santiago
protesters flooded the streets with chants such as "out of order due to abuse," "do not pay," and

"evade."

Figure 5. Events of Public Transportation Protest in Latin America (From January 2018
to April 2024)
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Figure 5 illustrates the contentious nature of public transport within the urban landscape
of Latin America. From January 2018 to April 2024, a total of 2,060 protest events related to
public transportation were documented throughout cities in the region, involving commuters,

urban social movements, and transport workers' unions. These protests spanned across the entire

region, with notable concentrations in Brazil, and Mexico. In Brazil, many demonstrations were
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linked to bus fares and irregular frequencies. Meanwhile, in Mexico, protests were often led by
drivers' associations advocating for fare adjustments from the government.

Paradoxically, I argue that social movements have played a secondary role in shaping
the affordability and quality levels of urban bus systems in recent decades. While protests and
demonstrations, particularly on a large scale, can exert pressure on governments and potentially
influence political calculations, empirical evidence suggests that protests alone provide an
incomplete explanation for public transportation reform in the cases under examination. Three
primary reasons support this assertion.

Firstly, large-scale protests specifically targeting public transport issues are relatively
rare, and when they do occur, they often intersect with broader social issues, diluting the focus
on transportation-related demands. This was evident in the massive protests that occurred in
Brazilian and Chilean cities in 2013 and 2019, respectively. In Sao Paulo in 2013, protesters
rallied under the slogan "It's not just the 20 cents" [“Nao sdo so 20 centavos”] referring to the
bus fare increase (Folha de S.Paulo, 2013). Similarly, in Chile, demonstrators proclaimed "It's
not just the 30 pesos, it's 30 years of indifference" ["No son los 30 pesos, son los 30 afios de
indiferencia"] (Los Angeles Times, 2019). In both cases, while transportation issues served as
catalysts for the protests, the demands extended beyond the transport sector to encompass
broader national themes rather than solely urban, local concerns. Although governments chose
to revoke fare increases in response to these protests, no structural changes were observed in the
transport sector afterward. Instead, more significant reforms were often observed in other
sectors, as seen in Chile, where the 2019 protests prompted initiatives to change the Constitution.

Secondly, most protests related to public transport tend to be small-scale and led by
loosely organized groups with localized actions, limiting their spatial reach to specific
neighborhoods or areas. In the case of Sdo Paulo, for example, one of the interviewees, who has
been working in organized civil society for years, stated the following: "There isn't much of a
social movement among bus users. Somewhat due to cultural issues, the bus is associated with
the poorest, so no one wants to recognize themselves as a bus user. Unlike the bicycle, which
becomes a symbol of life, and people recognize themselves as cycling activists. Historically,
social bus movements are very local. They mobilize because a bus route was cut, for example
[...] But these are very specific events." Something similar was reported by an interviewee in

Buenos Aires, an academic expert in transport. According to this informant, there are no relevant
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social movements in the sector. Another interviewee in Buenos Aires, who has worked in
different government institutions over the past few decades, shared a similar opinion.
Furthermore, he also reported that in Argentina, protests related to public transport "raise very
specific issues, such as the route path, the interval between vehicles, the lack of punctuality". In
this sense, these are not events carried out by movements with constant and influential activity
in the sector; numerically, these are more local, small events, with very specific demands.

Thirdly, there is significant evidence indicating that reforms within the transportation
sector are typically initiated and propelled by city politicians, who prioritize issues based on
their party's electoral agendas. As elaborated in Chapter 3, the case of bus fares serves as a prime
example of this phenomenon. In Mexico City, for instance, a high-ranking government official
revealed during an interview that the determination of concessionary transport fares in the city
is purely political, stemming from government negotiations with local operators. While the
potential negative political ramifications of constant or sudden fare increases on users and civil
society are taken into account, adjustments are primarily driven by political and electoral
considerations. According to this informant, an unwritten agreement exists between the
government and operators, stipulating that approximately every three years, fares will be
recalibrated to reflect the period's inflation rate. This agreement is viewed favorably by the
government as it reduces the need for frequent fare updates, while operators benefit by knowing
that under this policy of extended adjustments, the government is less likely to demand high
levels of service quality.

In Buenos Aires, political-electoral considerations also appear to be the predominant
factor in determining bus fares. For instance, during 2001 and 2002, amid a severe national
economic crisis, a subsidy policy was implemented to significantly lower urban bus fares.
According to several interviewees, this initiative was not driven by pressure from the civil
society or operating companies but rather emerged from the government's own volition. While
the concern over potential protests regarding transport fares certainly existed, the decision was
primarily electoral in nature — reducing fares aimed to secure the public support of urban groups
crucial for the government's stability in a crisis scenario.

Finally, in Sao Paulo, a free fare bus policy on Sundays also exemplifies the centrality
of the electoral, rather than societal, element in defining urban bus service standards.

Implemented in December 2023, by a right-wing government without major visible social
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agendas, the free fare appears in a pre-election context, in which the incumbent (Ricardo Nunes)
wants re-election and to claim credit for a policy defended for years by left-wing parties and
some urban movements. However, the policy was designed and implemented without much
dialogue with the main political and societal defenders of this proposal. And an important ally
of the government in the Sdo Paulo City Council, Milton Leite, assumed in January 2023, before
the policy was implemented, that "either the free fare comes, or, in the future political clash,
(Guilherme) Boulos [left-wing candidate for mayor of Sdo Paulo] will say he will do this and

win the election" (Veja Séao Paulo, 2023).

Main Cases: Buenos Aires, Mexico City and Sao Paulo

The urban landscapes of Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo constitute the
primary subjects of analysis in this dissertation. The focus lies on conducting a historical and
systematic comparison of their urban bus systems, situated within the context of three major
cities in the Global South. The aim is to assess how particular political events and stakeholder
coalitions contribute to shaping the evolution of affordability and quality standards over time.
The selection of these three cases is strategic, aiming to capture maximum variation in outcomes,
such as differing fare regime types. This approach facilitates an exploration of how cities with
similar background conditions have nonetheless forged distinct trajectories in their urban bus
services.

In terms of similarities, Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo stand as some of the
largest cities globally, also ranking as the three most populous cities in Latin America and within
their respective countries. Across the 20th century, they shared a parallel demographic and urban
trajectory, characterized by significant urban expansion, particularly notable from around 1950
onwards. Consequently, this expansion often resulted in disorderly urban sprawl, typified by a
spatial organization that centralized goods and services in central areas, predominantly inhabited
by middle- and high-income residents, while lower-income populations were concentrated in
peripheral regions with limited access to public amenities. Within this landscape of spatial and
social inequality, the imperative to formulate political responses to the escalating demand for

urban necessities remained a constant challenge across all three cases.
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Figure 6. Bus Network in Mexico City, Buenos Aires, and Sao Paulo
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In terms of urban public transport, these cities also share significant historical parallels.
For instance, the inception of urban bus services occurred during approximately the same
historical period across all three cities. Moreover, the governments of Buenos Aires, Mexico
City, and Sao Paulo played pivotal roles in the early decades of these services, primarily
functioning as operators until the lead-up to privatization. Additionally, these cities have
developed public transit systems heavily reliant on urban buses. Even today, buses remain the
primary mode of public transit, although trains and subways complement the urban mobility
systems of these metropolises. The bus network's coverage is extensive, encompassing nearly
all populated areas of these cities. The bus fleets are substantial, with 12,029 buses in Buenos
Aires, 31,912 in Mexico City, and 14,052 in S3o Paulo as of 2020 (Restrepo et al., 2022).
Predominantly, bus operators are private entities, although there are exceptions, such as some
few routes directly operated by the State still existing in Mexico City (Figure 6).

At the national level, Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo are situated within the
most industrialized and economically advanced countries in Latin America, undergoing
analogous economic and political transformations in recent history. Economically, despite
periods of rapid expansion, many of these nations have grappled with moments of crisis,
particularly concerning inflation. Politically, the prevalence of authoritarian regimes spanning
several decades mirrors the trajectories of these three countries, as does the transition to
democracy in the latter part of the last century.

Despite these shared characteristics, the three cities differ in theoretically interesting
ways. First, while Buenos Aires and Mexico City serve as the national capitals of Argentina and
Mexico, respectively, Sdo Paulo holds the status of a Brazilian state capital. Related to this
administrative divergence, variations exist in the extent of national government involvement in
the provision of public services within these cities. Buenos Aires has experienced consistent
federal interference over time, whereas Mexico City has seen a reduction in federal intervention
since 1997, though it remains more prevalent compared to Sdo Paulo. Thus, the analysis of these
three cities allows for exploring the significance of multi-level government arrangements for
the affordability and quality levels of urban bus systems. Consequently, throughout the three
chapters, I refer to the "city government" not only in terms of the "local government" or
"municipal government," but also considering how state actors at other levels influence city

political dynamics.
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Second, the cases exhibit variations in the prevailing political regimes before the
democratization movements of the late 20th century. While all three city-countries experienced
periods of authoritarianism or fragile democracy, Mexico stands out for its predominance of
single-party governance with a corporatist orientation. In contrast, Argentina and Brazil
witnessed instances of governments with a more militarized, technocratic orientation, and
instances of left-leaning populist orientation, contingent upon the historical period under
consideration. As delineated in Chapter 2, these political distinctions are pertinent for
comprehending the governmental decisions made during the privatization of bus services in
these three cities at different junctures throughout the last century. Furthermore, they provide
insights into the formation of distinct legacies concerning the organization of private actors and
levels of affordability and quality.

Third, governance dynamics during the recent democratic era, including levels of
electoral competition, partisan dynamics, and institutional frameworks, also differ among cases,
offering an opportunity to evaluate the influence of these political dimensions on the
contemporary evolution of urban bus systems. In Chapter 3, I investigate how the recent political
landscape in Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo has engendered distinct conditions for
democratically elected governments to undertake incremental reforms of the urban bus legacies
inherited from prior authoritarian periods.

Furthermore, as previously noted, the historical divergence in outcomes among urban
bus systems with similar origins permits to juxtapose trajectories and identify the moments and
factors that contributed to their divergence. In recent decades, after privatization, Buenos Aires
has cultivated an inclusive top-notch bus service, whereas Mexico City has become ensnared in
a cheap service trap, and Sdo Paulo has developed a service that is prohibitively expensive for
many bus users. These disparities, evident in the decision-making processes of stakeholders
regarding affordability and quality levels over time, facilitate an assessment of the impact of

political factors and mechanisms on fare regimes.

Methods and Data
To comprehend the intricacies surrounding the historical and political evolution of urban
bus systems, I employed a predominantly qualitative methodology, underscored by the

utilization of diverse technique approaches.
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Chapter 2 delves into the genesis and enduring impacts of legacies in public
transportation systems of major Latin American urban hubs. Employing Comparative Historical
Methods — Causal Historical Narrative and Process-Oriented Comparison, this chapter
scrutinizes and contrasts the long-term trajectories of urban bus policies. The principal aim is to
conduct a comprehensive historical analysis, exploring causal relationships and sequences
systematically, particularly how privatization initiatives have profoundly influenced the
affordability and quality of bus systems in Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sao Paulo.

Chapter 3 shifts focus to the contemporary democratic era, employing Process Tracing
to examine theoretical assumptions regarding legacy reform within the urban transport sector.
By pinpointing and elucidating the factors and mechanisms linking political-electoral factors to
changes in legacies, this chapter identifies pivotal political reform events that have shaped the
affordability and quality of urban bus systems in Latin America's largest urban centers.

In the comprehensive scope of the dissertation project, I relied on four main sources of
data. First, I conducted extensive 18-month fieldwork to acquire foundational insights into the
bus systems of Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo. Spanning from August 2022 to
January 2024, this fieldwork involved frequent utilization of their bus services across various
routes, schedules, days of the week, and neighborhoods. Additionally, I seized the opportunity
to visit governmental agencies and transport company facilities, thereby accessing pertinent data
concerning the organizational structures of both public and private actors within each city.

Second, I conducted a total of 62 interviews with key transportation stakeholders situated
in Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and S3o Paulo. I undertook these interviews with pivotal
transportation stakeholders situated in each city. This diverse array of interviewees encompassed
state bureaucrats, elected or appointed officials, bus drivers, representatives from private bus
companies, academic experts, and members of civil society organizations, particularly those
from the third sector and independent international entities.

The distribution of interviews across each city is detailed in Table 3. Table 4 outlines the
distribution of interviews categorized by stakeholder type, while Table 5 illustrates the

distribution of these interviews across each respective city.
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Table 3. Author’s Interviews by City/Case

CITY NUMBER OF INTERVIEWS

Buenos Aires 17
Mexico City 22
Sao Paulo 23
TOTAL 62

Source: Author's elaboration.

Table 4. Author’s Interviews by Type of Stakeholder

TYPE OF STAKEHOLDER NUMBER OF INTERVIEWS

State Bureaucrats 14
Academic Experts 14
Elected/Appointed Officials 12
Representatives from Private Bus Companies 9
Civil Society Organizations 9
Bus Drivers 4
TOTAL 62

Source: Author's elaboration.
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Table S. Author’s Interviews by Type of Stakeholder and By City

CITY

TYPE OF STAKEHOLDER

NUMBER OF INTERVIEWS

Buenos
Aires

State Bureaucrats

Academic Experts

Elected/Appointed Officials

Representatives from Private Bus Companies

Civil Society Organizations

Bus Drivers

Mexico City

State Bureaucrats

Academic Experts

Elected/Appointed Officials

Representatives from Private Bus Companies

Civil Society Organizations

Bus Drivers

Sdo Paulo

State Bureaucrats

Academic Experts

Elected/Appointed Officials

Representatives from Private Bus Companies

Civil Society Organizations

Bus Drivers

— AR, |QAD N = QAN == RO

Source: Author's elaboration.

Potential interviewees were approached through various means such as email, telephone,

or in-person contact. Selection criteria were based on their direct involvement in or extensive

knowledge of urban transport services at local, regional, national, or international levels.

Employing the snowball technique facilitated the acquisition of a more comprehensive range of

perspectives; after each interview, respondents were encouraged to recommend additional

individuals or institutions who could contribute valuable insights to the research.

Interviews were conducted in both Spanish and Portuguese, accommodating the

linguistic preferences of the interviewees. Sessions were held either face-to-face or virtually,

depending on the interviewee's preference. In certain instances, repeat interviews with the same

individual were conducted. Some respondents agreed to participate under conditions of

anonymity or confidentiality.
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During and after the interviews detailed handwritten notes were taken to capture key
points and observations. On occasions with consent and prior notification to the interviewee,
recordings of the interviews were made to ensure accuracy in transcribing statements. No form
of compensation was provided to the respondents for their participation.

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach, typically commencing
with an open dialogue concerning the interviewee's professional background. As discussions
progressed, I introduced questions designed to elicit pertinent data for the empirical component
of the research. The specific questionnaire utilized varied depending on the type of interviewee
involvement in the transportation sector. Nevertheless, all interviewees were asked more general
inquiries, encompassing topics such as key stakeholders within the transportation sector,
interrelationships, and alliances among stakeholders, perceptions regarding the quality and
pricing of bus services, and overarching expectations for the sector. Furthermore, questions
across all interviews aimed to discern patterns of continuity and change within the urban
transport sector over time.

Interviews with state bureaucrats and elected/appointed officials primarily centered on
their governmental tenure, addressing aspects such as policy implementation, reform endeavors,
encountered challenges, and perceptions regarding bureaucratic-political dynamics across
executive, legislative, and judicial branches. Conversely, interviews with bus drivers focused on
their professional trajectories, as well as those of their affiliated companies and unions. Queries
delved into their interactions with government entities, business stakeholders, and fellow drivers.
Similarly, interviews with representatives from private enterprises revolved around
organizational trajectories and interrelations with other stakeholders. Interviews involving
representatives from the third sector and international organizations followed a more tailored
approach, with inquiries typically focusing on the individual and institutional performance of
the interviewee, as well as broader relational dynamics within the urban transport sector.
Interviews with academic experts served not only to address the aspects mentioned above but
also to assess and contextualize data obtained from alternative sources. These conversations,
characterized by their more conversational tone, facilitated the refinement and enhancement of
various facets of the empirical research conducted within this project.

Third, secondary sources augment my data collection endeavors. Employing document

analysis, I extracted relevant historical and contextual information about the establishment of
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bus systems in each city, the processes involved in privatizing state-owned enterprises, the
consequent outcomes of privatization, and the evolution of urban bus systems post-
democratization. This method also facilitated an examination of the diverse stakeholders
engaged at each phase of these progressions. The scrutinized documents spanned various genres,
predominantly comprising official governmental publications (including legislative decrees,
policy reports, political statements, and administrative records), alongside newspaper
publications. The bulk of official governmental documentation was accessed through in-person
consultations at both public and private repositories. In Buenos Aires, archival materials from
the Archivo Historico de la Ciudad and the Biblioteca Nacional Mariano Moreno were
referenced. Mexico City's focus revolved around the collection of transportation documents
curated by Professor Dr. Priscilla Connolly, housed at the Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana
(UAM), Azcapotzalco. Sao Paulo's archival materials were drawn from the Arquivo Historico
Municipal and the Centro de Documentagdo e Estudos da Cidade de Sdo Paulo (CEDESP).
Furthermore, select documents were also accessed and obtained digitally via the official
governmental websites of the respective cities and countries. This archival endeavor culminated
in amassing a repository exceeding 3,000 pages, detailing the historical underpinnings of urban
bus systems across each city.

Newspaper publications served as a complementary resource, furnishing invaluable data
regarding significant events, historical contextualization of political shifts, public opinion, and
the evolving urban landscape. Noteworthy publications consulted included La Nacion and
Pagina 12 for Buenos Aires, La Jornada and El Universal for Mexico City, and the document
archives of Folha de S. Paulo for Sao Paulo. Additional news sources were accessed via the
Google News platform. The selection of these publications was based on their prominence in
the local and national media landscape, the duration of coverage, and the availability of
historical archives on their respective websites. The majority of newspaper articles were
accessed digitally through the online platforms of the respective publications.

Secondary sources in the form of scholarly articles and books were pivotal in elucidating
the genesis and evolutionary trajectories of urban bus systems in major Latin American cities.
This body of literature was accessed through visits to public libraries such as the Biblioteca del

Archivo Historico de la Ciudad for Buenos Aires, the Biblioteca Mario de Andrade for Sao
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Paulo, and university libraries including UNSAM (Universidad Nacional de San Martin), El
Colegio de México, and USP (Universidade de Sao Paulo).

Lastly, another significant source of data comprised requests for access to information,
conducted following the transparency laws of each city and country. Primarily, I sought data
regarding the affordability and quality of bus systems, including information on fares, subsidies,
fleet size, number of private operators, number of trips, and average fleet age, particularly when

such data were not readily available on official government platforms.

Outline of the Dissertation

The remainder of the dissertation is structured into three chapters, each focusing on the
historical and political developments of urban bus services in prominent Global South cities.
Chapter 1 introduces the typology of fare regimes, which serves as the framework for
subsequent analysis. Chapters 2 and 3 apply this typology to examine and compare the cases of
Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sao Paulo, drawing from both theoretical frameworks and
empirical data. Following these chapters, the conclusion offers a reflection on the broader
significance and implications of the dissertation's findings. It acknowledges limitations,

discusses external validity, and suggests potential avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER 1 - HOW TO STUDY URBAN TRANSPORTATION POLICIES AND
POLITICS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH? A Conceptual and Analytical Framework

ABSTRACT

Urban transportation significantly impacts the daily lives of city residents worldwide, serving
as a persistent focal point for contentious disputes. Despite this, political science mainstream
studies have allocated relatively little attention to urban transport compared to other urban public
goods. Recognizing this scholarly gap, I propose a comprehensive conceptual and analytical
framework to facilitate an in-depth examination of urban transportation systems' intricate
political, economic, and social dynamics. From the user's perspective, the framework centers on
two key dimensions: affordability and quality. It demonstrates how the interplay between these
dimensions engenders four discernible types of "fare regimes" — prohibitive high-end, inclusive
top-notch, expensive mediocrity, and cheap service trap. The framework's primary purpose is to
provide political scientists with robust analytical tools for both theoretical and empirical
investigations in urban transport. The framework's utility is illustrated through an examination

of specific fare regimes in urban bus systems operating in Global South cities.

Keywords: Public transportation, Affordability, Quality, Fare Regimes.
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1.1. Introduction

There is a growing body of research in political science dedicated to the provision of
public goods and services within urban settings. In recent decades, an increasing volume of
scholarly work in this discipline has focused on comprehending the political, social, and
economic determinants linked to the availability (or scarcity) of public goods in cities worldwide
(John et al., 2012; Kumar & Stenberg, 2022; Le Galés & Robinson, 2023; Post et al., 2017). In
a similar vein, the rapid and substantial expansion of the global urban population (United
Nations Human Settlements Programme, 2022), the escalating significance of city governments
in national and international arenas (Amen et al., 2016; Kiibler & Pagano, 2012; Sellers, 2005;
Tavares, 2016), and the unique characteristics associated with urban policies and politics
(Marques, 2017; Post, 2018) served as elements that heightened the interest of political scientists
in the dynamics of urban goods.

However, the distribution of research within political science has been uneven when it
comes to different types of urban public goods. To date, research endeavors have predominantly
concentrated on sanitation and water (Bradlow, 2022; Herrera, 2017; Herrera & Post, 2014;
Kumar et al., 2022; Post, 2014), street light and electricity (Auerbach, 2019; Lee, 2023; Min,
2008), education (Bhavnani & Lee, 2018; Harding & Stasavage, 2014; Lee, 2023; Sandholtz,
2023), public health (Ziblatt, 2008), housing (Bradlow, 2022; Marques & Bichir, 2023; Marques,
2021), security (Moncada, 2016) and slum upgrading (Auerbach, 2019; Gohn, 2004; Ren, 2020).
In contrast, there has been a relatively limited focus on other essential urban public goods,
especially urban transportation. Despite the crucial role of mobility services in the daily lives of
urban residents and their inherently contentious nature (Davis, 1994), political scientists have
allocated comparatively little attention to this essential public service. *

Advancements in political studies related to urban public goods can enhance the
understanding of transportation services. Moncada's (2016) model, designed for analyzing
security policies in Colombia, provides valuable insights into the relationships between local

governments, businesses, and private companies, for instance. Additionally, research on how

4 The research conducted by some authors (Bril-Mascarenhas & Post, 2015; Campos, 2016b; da Cruz et al., 2022;
Holland, 2023; Li & Wyczalkowski, 2023; Marques, 2021; Marsden & Reardon, 2017; Pérez & Bertranou, 2023;
Pflieger et al., 2009; Post et al., 2017; Wirth, 1997), as elaborated later on this paper, stands as an exception within
the limited scope of political scientists' examination of the provision of transportation services.
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electoral dynamics affect the delivery of public goods (Bhavnani & Lee, 2018; Harding &
Stasavage, 2014; Sandholtz, 2023) can be applied to study the political incentives behind
expanding transportation service coverage and enhancing its quality.

However, public transportation systems have unique characteristics like non-divisibility,
spatial-territorial flows, service delivery versatility, and private sector involvement (explained
later in this chapter). These attributes distinguish mass transit from other public goods,
highlighting limitations in current political science approaches to the topic. Furthermore, much
of the existing transportation literature has primarily emerged from neighboring disciplines,
including geography, public administration, economics, urban studies, and engineering
(Bittencourt & Giannotti, 2021; Carruthers et al., 2005; Connolly, 2018; El-Geneidy et al., 2016;
Falavigna & Hernandez, 2016; Finn, 2008; Gémez-Lobo, 2011; Herszenhut et al., 2022; Lucas,
2012; Paulley et al., 2006; Pereira & Karner, 2021; Vale, 2020). While this literature contributes
to the measurement, theory development, and conceptualization of transportation dimensions,
it has made limited progress in understanding the political factors influencing transportation
service outcomes in different cities.

This paper addresses these limitations by introducing an innovative conceptual and
analytical framework. This framework empowers political scientists to study urban transport
policies and politics, fostering the development of theoretical and empirical analyses,
measurement of distinct service dimensions, and classification of urban transport systems in
various cities over time. It primarily concentrates on urban buses, recognizing their significance
in urban mobility. The focus is on cities in the Global South, considering the unique aspects of
service provision in the developing world (Post, 2018).

First, the framework prioritizes the importance of several key steps in the analysis of
transport policies and politics. These steps encompass (1) the identification of relevant
stakeholders, (2) the examination of both formal and informal regulatory frameworks within the
sector, and (3) the evaluation and selection of transport dimensions. I contend that these steps
are essential components of any political analysis of urban transport systems.

Second, the framework includes a typology that categorizes urban transport systems into
four distinct "fare regimes": prohibitive high-end, inclusive top-notch, expensive mediocrity,
and cheap service trap. Each fare regime focuses on the user's perspective and exhibits variations

in the central elements of transportation. These ideal types primarily differ based on two key
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dimensions: affordability, which relates to the relationship between urban transport fares and
users' ability to pay, and quality, which encompasses service coverage, frequency, and vehicle
attributes.

I posit that affordability and quality, despite their distinct characteristics, are interrelated
dimensions, as there exists a mutual dependence between them. Empirical evidence suggests
that variations in quality often influence affordability levels, and vice versa. In light of this, the
typology of fare regimes, which encompasses both affordability and quality dimensions,
provides researchers with a systematic approach to jointly scrutinize urban transport policies
and politics, while also facilitating the classification and evaluation of cases.

The chapter is organized as follows. Section 1.2 discusses why urban transportation
policies and politics are important. Section 1.3 offers a comprehensive review of political
science studies concerning urban transportation. Section 1.4 highlights the similarities and
differences between transportation services and other urban goods and services. Section 1.5
introduces the important steps to consider when analyzing transport policies and politics.
Section 1.6 presents the typology of fare regimes. Section 1.7 presents an illustration of the fare

regime types among Global South Cities. Finally, Section 1.8 concludes the chapter.

1.2. Why Urban Transportation Policies and Politics Are Important?

Urban transportation plays a pivotal role in contemporary societies. Extensive literature
suggests that robust, accessible, and sustainable urban transportation systems can significantly
improve access to citizenship, drive economic development, enhance the well-being of
vulnerable populations, and generate various positive externalities in urban areas. Conversely,
dysfunctional or unreliable mobility systems can engender negative externalities and incite
redistributive conflicts. Here is an overview of the significance of transportation in these
domains.

First, access to reliable transportation is a fundamental element of citizenship. It enables
individuals to participate in civic, social, and economic activities. Public transportation systems
provide mobility to people who might otherwise be marginalized, allowing them to access
education, healthcare, and community engagement (Cass et al., 2005; Hernandez, 2017).

Accessible transportation can also alleviate unemployment, reduce poverty, and contribute to
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the mitigation of class-based urban segregation (Li & Wyczalkowski, 2023). In this regard,
transportation policies emerge as potent instruments of social policy, fostering spatial justice in
both advanced industrial societies and Global South contexts (Bittencourt & Giannotti, 2021;
Lucas, 2004).

Second, transportation infrastructure exerts a direct impact on economic development.
Efficient transportation systems facilitate the movement of goods and people, reducing
transaction costs and boosting trade. Well-planned transportation networks also attract
investments, create job opportunities, and stimulate local economies (Davis, 1994). The
American Public Transportation Association (APTA) reports that a $1 investment in public
transit is projected to generate $5 in economic returns. Additionally, every $1 billion allocated
to public transportation creates around 50,000 jobs, and each $10 million in capital investment
in public transportation results in a $30 million increase in business sales (APTA, 2023).

Third, transportation services have the potential to enhance the economic well-being of
the most vulnerable groups. Transportation costs can substantially impact urban family
households, particularly in low-income communities. For instance, in urban areas of Brazil,
residents may allocate a larger proportion of their household income to transportation than to
food (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2019). Similarly, Carruthers et al. (2005)
reveal that in cities in the Global North, such as New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, the
poorest individuals may dedicate up to 10% of their earnings to transportation. Consequently,
affordable and accessible public transportation options can alleviate the financial burden on
households, making it easier for them to fulfill other basic needs and enhance their quality of
life.

Fourth, well-structured transportation networks can generate positive externalities,
which encompass benefits that extend beyond individual commuters. For instance, investments
in public transportation can result in reduced traffic congestion, diminished air pollution, and
lower greenhouse gas emissions (Pereira & Karner, 2021; Vickerman, 2021). In recent years,
numerous cities globally have devised and implemented policies aimed at making transportation
systems more sustainable (Batista, 2022; C40 Cities, 2021; CEPAL, 2019; Schneider, 2020;
WRI Cidades, 2015). These advantages enhance the overall quality of life in urban settings and
have a favorable impact on the environment and public health (Hanna et al., 2021; Johansson et

al., 2017; Parrish & Zhu, 2009; UNEP, 2017).
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Conversely, transportation policies can also engender negative externalities. For instance,
regions with heavy reliance on private cars may experience escalated traffic congestion,
increased air pollution, and heightened noise levels. These negative externalities can have
adverse health effects and diminish the overall well-being of a community (Instituto Saude e
Sustentabilidade & Greenpeace, 2017; International Institute for Sustainable Development,
2021; Toledo & Nardocci, 2011). Moreover, these adverse effects stemming from transportation
externalities can disproportionately affect vulnerable groups, including domestic workers,
informal laborers, the elderly, and children (Hoffmann & Rud, 2022; Jans et al., 2018; Montoya-
Robledo et al., 2022).

Furthermore, in recent decades, transportation services have emerged as a significant
focal point for class-based redistributive conflicts and contentious politics. Across the globe,
large-scale protests by civil society groups have erupted in response to government-initiated
alterations in transportation policies. Notable examples include the extensive protests during the
June Journeys in Brazilian cities in 2013 and the massive protests in Chilean cities in 2019
(Garcés, 2019; Holston, 2014). In many instances, these large street demonstrations originate
from transportation grievances but expand their scope to encompass demands unrelated to
transportation (Alonso & Mische, 2017).

Besides protests led by popular movements, private sector associations in many cities
globally have also frequently mobilized. In municipalities where the state is not the sole provider
of urban transport, private transportation operators responsible for managing public routes have
become influential local political players (Post et al., 2017). Strikes and mobilizations initiated
by these actors, including private companies, concessionaires, and labor unions, aiming for
higher public transport fares or improved working conditions, are common. These mobilization
events occur regularly both in the Global South, including cities like Bangalore, Kathmandu,
Cape Town, and Mexico City (La Jornada, 2021; Reuters, 2023; The Indian Express, 2023; The
Kathmandu Post, 2023), and in Global North cities such as Auckland, Paris, and London (Crisis
24,2022, p. 24; Stuff, 2023; The Guardian, 2022).

In conclusion, transportation policies and politics have a profound impact on various
aspects of society, encompassing access to citizenship, the promotion of economic development,
the influence on family household finances, the generation of positive and negative externalities,

and the potential to trigger large-scale demonstrations. Thus, the aspects discussed above
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underscore the relevance of urban mobility in the everyday lives of countless commuters,

workers, governments, and businesses across the globe.

1.3. Studies Of Urban Transportation in Political Science

Despite its significance, urban transportation remains an understudied area by political
scientists. To date, much of the political science literature related to the provision of urban public
goods and services has concentrated on other research topics. An in-depth examination of
articles published in political science journals underscores the limited attention given to urban

transportation.

Table 6. Number of Urban Transportation Studies in Political Science Journals (English)

Journal Time Range Published articles

Urban Affairs Review 1969-2023 39
American Journal of Political Science 1973-2021 1
Comparative Politics 1968-2021 1
British Journal of Political Science 1971-2017 1
Political Studies 1959-2023 1
Political Science Quarterly 1886-2017 1
American Political Science Review 1906-2023 0
Comparative Political Studies 1968-2023 0
World Politics 1948-2023 0
Annual Review of Political Science 1998-2023 0
Research & Politics 2014-2023 0
Journal of Politics 1939-2017 0

Source: Author's elaboration. The search was conducted using the following keywords: transportation, transport,
bus, buses, ferry, rail, train, subway, metro, and transit. These keywords were sought in the titles or abstracts of
research articles (when both search options were available). The search specifically focused on research articles
and did not include book review essays or research reports. The search results were assessed, and articles unrelated
to urban transport were excluded. The selection of leading journals was based on rankings published by Google
Scholar Metrics and Scimago Journal Rank. Additional supplementary materials can be accessed in the Appendices
section of this paper.

Table 6 provides a concrete illustration of the limited scholarly focus on the analysis of
urban transport within several prominent English-language political science journals.

Remarkably, even journals with extensive time ranges, such as the American Political Science
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Review, have historically devoted minimal attention to the subject of transportation. In the case
of the Urban Affairs Review, the discipline's leading journal in the subfield of urban politics
(Kumar & Stenberg, 2022), only 39 out of 1,737 research articles published from December
1969 to November 2023 were exclusively dedicated to the study of urban transportation systems.

Furthermore, these publications exhibit several limitations regarding the provision of
urban public transport. While some articles directly address the stakeholders and interests
involved in the delivery of transportation services, elucidating issues of governance (da Cruz et
al., 2022), private interests (Wirth, 1997), and state capacity and informality (Goodfellow, 2015),
the majority focus on other themes, such as the relationship between transportation and
gentrification, or do not necessarily treat transportation as a dependent variable. Additionally,
only 5 out of the 44 identified publications focus on analyzing cities in the Global South,
indicating a significant Global North bias in the literature.

The lack of interest among political scientists in urban transportation is evident not only
in English-language journals but also in publications in Portuguese and Spanish. A systematic
search on the Scielo platform, which predominantly hosts articles in these languages, revealed
that political science's relative contribution to the urban transport literature is limited (Figure 7).
Notably, a significant proportion of these studies, equivalent to 27.1% of the total, falls within
the urban, local, and regional studies domain, totaling 171 articles. Furthermore, health Sciences
and engineering also exhibit considerable presence, contributing to approximately 21.6% (136
articles) and 17.1% (108 articles) of the studies, respectively. In contrast, political science's
contribution is notably modest, comprising 1.1% of the total studies, which corresponds to 7
published articles. Even when political science and social sciences journals are combined, the
resultant percentage remains below 8%, indicating a considerably lower level of research
interest in urban transportation compared to other academic disciplines.

These findings highlight the considerable room for further development in political
science's research on urban transportation services. Despite its multiple relevance, this area has
received relatively limited attention in recent years. Thus, there is a distinct opportunity for
political scientists to conduct comprehensive investigations and advance our understanding of

the intricate dynamics related to urban transportation policies and politics.
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Figure 7. Distribution of Urban Transportation Studies in Scientific Journals (Scielo)
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Source: Author's elaboration. n = 630. The data was collected via searches conducted on Scielo - Scientific
Electronic Library Online, utilizing a set of specific keywords: "transporte urbano", "transporte publico",
"movilidad urbana" and "mobilidade urbana". These keywords were sought in the titles or abstracts of research
articles. The search specifically focused on research articles and did not include book review essays or research
reports. A total of 630 articles, spanning the years 1997 to 2023, were identified and found in 261 distinct
publications. The journals were categorized based on their official descriptions. It is worth noting that, to assess
discipline-specific contributions, political science was categorized separately from Social Sciences. Urban, Local,
and Regional Studies also include demographic works. The "Other" category pertains to publications with a wide-
ranging focus, featuring content from highly diverse academic fields. Additional supplementary materials can be
accessed in the Appendices section of this paper.

1.4. Urban Transportation and Other Public Services

Political science literature has been expanding its trajectory of analyzing public goods

and services in urban settings (Kumar & Stenberg, 2022). While these studies identify political
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factors and dynamics relevant to the analysis of urban transport systems, they often lack a
comprehensive framework that characterizes the typical configurations of this policy sector.

One key similarity between urban transport and other public goods is the role played by
both state and non-state actors. Post et al. (2017) highlight that in the developing world, it is
common for private actors to play significant roles in delivering various services, resulting in
"hybrid regimes" for local public goods. The level of state involvement and the nature of state
participation can vary among different cases and types of public services, similar to the role of
the local private sector. In the context of urban transport, the substantial involvement of the
private sector in directly operating mobility systems aligns its provision with other services such
as solid waste collection, recycling, power generation, and distribution (ibid).

Private sector involvement in urban goods and services is emphasized by Moncada (2016)
in the context of public security. He argues that the relationships between local businesses and
state actors are essential for understanding the nature and results of projects aimed at addressing
urban violence. Similarly, in the realm of public transport, the direct and indirect participation
of the private sector in service provision highlights the significance of stakeholder relationships
in determining the success or failure of urban mobility policies. Therefore, delving into the urban
political economy of urban transport services offers a promising research avenue for political
scientists (Post, 2018).

Another shared aspect between urban transportation and other services is the pricing
logic. In many Global South cities, transportation costs can significantly affect family budgets,
leading governments to introduce subsidies to ease the financial burden of urban travel (Castro
& Szenkman, 2012; Pérez & Bertranou, 2023). Government actions can also directly influence
the consumer prices of other goods and services, such as fuel and electricity (Bril-Mascarenhas
& Post, 2015). This suggests that the motivations and factors behind urban transport pricing can
exhibit significant parallels with other public goods and services.

Nonetheless, despite these existing similarities, I argue that urban transportation exhibits
some differences compared to other goods and services. These differences suggest that urban
transportation adheres to some distinctive set of logic and processes, which must be integrated
into political analyses of the sector.

First, urban transport possesses a characteristic of non-divisibility that sets it apart from

other services, though it's not unique. This means that various aspects of transportation services,
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such as affordability and quality, are challenging to tailor to individual needs. Typically,
improvements in factors like frequency, fares, or vehicle quality have broad-reaching effects,
affecting numerous commuters and multiple geographic areas rather than specific individuals.
This operational logic of urban bus services significantly differs from policies related to
allocating social housing units or improving slum areas, where goods or services may target
particular individuals. Consequently, urban transport policies reduce the potential for
clientelistic relationships, as politicians or intermediaries face significant challenges in catering
to individual clients (Marques, 2021).

In geographical terms, another distinctive aspect of urban transport is its intricate
relationship with the spatial dynamics of the city. Although urban mobility systems have fixed
infrastructure within the urban area, they continuously traverse the city's terrain, functioning as
a continuous "line" service. This dynamic nature sets buses and trains apart from "point" services
like education, health, and housing, which typically have a more concentrated and restricted
geographic attribution (Holland, 2023). Furthermore, as urban transport traverses the city, it
shares space with other users, such as car drivers, leading to conflicts over the allocation of
limited urban space and tensions over spatial usage. Consequently, public transport systems can
become focal points for political-spatial disputes, potentially escalating the costs of policies that
prioritize their use over the interests of non-users. In the terminology introduced by Holland and
Schneider (2017), many aspects of public transport systems can be categorized as "hard
redistribution policies."

Thirdly, urban transportation delivery presents a unique versatility compared to most
urban public goods. Urban transport systems offer various modal options, including buses, trams,
trains, subways, ferries, and cable cars, each with its own set of spatial, operational, and user-
related implications. Even within a single modal, significant variations exist, with buses, for
instance, ranging from high-capacity vehicles operating along extensive corridors to smaller
microbuses on shorter journeys.

Lastly, a notable characteristic of urban transport, especially in the context of hybrid
regimes, is its private sector configuration. An examination of urban political economy reveals
significant diversity in market structures, with the bus sector serving as a prominent example.
Some bus systems are run by major private corporations, while others are operated by medium

or small-sized companies, associations, or individual operators (Alzaga etal., 2021; Barter, 2008;
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Campos, 2016b; Finn, 2008; Pérez & Bertranou, 2023; Post et al., 2017; Wirth, 1997).
Consequently, certain urban transport markets involve fragmented operations with numerous
stakeholders, while others have more consolidated arrangements with fewer private actors
involved in service delivery. The configuration of private operators is often linked to the type of
services they offer, including the use of large or small vehicles, the level of service
professionalism, and the level of (in)formality of the operators responsible for service delivery
(Barter, 2008; Post et al., 2017).

In summary, the comparison of urban transportation services with other public services
highlights both shared characteristics and distinctive features that shape the sector's political
dynamics. While political science and related disciplines have increasingly delved into the
analysis of urban public goods, there remains a significant gap in constructing a comprehensive

framework for understanding urban transport political particularities.

1.5. How To Study Transportation Policies and Politics

For a comprehensive analysis of transportation policies and politics, incorporating their
distinctive features, I posit that political scientists should consider a set of three main steps.
These steps encompass (1) the identification of relevant stakeholders, (2) the examination of
both formal and informal regulatory frameworks within the sector, and (3) the evaluation and
selection of transport dimensions. These steps not only help define critical elements of urban
transport services but also provide analytical tools for understanding the outcomes of transport
policies.

In this section, the focus of my analysis will consistently be on urban bus services,
primarily because they have a more prominent role in the modal share of transportation within
cities in the Global South. Buses play a dominant role in daily mass transit commutes, surpassing

modes like subways or trains.’

5 For instance, data from the most recent Origin and Destination surveys conducted in the biggest Latin American
metropolises reveals that in Sdo Paulo, in 2017, urban buses accounted for 65% of mass transit trips. In Mexico
City, this figure is approximately 80%.
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Step 1. The Identification of Relevant Stakeholders

The existing body of urban politics literature has underscored the significance of various
stakeholder groups in shaping and executing policies within urban contexts. This literature
recognizes that pivotal categories of stakeholders include political parties, elected officials,
governmental bureaucracies, private enterprises, labor unions, community associations, social
movements, and third-sector organizations (Marques, 2021b; Marsden & Reardon, 2017; Post,
2018; Stone, 1993). Building upon this understanding and the contextualization of the
transportation sector, I contend that there are a minimum of four key stakeholder groups that
hold substantial influence over bus policies and politics.

The first category of relevant stakeholders encompasses state actors, comprising
individuals from the Executive, Legislative, and Judicial branches at various tiers of government
(local, regional, and federal). The significance and roles of these government actors are
contingent upon the specific federative arrangements within each particular context. For
instance, in Sao Paulo, urban bus matters are primarily overseen by local executive authorities,
while in Buenos Aires, the federal executive branch plays a more prominent role in urban bus
policies.

Within the Executive power, responsibilities related to transportation are often
distributed among specialized bureaucracies, transport and mobility secretariats (e.g., SEMOVI
in Mexico City and SMT in Sao Paulo), or decentralized public enterprises (e.g., SPTrans and
Metrobus). The allocation of power among these state entities varies from case to case, leading
to variations in their respective roles and responsibilities in overseeing transport services.

Finally, a relevant characteristic of state actors is their level of activity and involvement
in the bus public service. In general, the government is responsible for regulating and managing
the bus system — for example, setting fares and establishing minimum standards for vehicle
operations. Additionally, some state actors are also responsible for forming public companies
that regulate and operate urban buses (such as the case of RTP — Red de Transporte de Pasajeros
of Mexico City).

In many Global South cities, as previously mentioned, bus service operations are
outsourced to private entrepreneurs (Post et al., 2017). In this context, private operators
providing transportation services have become influential local political actors. Considering this,

the second group of relevant actors is composed of private operators. In Latin America, private
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operators in the urban transport sector vary in structure. They can be individuals or companies
and cooperatives, with different fleet sizes and operational capacities (Brasileiro & Henry, 1999).
For example, in major Brazilian cities, a few large companies with extensive fleets and
numerous employees manage bus operations across multiple routes. Conversely, in other Latin
American cities, the market is less concentrated, with smaller and medium-sized companies
operating buses with fewer employees. Some cities even have individual operators, like the
"hombre-camion" model in many Mexican cities.

The third group of stakeholders encompasses bus drivers who play a crucial role in
service delivery and are among the primary daily actors in bus operations, akin to street-level
bureaucrats. Bus drivers are also noteworthy due to their interactions with the government and
private operators, often advocating for improved working conditions, which can impact service
costs. Typically, bus drivers wield more influence when private operators exhibit greater
professionalism and formalization. In scenarios where large and medium-sized companies
operate the system, drivers are typically formal employees and are part of political pressure
networks through labor unions. In cases where individuals operate the system, private operators
and bus drivers fall within the same stakeholder category.

The fourth category of key stakeholders comprises commuters or bus users, as the
entire bus system is conceived and executed to enable their mobility within the city. Commuters
play an indispensable role because they engage with all other stakeholders and possess the
capacity to advocate for a more comprehensive and superior bus service, either individually or
through civil society organizations. Additionally, through their fare payments, commuters make
substantial contributions to the financial resources necessary for the bus system's operation,
particularly in situations with limited state subsidies.

Finally, other stakeholder groups maintain direct or indirect connections to the bus
governance process, including entities like vehicle manufacturers, funding agencies, NGOs, and
research centers. Nevertheless, despite the significance of these stakeholders concerning
specific aspects of bus policy, their influence is presumed to be rather constrained, given that

their engagement in the sector tends to be more indirect, restricted, or infrequent.
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Step 2. The Examination of Formal and Informal Regulatory Frameworks

Another pivotal aspect in the realm of urban transportation policies and politics is the
dynamic interplay between formal, informal, and semiformal rules that govern bus services.
Whether these rules are officially mandated by regulatory bodies or emerge organically through
stakeholder interactions, they collectively mold the intricate landscape of urban mobility. This
interaction between structured regulations and unwritten norms has far-reaching implications
for the functioning and user experience of bus services within a city.

Formal rules, often established by governmental authorities, lay the groundwork for
regulations, standards, and operational protocols that guide the functioning of bus systems.
These rules ensure safety, reliability, and quality of service, ultimately safeguarding the interests
of passengers and the broader urban community. Furthermore, formal rules play a central role
in defining service affordability, establishing bus fare values, determining the amount of state
subsidies, and allocating distinct transportation costs based on various population groups, such
as the elderly, students, public officials, or the unemployed.

In contrast, informal rules, which may emerge from the interactions among stakeholders,
encompass unwritten agreements, social norms, and uncodified practices. These informal rules
can either complement or challenge formal regulations, significantly influencing the day-to-day
operation and decision-making within the bus sector. The synergy or tension between formal
and informal rules is a crucial factor in shaping the overall user experience and the effectiveness
of bus services, as these unwritten norms often dictate aspects of service interaction, user
expectations, and the social acceptance of bus transportation within a city.

In addition to formal and informal rules, semiformal rules exist as a middle ground.
These rules are neither as explicit as formal regulations nor as unstructured as informal norms.
Semiformal rules are often partially codified practices or guidelines that have evolved from
formal rules but now offer flexibility. An illustrative example of a semiformal rule can be seen
when a bus concession, which has lapsed or lost its formal validity over time, continues to be
“valid” because none of the stakeholders formally renew it.

According to the related literature, the rules governing bus services may vary
considerably among cities in the Global South. As an example, Post et al. (2017) highlight the
existence of public transport systems that exhibit well-structured formal regulations, as observed

in the recent case of Santiago de Chile. In such instances, governments proactively oversee
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various facets of the service, regulating concession criteria, market competition, fare pricing,
operating expenditures, and the specifications of vehicles and daily operations that significantly
influence the overall quality standards of the system.

Conversely, Post et al. (2017) also identify systems in which the formal regulatory
framework is less comprehensive or inconsistently enforced. In such situations, a more
"independent" provision of bus services, marked by limited state control, paves the way for the
emergence of informal arrangements. These informal rules, established through opaque
interactions among relevant stakeholders, take center stage and facilitate the proliferation of

numerous paratransit operators to meet local mobility needs, as illustrated by the Nairobi case.

Step 3. The Evaluation and Selection of Transport Dimensions

The literature on urban transport originating from disciplines such as geography and
engineering has historically engaged in a debate concerning the essential dimensions of mass
transit systems. This debate is primarily normative, focusing on theoretical ideals. It aims to
delineate the attributes of a transportation system characterized by inclusivity, equity,
accessibility, safety, sustainability, and efficiency, with practical applications in mind (Humberto,
2023; Lucas et al., 2019, 2019; Martens, 2012; Martens et al., 2014; Pereira et al., 2017; Pereira
& Karner, 2021).

In the referred literature, accessibility stands out among various transport dimensions.
Despite ongoing debates on its conceptual definition, there is agreement that accessibility entails
enabling diverse populations to use mass transportation systems, irrespective of factors like
socioeconomic status, gender, disability, age, ethnicity, or residential location (Pereira et al.,
2017). An accessible transport system, as defined by Martens et al. (2014), empowers
individuals with high mobility, allowing them to move with minimal time and spatial constraints.
Empirically, an accessible transport system is characterized by factors such as affordability,
availability, reliability, sustainability, connectivity to opportunities and services, and ensuring
the well-being of the user (Lucas et al., 2019).

Although the concept of accessibility holds a central position in the literature mentioned
above, studies vary in how they link this concept with other dimensions. Some take a
comprehensive approach, viewing accessibility as a universal dimension that includes measures

like travel time and transit fares (El-Geneidy et al., 2016). In contrast, an alternative set of
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analyses supports a segmented approach, where accessibility is just one of several dimensions,
each assessed independently (Bittencourt & Giannotti, 2021). Gomide et al. (2006), for instance,
propose a framework that not only encompasses accessibility but also considers availability,
acceptability, and affordability as transport dimensions.

In the field of political science, examining urban transport services through different
dimensions is essential for gaining a nuanced understanding of the complexities involved in
public service provision within urban settings. While it's common to think of transportation as
a singular concept, breaking it down into various dimensions allows researchers to explore the
diverse facets of urban mobility. For political scientists, I contend that two critical dimensions,
affordability, and quality, hold particular significance in identifying and characterizing the
political dynamics of transportation policies and politics. These dimensions encapsulate the
intricate web of political, economic, and social agreements forged by various stakeholders over
time, shaping the outcomes of urban transport systems.

Affordability, as one of these key dimensions, delves into the financial aspects of public
transportation by assessing the connection between service costs and the financial capacities of
users. Understanding this dimension is crucial for evaluating the equity of urban transport
systems and deciphering how transportation policies impact the economic well-being of
different population segments. Furthermore, affordability reveals the sources of revenue for
financing transportation systems (including the presence or absence of public subsidies) and the
potential disputes between state and non-state actors regarding contributions to service
financing.6

On the other hand, quality, as defined here, focuses on the reliability, coverage, and
overall passenger experience of transportation services. It encompasses factors such as service
regularity, vehicle conditions, safety features, and passenger comfort. Quality plays a crucial
role in understanding how effectively transportation services cater to commuters' needs,

influencing user satisfaction and the functionality of the system. Moreover, quality discloses the

¢ Urban bus systems rely on revenue to cover operational and administrative costs. Globally, these revenues mainly
come from public subsidies and commuter fares. A key principle is that a higher portion of public subsidies can
lead to reduced user fares, making the bus system more affordable.
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operational costs of a transportation system, as elevated quality standards generally lead to
higher expenses.’

Quality and affordability are closely linked, with quality determining the expenses of a
transportation system and affordability involving agreements among stakeholders to generate
the revenues for these costs. The bus fare's value, for instance, depends on overall system
expenses and the role of public subsidies in the revenue stream. Low expenses may lead to an
affordable fare but could compromise service quality, while high expenses covered by public
subsidies can result in both an affordable fare and higher quality standards.

In this paper, the analysis of quality and affordability is predominantly framed from the
user's perspective. For instance, a bus system is deemed affordable if the fare is low for the user,
even though maintaining such low fares can be costly for city governments due to the subsidies
required. In the most extreme case, a free-fare urban bus system is not truly free, as the costs are
borne by someone other than the user. Therefore, emphasizing the user's perspective primarily
addresses the overall user experience, while less attention is given to the arrangements that
influence the broader dimensions of quality and affordability.

In summary, both affordability and quality offer a comprehensive perspective on urban
transport, which political scientists should incorporate into their analyses. Recognizing and
differentiating these dimensions within urban transport systems enables political scientists to
refine their research focus and address specific aspects of public service provision more
effectively. This approach enhances the understanding of urban mobility challenges and the

ultimate impact of transportation policies.

1.6. Fare Regimes: An Analytical Framework

After a comprehensive examination of the relevant stakeholders, regulations, and
dimensions within urban transport policy and politics, a pivotal analytical step involves
deliberating on the intricate interactions among these elements. I posit that these elements are

interconnected both theoretically and empirically. For instance, the formation of high-quality

"In the case of an urban bus system, various expenses, including fuel, maintenance, administration, and labor
charges, are associated with its operation. Ideally, increased expenses should result in higher quality standards,
including more vehicles, better bus quality, well-compensated employees, extensive spatial coverage, shorter
waiting times, and safer, more efficient commutes.
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and affordable bus systems typically involves specific stakeholder groups (government and
private operator actors) and adheres to distinct types of service regulation.

Considering the above, I propose an analytical framework to facilitate the classification
of transportation systems and the identification of recurring service patterns. This framework
equips political scientists with important means to categorize transportation systems into four
primary "fare regimes" categories. These fare regimes are primarily distinguished by their
varying degrees of affordability and quality.

Figure 8 provides a visual representation of how different combinations of affordability

and quality lead to the delineation of distinct fare regime types.

Figure 8. Typology of fare regimes
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Source: Author's elaboration.

The framework presented in Figure 8 provides valuable insights for scrutinizing urban
bus services. Urban bus systems, with distinct characteristics, set them apart from other
transportation modes like subways and trains, notably in terms of governance and the

involvement of both state and non-state actors. The significance of this framework becomes
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evident in Global South cities, given the unique dynamics that influence the formulation and
execution of urban public policies in the developing world (Post, 2018).

Hereafter, I provide more elaborate definitions for each of the fare regime types.

Prohibitive High-End Regime
This fare regime is characterized by high-quality service but low affordability,

particularly for the poor segments of the population. It likely arises from the combination of
high operational costs and a revenue model heavily dependent on user fares, with limited or no
state subsidies.

While the prevalence of this fare regime is generally uncommon due to the financial
constraints faced by many urban transport users in Global South cities, specific Latin American
cities have instituted prohibitive high-end fare regimes within distinct segments of their bus
systems. This is exemplified by the implementation of differential services, providing express
routes with limited stops, or utilizing vehicles offering enhanced amenities. An illustrative
instance is the executive bus system in Rio de Janeiro, colloquially referred to as "Frescao."

In the context of relevant stakeholders and regulatory dimensions, prohibitive high-end
regimes are marked by significant state engagement in determining bus fares, enforcing rigorous
quality standards, market regulation, and operational oversight. Consequently, the transport
service in such regimes is subject to comprehensive regulation, with formal rules governing
various facets of the service. Private operators in such regimes are often represented by well-
established companies, characterized by a high degree of professionalism. In specific cases,
these transport enterprises exert substantial influence within local political arenas, proactively

attempting to mold the state's policy decisions in the transport sector.

Inclusive Top-Notch Regime
Inclusive top-notch fare regimes represent the optimal scenario for a city committed to

providing its residents with a superior public transportation experience. Within these regimes,
bus fares are affordable to individuals with lower income levels, and the system's overall quality
is elevated. This elevated quality results from a combination of increased operational expenses
and substantial government involvement in financing the system.

Buenos Aires, in Argentina, serves as a prominent example of an inclusive top-notch fare

regime. Additionally, numerous Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) services, introduced in recent decades
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to counteract the deficiencies of informal or semiformal services, align with this category. An
illustration of this is observed in the Metrobus system in Mexico City. Nevertheless, despite the
generally elevated quality levels associated with BRTs, their fares may not consistently be
deemed affordable across cases, as evidenced by the BRT system in Rio de Janeiro.

In terms of stakeholders and regulations, the primary distinction between inclusive top-
notch and prohibitive high-end regimes lies in the significant state contribution to financing the
operational costs of the urban bus system. In this context, the State not only actively regulates
quality standards but also financially supports the elements that ensure the system's higher
quality levels. Within inclusive top-notch regimes, private operators also tend to exhibit a high
degree of formalization and professionalization. Notably, the power dynamic between state and

non-state actors in inclusive top-notch regimes often tends to be more balanced.

Expensive Mediocrity Regime
In contrast to the preceding type, the expensive mediocrity fare regime embodies the

most unfavorable scenario for public transportation commuters in the Global South. In short,
the confluence of low-quality and expensive fares arises from a system in which expenses and
revenues fail to adhere to the logic delineated earlier. In this context, even though the bus system
might incur substantial expenses, these elevated costs do not manifest as improved quality due
to the appropriation of resources by other stakeholders.

During the 1980s, Santiago, Chile, and La Paz, Bolivia, shared a common experience
characterized by the imposition of expensive mediocrity fare regimes within their urban
transport systems. This era saw the implementation of measures that significantly curtailed both
the quality and affordability of transportation services in these Latin American cities.

In the context of expensive mediocrity fare regimes, state authority is notably
constrained or absent when it comes to the regulation, financing, and oversight of the
transportation service. Private operators often lack a high degree of professionalism. However,
they normally wield substantial political influence at the city level. Attempts to enhance the bus
system's quality or reduce fares encounter obstacles. Concurrently, the demands from private
operators for increased fares present a dilemma for the government in its pursuit to enhance

affordability without resorting to the implementation of a public subsidy program.
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Cheap Service Trap Regime
This fare regime is prevalent in Global South cities, featuring an affordable

transportation fare despite notably subpar system quality. This situation often results from
government pressure to maintain low fares, despite limited state subsidies for operational costs.
The relatively modest total revenues further constrain opportunities to enhance expenses and
elevate service quality. Typically linked to informal transportation services, cheap service trap

99 <6

services can be alternately termed "semi-formal," "paratransit," “alternative,” “provisional,”
“clandestine” or "popular" transport (Tun et al., 2020).

In the late 20th century, these regimes emerged in several Global South cities as local
governments reduced their involvement in transport services, delegating operating rights to
associations or individual owner-operators (Finn, 2008; Wirth, 1997). Characterized by
numerous operators and lacking state subsidies, these regimes often use smaller-capacity
vehicles like vans and microbuses, evolving from collective taxi services (Connolly, 2017). A
notable example of a cheap service trap regime is the microbus system in Mexico City.

Concerning private operators, they tend to be organized into associations or operate as
individual entities. Consequently, the private sector often displays a higher degree of
fragmentation than in regimes where service quality is higher. Levels of sector formalization are
also generally low, thereby limiting opportunities for improving the system's quality. In terms
of the State's role, its actions primarily revolve around defining the final fare value. With limited
state capacity, regulatory and supervisory functions remain restricted, as well as market
regulation. In numerous cases, the interaction between state and non-state actors is based more

on informal or semiformal rather than formal dynamics.

The Micro Foundations of Fare Regimes

In addition to the general descriptions of each ideal fare regime type, I emphasize two
additional and significant aspects: the segmentation of bus systems and the asymmetries related
to affordability and quality. These elements are referred to as the micro-foundations of fare
regimes, as they provide a detailed examination of each ideal fare regime type, facilitating a
more nuanced analysis of the interplay between affordability and quality.

The segmentation of bus systems involves organizing the system to offer distinct services

for various commuter groups, resulting in services characterized by distinct fare regimes. This
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includes multiple complementary services, each operating under a unique institutional
framework, and involving different stakeholders. Concerning affordability, a segmented bus
system typically implements different fare structures for various commuter segments (e.g.,
elderly, students, low-income) and service types (e.g., express, executive, regular). In terms of
quality, it offers services of both high or medium quality (such as executives and Bus Rapid
Transits) and lower-quality services, often associated with microbuses, among other forms of
informal or semiformal services. Illustratively, Sdo Paulo's bus system in the 2020s exemplifies
a typically segmented system concerning affordability, with fares varying based on the
commuter's age, occupation, or economic segment. In contrast, Mexico City's bus system in the
same period typifies a segmented system in terms of quality, underscoring the disparities
between microbuses and Metrobus services, as elaborated upon in subsequent sections of this
chapter.

Another significant aspect regarding fare regimes pertains to the asymmetries
concerning affordability and quality. Typically, the affordability of a public good or service
holds more prominence for both users and policymakers, especially in economically unequal
environments (McRae, 2015). When confronted with the decision to enhance only one
dimension, be it affordability or quality, existing literature suggests that service users often
prioritize lower fares over improved quality (Kumar et al., 2022). I argue that this preference
primarily arises from economic and psychological factors.

Regarding the economic factor, the greater emphasis on affordability over equivalent
improvements in quality for public goods can be attributed to the constrained budgets of the
average user in unequal settings. Given these financial constraints, people tend to opt for lower
costs when choosing a public service (Post & Ray, 2020). Moreover, behavioral economics
literature indicates that when individuals face decisions involving risk or uncertainty — such as
choosing between quality and affordability — they generally prefer the safer or less ambiguous
option. This tendency to favor certain outcomes over those that are merely probable is referred
to as risk aversion (Werner, 2016). This concept, examined by prospect theorists, underscores
how people are inclined to avoid uncertain choices in favor of more predictable outcomes
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).

Conversely, the heightened emphasis on affordability diminishes the political

attractiveness of quality improvements (McRae, 2015). This asymmetry in the valuation of
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different service dimensions incentivizes elected officials to invest more in affordability and less
in other areas, such as quality. Additionally, in the realm of providing public goods, it is often
more straightforward and feasible for policymakers to take credit for reducing or eliminating
fares rather than implementing substantial quality improvements (Harding & Stasavage, 2014).

Moreover, some studies suggest that enhancements in service quality or the effective
implementation of good policies in developing countries may not always result in increased
support for incumbent politicians in subsequent elections (Ferraz & Finan, 2008; Sandholtz,
2023). Furthermore, as Bril-Mascarenhas and Post (2015) have observed, subsidies aimed at
lowering the cost of public services can become deeply ingrained. Once these subsidies are
established, the fear of potential public backlash, whether at the ballot box or through protests,
drives politicians to maintain low prices.

In addition to value allocation and political incentives, there are inherent operational and
institutional asymmetries between affordability and quality. Affordability can gradually improve
if policymakers avoid changing fares, particularly in contexts with persistent inflation, which is
common in many Global South cities. Conversely, high-quality services tend to deteriorate if
not consistently maintained and updated. For instance, a reliable and efficient bus system
necessitates regular maintenance and vehicle replacement. Consequently, maintaining the
existing rules and dynamics in an urban bus system leads to a pattern of drift change (Mahoney
& Thelen, 2009)8, yielding varying outcomes: affordability tends to improve, while quality is
likely to decline.

In conclusion, these identified asymmetries highlight the micro foundation of fare
regimes on an imbalanced risk-reward structure. The asymmetries are shaped by processes
related to blame attribution, credit claiming, citizen value allocation, and institutional dynamics.
Consequently, I posit that these asymmetrical dimensions have significant implications for
transitioning from one type of fare regime to another within a city over time. In essence, it proves
to be a formidable challenge for policymakers to escape from the "cheap service trap" without

an external shock, considering that the quality-affordability trade-off inherently favors

8 According to Mahoney and Thelen (2009), a policy drift means “the changed impact of existing rules due to shifts
in the environment” (p. 16). Usually, “drift occurs when rules remain formally the same but their impact changes
as a result of shifts in external conditions. When actors choose not to respond to such environmental changes, their
very inaction can cause a change in the impact of the institution” (p. 17).
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affordability. Therefore, the natural inclination for urban bus systems is to transition toward a

cheap service trap regime.

1.7. Illustrations of the Four Types of Fare Regimes in Global South Cities

Drawing upon an extensive literature review and data collection, Table 7 categorizes
urban transport systems according to the four ideal types of fare regimes. This classification
encompasses diverse cities in the Global South over various periods.

While Table 7 encompasses a restricted number of cases, it furnishes valuable insights
into two pivotal facets of fare regimes within urban bus systems. Primarily, it underscores the
inclination of cities to shift from one fare regime to another over time. Particularly noteworthy
is the observable trend of transitions between expensive mediocrity, prohibitive high-end, and
inclusive top-notch regimes, while the cheap service trap category demonstrates fewer instances
of such shifts. This implies that cities frequently undergo adjustments in their strategies for
balancing affordability and quality within their transport systems unless they become entrenched
in the cheap service trap regime.

Secondly, the table underscores the common occurrence of multiple bus systems (or fare
regimes) coexisting within the same city. Furthermore, it is not uncommon for these distinct
systems to fall into different fare regimes. For instance, Mexico City stands as an illustrative
case, with the Metrobus system classified as inclusive top-notch, while the microbus system
aligns with the cheap service trap regime. This phenomenon suggests that cities may employ a
variety of approaches to urban transportation, resulting in diverse fare regimes within the same
urban landscape.

In the subsequent sections, I apply this framework to analyze the cases of Sdo Paulo and
Mexico City. This analysis illustrates the four distinct fare regimes outlined in this paper and
demonstrates how the framework enhances our understanding of urban transportation systems.
By employing this framework, we gain valuable insights into the nuanced interactions between
affordability and quality, as well as the specific impacts of various fare regimes on user
experiences and policy outcomes. This approach provides a comprehensive view of some factors
shaping urban transportation systems and highlights the broader implications for transportation

policies.
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Table 7. Fare Regimes Illustrations

Affordability
DIMENSIONS
Low High
INCLUSIVE TOP-NOTCH
PROHIBITIVE HIGH-END
Sao Paulo, 2020s (subsidized users)
Séo Paulo (1980s) Buenos Aires, 1980s
High Sao Paulo, 2020s (non-subsidized users) Buenos Aires, 2020s

Rio de Janeiro, 2020s (Frescéo) Mexico City, 2020s (Metrobus)
Brasilia, 1980s Accra (Ghana), 2000s (MMT)
Curitiba, 1980s, 2020s Bogota, 1980s

> Belo Horizonte, 2020s Kuala Lumpur, 2020s

= Santiago, 2020s

p—

<

=

=4 EXPENSIVE MEDIOCRITY CHEAP SERVICE TRAP
Santiago (Chile), 1980s Mexico City, 1990s-2020s
La Paz, 1980s (trufis) (peseros, micros, combis)

Low Rio de Janeiro, 1980s, 2020s Accra, 1980s-2000s (tro-tro)

Nairobi, 2020s (matatus) Lima, 1980s-2020s (combis)
The Metropolitan Zone of the La Habana, 1980s
Valley of Mexico (excluding Mexico City), | Quito, 1990s
1990s-2020s Bangkok, 1990s-2020s (songthaews)

Source: Author's elaboration. Each case was categorized both quantitatively and qualitatively, utilizing primary
data sourced from official government databases and secondary data obtained through a review of news articles
and specialized literature. Key sources of secondary data included: Barter (2008); CEPAL (1991); Dimitriou and
Gakenheimer (2011); Finn (2008); Kustar et al. (2023); Post et al. (2017); Tun et al. (2020); Wirth (1997).

Sao Paulo, Brazil
Sdo Paulo is an illustrative case encompassing various fare regimes, considering the

city's urban transport system's historical shifts between prohibitive high-end, and inclusive top-
notch fare regimes. In the 1980s, the quality of the urban bus system was deemed moderate,
with some service aspects receiving positive evaluations while others were criticized.
Additionally, fares during this period were set at relatively high levels.

Concerning quality, analysis of public opinion through local newspaper surveys and
news reports from the 1980s indicates that the city's bus services received some unfavorable
ratings (Folha de S. Paulo, 1985). Common criticisms revolved around issues such as

overcrowded vehicles and extended intervals between buses (Folha de S. Paulo, 1988).
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Additionally, users and transport experts frequently raised concerns about vehicle degradation
as a significant problem within the system (Folha de S. Paulo, 1982). However, despite these
challenges, the city's bus service during this period demonstrated higher levels of organization
and regularity compared to typical cases of cheap service trap or expensive mediocrity regimes.

Regarding fares, an examination of the relationship between the national minimum wage
and the cost of local bus fares highlights the substantial financial burden placed on the city's
most financially vulnerable commuters. In the early 1980s, a passenger needed 10% of the
national minimum wage to meet their monthly bus expenditure, equivalent to 50 fares. However,
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, this financial burden substantially escalated, reaching
approximately 45% of a single national minimum wage by 1999. In contrast, residents of other
Latin American cities during the same period faced considerably lower monthly transportation
costs. For instance, in Buenos Aires and Mexico City, these expenses never surpassed 20% of
the national minimum wage throughout the entire period under consideration.

Considering the above, Sdo Paulo in the 1980s would be categorized as a case
exemplifying a prohibitive high-end fare regime, in alignment with the typology introduced by
this chapter. This classification arises from the dynamic between a bus system predominantly
controlled by influential private companies, characterized by above-average levels of
professionalism, and a state that emphasized quality but had limited regulatory oversight
capacity.” Private operators exerted continuous pressure on the government to increase fares,
particularly amid high national inflation rates, while city authorities, although possessing some
regulatory authority over vehicle maintenance and replacement, lacked sufficient mechanisms
to ensure regulatory adherence across the board.

Notably, fare policies granted substantial authority to these private companies,
empowering them with responsibilities for fare collection and cost spreadsheet preparation,
which influenced the government's pricing decisions. These fare rules also incentivized private
operators to maintain smaller fleets than necessary, sometimes leading to vehicle overcrowding
(Brasileiro & Henry, 1999; Campos, 2019; Santini, 2019).

However, starting in the 1990s, Sao Paulo's bus system experienced important gradual

transformations. Legislative reforms bolstered the local government's authority in managing

° From 1946 to 1995, Sdo Paulo was served by a public company known as CMTC (Companhia Municipal de
Transporte Coletivo), which operated several city bus routes. However, CMTC's involvement in the transportation
sector gradually diminished over the decades, eventually leading to its dissolution in 1995.
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fare collection and operational expenses, concurrently enhancing the supervision of private
operators (Gregori, 2021). In the early 2000s, the introduction of technological innovations,
such as electronic ticketing and GPS systems, further bolstered the government's regulatory
capabilities and rebalanced the power dynamics between state and non-state actors (Campos,
2016b, 2019, 2021). Furthermore, an active public subsidy policy facilitated fare reductions for
specific groups, encouraged broader fare integration throughout the system, and supported the

maintenance of a modern operational fleet.

Figure 9. Ordinary bus in Sao Paulo, 2023

Source: Author photograph (2023).

As a result of a series of reforms launched in the early 1990s and 2000s, Sao Paulo's
urban bus system has improved its quality service, particularly when contrasted with other urban
bus systems in the Global South. These reforms incentivized private operators to professionalize
their services, improving overall quality. The operational fleet is now relatively modern,
featuring amenities such as air conditioning, internet connectivity, and USB ports for cell phones,
all achieved through a proactive vehicle-renewal policy. Enhanced state oversight, including
real-time monitoring, has yielded improved performance indicators related to vehicle intervals

and system efficiency.
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Regarding fare affordability, the situation is nuanced. The system offers notable
affordability to specific social groups (like students, formal workers, the elderly, and people
with disabilities) due to discounts and free contributions introduced by the local government
over the years. Moreover, since December 2023, all users have been able to ride buses without
paying fares on Sundays. However, fares can be relatively high for those not falling within these
categories, disproportionately impacting the budgets of less affluent residents (Instituto
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2019). Consequently, S3o Paulo's urban transport system
operates with a duality of fare regimes, concurrently embodying prohibitive high-end and

inclusive top-notch approaches within a single system.

Figure 10. Inside an ordinary bus in Sao Paulo, 2023

Source: Author photograph (2023).

Finally, the regulatory framework of Sdo Paulo's bus systems is a notable aspect that has
evolved over the last three decades. Covering concession agreements, operational guidelines,
and financial arrangements, these regulations address diverse facets of the system. They not
only outline the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders but also play an active role

in creating a structured and formalized environment within the sector.
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Mexico City, Mexico

In contrast to the Sdo Paulo case, the urban bus system in the Mexican capital, over the
past few decades, can predominantly be categorized as a "cheap service trap" regime. While the
city now features inclusive top-notch, high-quality, and affordable fare systems (such as
Metrobus, a bus rapid transit system established in 2005), a substantial portion of public
transport journeys (approximately 70%) continues to rely on low-capacity vehicles, notably
microbuses and combis, often referred to as peseros, camiones, micros or pulpos. These vehicles
are recognized for their affordability and extensive spatial coverage but are also associated with

a lower standard of service quality and operate with lower levels of formality (Figure 11).

Figure 11. Formal and Informal Public Transportation Network in Mexico City

Public Transportation
in Mexico City — 2019

Formal Network Formal & Informal Networks

Metro, Bus, BRT Peseros (Micro, Combi, Camion)
Data collected by WherelsMyTransport

Source: Where is My Transport (2019).

As illustrated in Figure 11, the informal network system, predominantly comprising
microbuses and combis, sprawls across a considerable expanse of the Metropolitan Zone of the
Valley of Mexico, enveloping municipalities adjacent to the Mexican capital. However, there is

an important contrast: microbus and combis fares in the metropolitan area typically exceed those
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in the capital, notwithstanding comparable low-quality standards in both locales. Consequently,
the transportation network in the metropolitan area may be characterized as expensive
mediocrity, following the fare regime classification advanced within this paper.

The history of Mexico City's peseros traces back to the 1950s when taxis started offering
bus-like services with fixed routes and fares (Connolly, 2017). However, it wasn't until the late
1980s that this mode of transport gained prominence in the city's public transportation system,
as the state introduced microbuses as a solution to urban transport challenges. By the 1990s,
microbuses had become a dominant mode of transportation, handling a significant share of daily
public transport trips — a trend that continues to the present day (Negrete, 2018; Wirth, 1997).

Mexico City's microbus system, in general terms, resembles similar services found in
other parts of the world, such as the micros in Lima (Peru), trufis in Bolivian cities, tro-tro in
Accra (Ghana), candongueiro in Luanda (Angola), daladala in Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) and
marshrutkas in some former Soviet Union cities (Finn, 2008).

The microbus service in Mexico City is often operated by associations of individual
drivers (known as the "hombre-camion" model), although government efforts have been made
in recent years to consolidate them into formal companies. Given this setup, the sector operates
in a highly fragmented manner, with a limited number of association directors exerting
substantial control over the sector (Carrillo et al., 2020; Nava & Ramirez, 2008; Wirth, 1997).

The allocation of operating permits in the microbus system is often non-transparent, with
many concession owners obtaining their licenses through political connections. Formal
regulations governing the system are often deficient, focusing mainly on fare structures and
rarely defining minimum quality standards. Consequently, the professionalization levels in the
sector are notably low, and drivers frequently work long hours under precarious conditions
(Nava & Ramirez, 2008; Negrete, 2018).

From the perspective of users, despite the affordability and high vehicle numbers during
peak hours, the quality of service is typically poor. Vehicles are old and emit several pollutants,
drivers lack adequate training, and they often drive with open doors, posing safety risks to
passengers. Furthermore, during off-peak hours or in areas with lower passenger demand, the
limitations in urban transport service provided by microbuses become even more pronounced.

On the government front, there is limited capacity to monitor and enforce regulations on

private microbus operators. The ties many drivers have with influential politicians, combined
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with lax formal rules, often lead to self-regulation within the system (Nava & Ramirez, 2008;
Wirth, 1997). Numerous local government initiatives in recent years have aimed to
professionalize service delivery. These projects seek to incentivize fleet renewal, regularize
driver status, and enhance operational control and safety by installing cameras, GPS, and
electronic ticketing. However, these reform efforts, although numerous, have generally resulted

in limited changes.

Figure 12. Microbus in Mexico City, 2023

Source: Author photograph (2023).
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Figure 13. Inside a microbus in Mexico City, 2023

Source: Author photograph (2023).

1.8. CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has introduced a novel conceptual and analytical framework to address a
significant research gap in political science literature related to urban transportation policies and
politics. Focusing on urban bus systems in Global South cities, this framework equips political
scientists with valuable tools to comprehensively analyze and better understand this often-
overlooked essential public service.

The framework underscores the importance of key steps in analyzing transport policies
and politics, including identifying stakeholders, evaluating regulatory frameworks, and
considering transport dimensions. I contend that these steps are indispensable for a
comprehensive and systematic approach to the study of urban transport systems, illuminating
the particularities of this field.

At the core of this framework is the typology of fare regimes, which categorizes urban
transport systems into four ideal categories: prohibitive high-end, inclusive top-notch, expensive
mediocrity, and cheap service trap. These fare regimes are intrinsically linked to two pivotal
dimensions: affordability and quality. The interplay between these dimensions highlights their

mutual influence, where changes in one significantly impact the other, ultimately shaping the
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urban transport landscape. This typology provides a structured approach for political scientists
to explore, classify, and analyze urban transport systems, yielding valuable insights into the
underlying political dynamics.

The framework's utility is exemplified through its application to the analysis of fare
regimes in urban bus systems in Global South cities, with specific case studies focusing on Sdo
Paulo and Mexico City. While further empirical validation across diverse urban settings is
necessary to fully assess the framework's relevance and validity, these case studies demonstrate
its potential to advance both theoretical and empirical research in the field of urban
transportation policies and politics. Consequently, this framework offers a promising avenue for
enhancing our comprehension of urban governance and the provision of public goods in cities

worldwide.
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CHAPTER 2 - BRINGING THE PRIVATE SECTOR BACK IN: Understanding the

Effects of Privatization on Urban Bus Services in Latin America

ABSTRACT

Why did certain Latin American cities develop affordable and/or high-quality urban bus services
while others did not? I contend that historical experiences with privatization play a pivotal role.
During the second half of the 20th century, Latin American city governments opted to privatize
urban bus services in response to demographic and urban growth pressures that strained state-
owned companies' capabilities. However, with varying critical antecedents related to the local
organization of the transport sector, political support base, and state capacity, each city produced
different privatization coalitions, resulting in divergent outcomes for urban bus systems once
similar. While some cities witnessed the emergence of affordable, quality systems post-
privatization, others experienced the establishment of expensive, low-quality services. I validate
this argument using Comparative Historical Methods and by analyzing the cases of Buenos
Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo. The findings illustrate how distinct privatization models
have forged disparate long-term legacies for urban bus services in major Latin American cities,

particularly in terms of affordability, quality, and the organization of stakeholders.

Keywords: Public Transportation, Urban Bus Services, Privatization, Latin American cities.
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2.1. Introduction

During the latter half of the 20th century, the Global South experienced substantial urban
expansion, with cities like Buenos Aires, Sdo Paulo, and Mexico City undergoing significant
increases in both geographical area and urban populations (United Nations Human Settlements
Programme, 2022). In several cases, this urban growth coincided with political governance
under authoritarian leaders who grappled with escalating demands for enhanced urban public
goods.

Despite shared characteristics in urbanization and political responses to urban public
goods demands during the past century, empirical evidence reveals notable divergences in policy
outcomes across Global South cities. In some instances, authoritarian governments have
fostered more inclusive or expanded access to urban public goods over the past century, while
in other cases, the authoritarian legacy seems to have imposed more restrictive conditions on
access and quality (Kapiszewski et al., 2021a; Marques, 2017).

The divergences in authoritarian legacies are particularly evident in urban transportation
services. In the late 1990s, over half of Mexico City's population perceived the bus service as
inefficient, environmentally harmful, and of subpar quality, despite being relatively affordable
for a significant portion of the population (Wirth, 1997). In Sdo Paulo, opinions about bus
services varied: while the majority of residents on the outskirts considered the service to be bad,
residents of more centric areas evaluated the service more positively (Folha de S.Paulo, 1990).
In Buenos Aires, concerns about bus fares gradually increased in the late 1990s. Still, the urban
bus services stood out for their middle to high quality and affordability during the last decades
of the 20th century, distinguishing them from counterparts in other Global South cities (CEPAL,
1991).

This chapter addresses the variations in urban bus legacies across major Global South
cities, aiming to answer critical questions: How did urban bus systems evolve in major Global
South cities during the 20th century? What factors shaped the legacies left by authoritarian
regimes in the region? Most importantly, why have cities with similar political and urban
characteristics produced distinct historical outcomes in their urban bus services?

My response to these research questions is rooted in the historical development of urban

bus services throughout the 20th century. I assert that a pivotal historical event for transportation
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services in the Global South can be traced back to foundational moments when authoritarian or
fragile democratic administrations chose to privatize bus services, thereby transferring
operational control to the private sector. Before the era of privatization, urban bus services in
Global South cities exhibited substantial similarities. However, post-privatization, each urban
bus system embarked on distinct trajectories. In this context, I argue that privatization is the
critical juncture (Collier & Munck, 2022), leading otherwise similar cases to diverge. Privatizing
bus services in the latter half of the 20th century significantly reshaped power dynamics in the
policy sector. This entailed bolstering private operators' influence while reducing the sway of
public transport bureaucracies. Moreover, privatization redefined service standards, notably
affecting affordability and quality levels.

However, the privatization of bus services, while widespread in the Global South,
exhibited significant divergences in implementation. For instance, in Sdo Paulo, Brazil, the
government pursued privatization with a comprehensive regulatory framework, defining
operator criteria and service standards, fostering an organized market dominated by a few
powerful entities. This led to a prohibitive high-end fare regime: a system of middle quality,
with relatively unaffordable fares for the general public, excluding specific groups (such as
seniors, students and formal workers). In contrast, in Mexico City, Mexico, governments
privatized bus services without a cohesive regulatory framework, resulting in unspecified
service requirements and informal relationships among stakeholders, leading to excessive
atomization among private operators. Despite providing low-quality service, the state-regulated
fares ensure affordability, making the Mexican capital a case of a cheap service trap regime.
Buenos Aires, Argentina, adopted a middle-ground approach, with a regulatory framework
outlining criteria and service standards, maintaining some organization while allowing diversity
among private operators. The outcome was an inclusive top-notch fare regime system, with
middle-quality service with affordable fares.

I argue that the variations in bus services among cities in the Global South regarding
their privatization approaches can be primarily explained by the public-private coalitions
established during the privatization process. To comprehend the formation of different coalitions
in each city, I emphasize the three critical antecedents that shape coalition formation.

Firstly, the configuration of the local transport sector before privatization played a

pivotal role, with governments responding to economic and operational crises of state transport
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companies by opting for strategies like granting permissions or concessions to existing local
transport actors. External participation through bidding proved unsuccessful, leading to an
emphasis on local stakeholder involvement.

Secondly, the government's local political support base significantly influenced
privatization strategies, with administrations strategically advancing the interests of local groups
aligned with their political agenda. Administrations with a bureaucratic-technical orientation,
exemplified by Sao Paulo, leaned towards privatization under the company model, favoring
local oligopolies, while left-wing populist governments, as seen in Buenos Aires, prioritized the
interests of previous bus drivers. Corporatist governments, such as in Mexico City, turned to
groups reinforcing the corporatist foundation.

Lastly, the state's capacity during privatization affected the level of regulation, with
enhanced capacity favoring well-regulated systems and limited state capacity leaning towards
deregulation, thereby shaping the regulatory landscape of privatization initiatives.

To test this argument, I examine the long-term trajectory of bus policies and politics in
Latin America's three largest cities — Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sao Paulo. These cases
exemplify a spectrum of variations in privatization coalitions and outcomes, spanning from a
left-wing populist government and drivers producing inclusive top-notch urban bus services in
Buenos Aires, to a corporatist party and state structure fostering a cheap service trap in Mexico,
and bureaucratic-technical administrations aligned with formal private companies yielding
expensive mediocrity bus systems in Sdo Paulo. The empirical and methodological framework
employed is rooted in Comparative Historical Methods, drawing data primarily from historical
sources, including official government documents, news articles, interviews with key
stakeholders in the three cities, and previously published historical works.

This chapter contributes to the literature on urban politics and policies in four significant
ways. Firstly, it underscores the significance of examining urban transportation, an essential
public service in the daily lives of urban residents, yet relatively underexplored within the field
of political science. Second, employing a historical and comparative perspective, the chapter
facilitates an understanding of how diverse urban transport systems have evolved, emphasizing
the significant influence of temporal as well as political, economic, social, and spatial dynamics
in shaping this progression. Third, by integrating perspectives from both political science and

urban studies, the chapter encourages interdisciplinary dialogue and establishes connections
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between scholarly traditions that have not always been closely interconnected. Lastly, the
chapter enriches our comprehension of public service provision in cities within the Global South.
By identifying and comparing historical paths of urban bus services, this chapter aligns with a
growing tradition of comparative urban research that aims to comprehend the shared challenges
faced by numerous metropolises worldwide (Le Galés & Robinson, 2023).

The structure of this chapter is organized as follows. Section 2.2 discusses the relevant
literature contributions and elucidates the chapter's argument and hypotheses. Section 2.3
describes the situation of urban bus services in Latin American cities during the transition to
democracy. Section 2.4 details the data and empirical strategy employed. Section 2.5 presents

the research findings. Finally, Section 2.6 concludes the chapter with closing remarks.

2.2. Theory and Argument

Related literature

Despite the crucial role of bus services in urban life, the political science literature on
public transport is notably lacking. The discipline has insufficiently explored the political factors
associated with the provision of urban public transport services, despite their significant impact
on intraurban mobility, health, economic prosperity, access to opportunities, and family
expenses.

Nevertheless, political science literature has consistently examined the provision and
allocation of public goods across diverse political regimes, especially in the Global South.
Ethnographic fieldwork conducted in countries such as India, Ghana, and Argentina has
revealed that the urban poor experience varying levels of access to goods and services based on
their degree of political organization and the formal and informal relationships they establish
with party brokers and local politicians (Auerbach, 2019; Auerbach & Thachil, 2023; Auyero,
2000; Heller et al., 2023; Paller, 2019; Szwarcberg, 2015). Related studies in other countries
and cities have investigated the impact of the cohesion and embeddedness of local state actors
with other relevant urban stakeholders — including private companies, civil associations, social
movements, and federal and state governments — on the effective delivery of goods (Bradlow,

2022; Cleary, 2007; Moncada, 2016).
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Moreover, scholarship on the provision of goods in urban environments has also
explored how electoral factors shape the production and delivery of goods. Marques (2021), for
instance, highlights that factors such as the median voter, electoral competition, and party
politics are crucial to understanding how Sao Paulo has produced and allocated more and better
public services over recent decades. Additionally, Bertorelli et al. (2017) investigation in
Bangalore demonstrates that the political knowledge and electoral participation of citizens,
especially the poorest, positively correlate with greater and better access to urban goods and
services.

Several studies have also linked variations in the provision of public goods to the type
of political regime. One argument posits that democratic regimes, with broad suffrage and
citizen participation, positively impact service allocation. Increased suffrage and electoral
participation enhance citizens' control, prompting rulers to prioritize accountability and
responsiveness (Harding & Stasavage, 2014; Min, 2008; Olson, 1993; Przeworski et al., 1999;
Sen, 1999).

The literature on public goods provision has also examined contexts that lack some of
the democratic characteristics previously mentioned. Authoritarian leaders or elites may
strategically expand public goods for several reasons: to prevent rebellion and insurrection
(Desai et al., 2009; Paglayan, 2022), to increase public support for the regime (Dickson et al.,
2016), through the influence of policy communities (Duckett & Wang, 2018), or due to
particular social contracts guiding the relationship between autocrats and citizens (Ho, 2019).
Svolik (2012) highlights distinctions within authoritarian regimes, noting that personal
autocracies may lack incentives for state investment in improving citizens' quality of life. In
contrast, regimes governed by dominant parties may foster closer relationships with the
population, encouraging the distribution of goods, particularly to loyal followers. Wallace (2014)
argues that in urban settings autocrats may provide better goods and services to urban residents
to enhance regime longevity, thereby managing urbanization to secure public support.

The insider-outsider dichotomy is another lens through which the supply and distribution
of public goods are analyzed in authoritarian regimes. Authoritarian regimes often perpetuate
historical inequalities in access to public goods, offering benefits to a restricted group (insiders).

In contrast, democratic regimes succeeding dictatorships tend to extend the benefits of public
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goods to a larger percentage of the population, a process termed "inclusion of the outsiders"
(Arretche, 2018; Holland & Schneider, 2017; Kapiszewski et al., 2021a).

In Latin America, formal urban workers were historically insiders, benefiting from the
first inclusion process through corporatist and Bismarckian policies. The third wave of
democratization led to the abandonment of this corporatist perspective, initiating a second
inclusion process where formal employment was no longer the sole determinant of access to
public goods. Rights were expanded to informal urban and rural workers, although challenges
in accessing minimal public services persisted (Arretche, 2018; Kapiszewski et al., 2021a).

While explanations rooted in clientelism, elections, regime types, and the insider-
outsider dichotomy have significantly contributed to understanding the provision of goods in
urban settings, they exhibit limitations in elucidating the divergent historical outcomes of urban
bus services. For instance, the non-divisibility of urban bus services limits the applicability of
clientelism and the insider-outsider dichotomy, as access to these services cannot be easily
distributed to specific clients. Additionally, many critical junctures in the urban bus sector
occurred during the 20th century when Latin American cities were governed by dictatorships or
dominant party regimes, which constrains the explanatory power of electoral dynamics.
Regime-type arguments also impose important limitations. Despite numerous urban transport
systems in Latin America being initiated and managed under comparable authoritarian regimes,
such as military dictatorships in Argentina and Brazil, a marked divergence is evident when
comparing the outcomes of bus services in Sdo Paulo and Buenos Aires. Similarly, the Mexican
case, governed by a distinct authoritarian regime centered on a single party's hegemony,
contradicts the expected outcome of a more inclusive and redistributive urban bus system.

Considering the limitations highlighted above, I contend that the contrasting bus legacies
observed in Global South cities can be largely attributed to the privatization efforts undertaken
by their respective governments throughout the last century. Before entering the privatization
era, the urban bus services among cities shared significant similarities in terms of fares and
quality. However, following privatization, each urban bus system followed a distinct trajectory,
shaping the nature of their service outcomes.

In political economy literature, the process of privatizing the provision of public goods
is often referred to as a "hybrid regime." Within this regime, the extent of state involvement and

the nature of state participation can vary across different instances and types of public services,
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reflecting the engagement of the local private sector (Post et al., 2017). In the urban bus sector,
the privatization process usually involved outsourcing the operation to the private sector, with
the public sector retaining responsibility for regulating and supervising the service (Wirth, 1997).

In the latter half of the 20th century, privatization emerged as a widespread phenomenon
across public service sectors in the Global South (Llanos, 2002). Herrera and Post (2014),
focusing on the water sector, underscored that privatization was driven by the aim to insulate
service providers from political influences. The expectation was that privatization would curtail
political interference in service management, emphasizing technical considerations over
political aspects.

In the urban bus sector, privatization emerged as a prevalent trend in response to the
decline and breakdown of formal bus services operated by the State, especially in the context of
rapid urbanization, and urban sprawl. Following a period of globally centralized, affordable, and
efficient state-run bus systems in the early 20th century, many Global South cities faced
challenges in expanding their bus services alongside rapid urban growth. To cope with
escalating demand, numerous local governments opted to privatize either the entirety or portions
of their urban bus systems (Connolly, 2017; Finn, 2008; Wirth, 1997), leading to contrasting
service outcomes over time. In many cases, recommendations from international organizations,
such as the World Bank, played a significant role in the wave of bus service privatizations during
the 1980s and 1990s. During this period, it was frequently argued that private bus operations
were more competitive and efficient, created more jobs, and significantly reduced expenses for

city finances (Armstrong-Wright, 1986; World Bank, 1986).

Argument and Hypotheses

To understand the contrasts in bus service trajectories post-privatization in the Global
South, I draw on the literature on path dependence!® and critical junctures'! (Collier & Munck,
2022; Collier & Collier, 2002; Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2004). Within this framework, I posit
that each city experienced a critical juncture during the privatization process, wherein

governments made distinct choices regarding the outsourcing process.

10 According to Mahoney (2000), path dependency refers to “historical sequences in which contingent events set
into motion institutional patterns or event chains that have deterministic properties” (p. 508).

! Collier and Munck (2022) define critical junctures as “a concentrated macro episode of innovation that generates
an enduring legacy” (p. 34).

71



First, I argue that privatization emerged as a critical juncture due to its profound impact
on urban bus operations. The privatization of bus services resulted in (a) the reconfiguration of
institutional rules, encompassing new competencies, responsibilities, and operational
parameters; (b) the establishment of new state and non-state stakeholder coalitions; and (c) a
realignment of power dynamics within the policy sector. Consequently, privatization produced
innovations across the entire sector, as service provision was outsourced to the private sector.
Considering that this process predominantly unfolded during authoritarian or unstable
democratic periods, it is likely that the influence of commuters or civil society organizations on
this transformation was limited in most cases. Moreover, most privatization of bus services
occurred mainly without the presence of median voter mechanisms (Meltzer & Richard, 1981).
Additionally, the lasting legacies of privatization highlight its transformative and enduring
nature, establishing structures resistant to change.

Second, I posit that the impetus for governments to opt for privatization was primarily
exogenous, driven by the intense demographic and urban growth experienced by cities in the
Global South, particularly in the latter half of the preceding century (Marques, 2016).
Confronted with escalating demand and constrained state supply, governments chose to confer
greater responsibility to the private sector in the operation of urban buses as a strategic response
to the pressure to enhance and expand transportation services. In this context, the rise of
privatization appears to be more closely associated with external factors rather than internal
elements, such as pressure from private actors advocating for privatization.

Third, I argue that distinct government choices regarding the privatization of bus services
shaped the trajectories of bus services in cities. In certain cases, privatization unfolded within a
comprehensive regulatory framework, defining numerous service standards. Governments
proactively oversaw various aspects of the service, including regulating concession criteria,
market competition, fare pricing, operating expenditures, and vehicle specifications. These
measures significantly influenced the overall quality standards of the system. This form of
privatization would be categorized as a "regulated provision" hybrid regime (Post et al., 2017).
Barter (2008) categorizes this scheme as "well-regulated" franchises, where operators (usually
middle-scale private firms), granted exclusive rights to serve a specific route or area, have

obligations to provide comprehensive services and meet established standards.
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Conversely, in different instances, privatization was constrained in its regulatory reach,
lacking essential elements for service operation. In such cases, bus services followed a more
"independent” hybrid regime model (Post et al., 2017), characterized by limited state control
and a fragmented number of service operators (such as associations and individual owner-
operators). Informal arrangements often emerged, leading to opaque interactions among
stakeholders. The absence of comprehensive concession criteria and less formal relationships
typically resulted in the proliferation of numerous paratransit operators to meet local mobility
needs. Barter (2008) describes this privatization approach as "deregulation," characterized by
minimal state influence over service outcomes, even though fare pricing is usually well-
regulated by public officials.

In between well-regulated and deregulated privatization models, there are instances of a
balanced approach to privatizing bus services. In these cases, governments introduce a
regulatory framework that specifies criteria for operators and outlines service standards,
including quality and fares, with less strict enforcement. Operators are granted the right to serve
routes with simple service obligations and some exclusivity, creating a market with a degree of
organization while allowing diversity among private operators (usually small-scale private firms
or associations). However, under this model, the public sector does not actively ensure the
overall efficiency of the system, resulting in incumbents often remaining in place indefinitely,
and license renewals lack stipulations for competitive tendering. Barter (2008) would classify
this privatization model as a "passive franchise," and according to Post et al. (2017), it represents
a less developed version of a "regulated provision" hybrid regime.

Finally, considering the above, I posit that an examination of public-private coalitions
during privatization can elucidate why Latin American city governments adopted various forms
of privatization. To comprehend the formation of contrasting coalitions, I argue that three
critical antecedents'? played a pivotal role.

Firstly, the configuration of the local transport sector before privatization played a crucial
role. Confronted with the economic and operational crises of state transport companies,
governments chose privatization strategies such as granting permissions or concessions to actors

already entrenched in the local transport scene. Efforts to involve external actors through

juncture that combine with causal forces during a critical juncture to produce long-term divergence in outcomes”
(p- 889).
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bidding historically proved unsuccessful.!* The considerable entry costs associated with urban
bus services, encompassing competition, fleet management, garages, understanding of socio-
spatial dynamics, adherence to regulations, and familiarity with local customs, rendered seeking
external actors impractical. Consequently, governments were confined to augmenting the
participation of existing private transport sectors within each city.

Secondly, the local political support base of the government played a significant role in
shaping privatization strategies. In concert with the privatization process, governments
strategically advanced the interests of local groups aligned with their political agenda.
Privatization initiatives were designed to benefit and favor local groups that supported the ruling
regime. Consequently, this approach resulted in concessions being granted to various economic
and social groups, thereby reflecting the diverse support coalitions on which Latin American
city governments heavily relied. In this context, administrations with a more bureaucratic-
technical orientation tended to gravitate towards privatization under the company model,
thereby favoring the establishment of local oligopolies. Simultaneously, left-wing populist
administrations, enjoying robust worker and union support, tended to prioritize privatization
efforts that considered the interests of previous bus drivers. In contrast, corporatist governments
turned to groups that reinforced the corporatist foundation of the local political regime in their
pursuit of privatization endeavors.

Finally, the extent of state capacity had a decisive impact on the degree of regulation
implemented in the privatization process. Governments endowed with enhanced capacity,
cultivated during previous periods, were typically inclined towards promoting hybrid regimes
characterized by more stringent regulation, often featuring active franchises. Conversely,
governments with limited capacity during privatization leaned towards adopting the
deregulation formula, leading to reduced oversight and control over the privatized services.
Therefore, the state's capacity at that particular juncture emerged as a determinant factor shaping

the regulatory landscape of privatization initiatives.

13 E.g.: Before privatizing the state transport company with established local players, the Buenos Aires government
initially tried to privatize it through an open tender that welcomed international actors. However, this attempt was
unsuccessful as no international actors expressed interest in participating in the bid (Pérez & Bertranou, 2023).
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Figure 14. The Argument in Brief
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Figure 14 visually illustrates the pivotal role played by a critical juncture, namely
privatization, in shaping four distinct paths for the development of bus services. While
antecedent conditions and transformative shocks are crucial factors preceding privatization,
governmental decisions also assume a central role. Key decisions included the selection of the
hybrid regime type (regulated or independent), the regulatory framework type (active/passive
franchise or deregulation), and the choice of the private operator responsible for delivering
urban bus services. Rooted in historical junctures, these decisions led to varied outcomes in
terms of fare regimes (Chapter 1). Once these legacies were established, they significantly
constrained the range of options available for subsequent governments.

I anticipate that this argument will elucidate the outcomes of urban bus systems in large
metropolises, where the significant demographic dimensions and extensive urban areas create
mobility needs and demands markedly different from those in smaller or medium-sized cities.
This analysis is also specifically framed within the context of Latin America, considering the
region's historical, political, economic, and urban characteristics, though parallels may be drawn
with other regions, especially countries and cities in the Global South. Additionally, given the
argument's focus on a specific mode of urban public transport (buses), it is not intended to be
generalizable to the policy outcomes of other transport modes, such as subways and trains.

Considering the previous elements, I posit two central statements: (1) The historical
origins of divergent urban bus service outcomes in Global South cities can be traced back to the
privatization of this service; (2) The historical disparities observed in urban bus service
outcomes, particularly in terms of stakeholder organization and types of fare regimes, are
predominantly shaped by critical antecedents that exerted influence over government

privatization decisions. In this sense:

Hypothesis 1: Cities governed by bureaucratic-technical administrations are more likely to
adopt a regulated provision model of privatization with active franchising. This approach can
result in two distinct outcomes: an expensive mediocrity fare regime in cases of state capture!*

or an inclusive top-notch fare regime in the absence of state capture.

!4 In this paper, state capture refers to a situation where groups or companies exert excessive influence over the
policies, regulations, and laws of a specific public policy sector, steering them to their own advantage.
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Hypothesis 2: Cities governed by left-wing populist administrations are more likely to adopt a
regulated provision model of privatization with passive franchising, leading to an inclusive top-

notch fare regime.

Hypothesis 3: Cities governed by corporatist administrations are more likely to adopt an
independent provision model of privatization with deregulation. This can lead to a cheap service
trap fare regime if governments maintain strict fare control or a prohibitive high-end fare regime

if governments decide to deregulate also the fare.

2.3. Background: Urban Buses in Latin America During Re-Democratization

In the late 20th century, numerous countries in the Global South underwent
democratization (Haggard & Kaufman, 2016). Notable examples include Brazil, Mexico, and
Argentina, where concerted efforts were made to dismantle autocratic structures and embrace
democratic principles. However, the new democratic governments faced a critical challenge in
dealing with the legacies left by their authoritarian predecessors, both nationally and at the local-
city level (Kapiszewski et al., 2021a; Marques, 2021; Pribble, 2013).

The challenges stemming from the legacy of the authoritarian era are particularly
pronounced in the domain of urban bus services. A closer examination of the Latin American
context reveals a broad spectrum of scenarios, encompassing well-ordered to poorly regulated

systems, and varying from high to low levels of affordability and quality (CEPAL, 1991).

Sao Paulo: Prohibitive High-End Regime

Following over 15 years governed by "bionic mayors," !> Sdo Paulo underwent a
transformative moment in 1985 with the advent of universal suffrage and the end of the Brazilian
military dictatorship (Marques & Hoyler, 2021). The bus transport system inherited by the new
democratic leaders presented a mixed legacy with both favorable and unfavorable aspects.

On the favorable side, Sao Paulo's legacy included a well-regulated municipal bus

system, setting it apart from other Global South cities during a similar historical period. Previous

15 The term "bionic mayors" is a literal translation of “prefeitos bidnicos.” It refers to municipal leaders directly
appointed by the Brazilian military dictatorship to govern state capitals.
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authoritarian governments had established comprehensive rules covering several service aspects,
such as routes, vehicle specifications, operating zones, and private operators' obligations
(Brasileiro, 1996; Brasileiro & Henry, 1999; Campos, 2016b). This resulted in a well-organized
bus system with clear rules and regulated market competition, operated on technical principles
by a relatively small number of established companies.

Conversely, the unfavorable aspect of the legacy was the significant concentration of the
sector's operations in a few private companies' hands. This concentration, combined with the
state's limited capacity for supervision and financing, hindered effective enforcement of the rules.
Despite the organized and regulated nature of the system, quality has only achieved moderate
levels, and affordability has remained limited due to relatively high user fares for the general
public (Gregori, 2021). The strong presence of organized private operators, collectively resisting
government initiatives, hindered well-intentioned reform efforts and resulted in partial state
capture of the transportation sector.!® Consequently, Sdo Paulo's bus system embodied a nuanced
legacy, well-regulated, middle quality, but contending with challenges tied to state capture and

obstacles in enhancing service affordability.

Mexico City: Cheap Service Trap Regime

In contrast to Sdo Paulo, Mexico City's bus service legacy, governed by the one-party
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) leaders for nearly 70 years, featured a highly
affordable fare but suffered from low operational quality and significant fragmentation among
private operators. By December 1997, with the end of the PRI era in the Mexican capital, the
city's surface public transport predominantly relied on low-capacity vehicles like microbuses
and combis, operated by thousands of individual operators (Davis, 1994; Nava & Ramirez,
2008).

During the 1990s, microbus service in often adhered to the "hombre-camion” model
(Restrepo et al., 2022). Under this arrangement, each microbus route had its association,
comprising numerous individual licensees responsible for vehicle procurement and operational

arrangements. Association leaders frequently cultivated connections with various public

16 For instance, in 1990, a comprehensive coalition involving private transportation companies and diverse sectors
of civil society, including media representatives and some local deputies, effectively obstructed a municipal
Executive project. Despite garnering significant support from a substantial portion of the local population, the
proposal advocating for free fares for all municipal buses was ultimately blocked (Gregori, 2021).
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officials, influencing the process of granting operating rights. In response, the government
issued concessions in a non-transparent manner, driven more by political considerations than
technical criteria (Negrete, 2018).

This model engendered a notably high level of disorganization in the system. The
regulatory framework governing the system was limited, encompassing a few aspects, and
market competency was intense and minimally regulated. Combined with minimal government
commitment to establishing service standards and monitoring daily operations, this led to subpar
service quality. Nevertheless, the government maintained stringent control over the fare,
keeping it at relatively low levels and ensuring the system's affordability (Connolly, 2017; Islas
Rivera, 2000; Legorreta & Flores, 1995; Wirth, 1997).

Buenos Aires: Inclusive Top-Notch Regime

In Buenos Aires, the legacy of Argentine populist and dictatorial regimes positioned its
bus system between Sao Paulo and Mexico City. Post-1983, democratic governments inherited
a system with a relatively favorable balance between quality and affordability, though
challenges persisted in regulating and organizing the private sector (Alzaga et al., 2021).

During the re-democratization period, Buenos Aires distinguished itself by effectively
combining affordable pricing with middle to high-quality bus services, presenting a favorable
scenario compared to other Global South cities undergoing political transitions. Despite slightly
higher fares than those in Mexico City, the transportation system achieved relative affordability,
contributing to increased inclusivity (CEPAL, 1991). Simultaneously, the bus service exhibited
commendable characteristics in terms of frequency, age, and technical aspects, reflecting some
government commitment to quality (Pérez & Bertranou, 2023).

The equilibrium between affordability and quality in Buenos Aires' bus service was
established through a well-defined regulatory framework, although it might be comparatively
less extensive and undergo fewer periodic reviews of bidding contracts than Sdo Paulo's system.
Market competition was moderately regulated, providing companies exclusivity on particular
routes while permitting competition across various city areas. The formalization of small-size
operators in the 1970s contributed to a more organized system (Alzaga et al., 2021), avoiding
excessive concentration seen in Sdo Paulo, reducing the likelihood of state capture, and steering

clear of the significant fragmentation experienced in the case of Mexico City.
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2.4. DATA AND RESEARCH DESIGN

This chapter draws on qualitative research, utilizing an empirical and methodological
framework rooted in Comparative Historical Methods — Causal Historical Narrative and
Process-Oriented Comparison (Lange, 2013; Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003). The
investigation focuses on comparing and contrasting the long-term trajectory of bus policies and
politics offering a historically grounded explanation. The primary objective is to conduct an in-
depth causal historical investigation of processes and sequences, employing systematic analyses
to elucidate how transportation processes unfolded over time.

The empirical investigation focuses on the urban bus systems of the three largest cities
in Latin America: Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sao Paulo. The selection of these cases aligns
with the diverse case selection strategy proposed by Gerring (2008), which aims to achieve
maximum variation along crucial dimensions (i.e., outcomes). In this sense, choosing these three
cities provides an opportunity to explore diverse outcomes resulting from the privatization of
bus services (see Figure 14). Additionally, given the shared background similarities among the
three cities, such as the dominance of state operations before privatization, the case selection
method facilitates a controlled comparison, where these similarities function as control variables
(Slater & Simmons, 2010).

Regarding data collection, this study engages with qualitative data collected during an
18-month fieldwork period conducted between August 2022 and January 2024 in Buenos Aires,
Mexico City, and S@o Paulo. Throughout this timeframe, I directly observed the bus systems in
each city, visited government offices and transportation company facilities, and conducted 62
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with key transportation stakeholders. These stakeholders
included state bureaucrats, elected/appointed officials, bus drivers, representatives from private
bus companies, academic experts, and civil society organizations. The fieldwork proved
instrumental in understanding the dynamics of the transport sector over the decades and
provided valuable insights into the effects of privatization on bus services in the three cities
under investigation.

Furthermore, this chapter predominantly relies on an extensive array of primary and
secondary historical sources. A crucial foundation is laid by official government documents,

which grant access to legislative decrees, policy statements, and administrative records detailing
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the privatization of bus services in the chosen cities. This scrutiny is complemented by a
thorough analysis of news articles, providing historical perspectives on policy shifts, public
opinion, and unfolding events in the dynamic urban landscape. The archival effort involved
amassing an extensive repository of historical documents exceeding 3,000 pages sourced from
archival repositories in Buenos Aires, Mexico City, and Sdo Paulo.

To conduct a systematic analysis of cases and construct a causal argument, the data is
analyzed and processed using Collier and Munck's (2022) five-step template, specifically
designed for historical investigations concentrated on critical junctures. The template is
structured according to the subsequent sequential phases: antecedent conditions, transformative
shock, critical juncture, aftermath, and legacy. Each phase in the template adheres to a temporal-
historical continuum. The primary aim of the template is to facilitate the systematic organization
and derivation of causal inferences within historical analyses (Collier & Munck, 2022).

Finally, to enhance the transparency of qualitative data and provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the interpretation and causal analysis, this article has been
prepared using Annotation for Transparent Inquiry (ATI). Incorporated in select passages within
the results section as footnotes, these annotations serve to amplify the text by introducing and
sharing supplementary evidence. I use annotations to provide contextual information and bolster

empirical claims presented in the text.!”

2.4. VARIETIES OF BUS PRIVATIZATION AND ITS LEGACIES

Overview

Drawing from the critical antecedents of each city, Table 10 provides an overview of the
public-private coalitions established during the privatization of urban bus services in major
Latin American cities, linking each coalition to a distinct outcome. In essence, the data
demonstrates that collaborations between the public and private sectors, at specific junctures in
the 20th century, can elucidate the legacies of urban transportation in these cities, thereby

delineating diverse paths in terms of affordability and quality.

17 For additional information on ATIL see: https://qdr.syr.edu/ati
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Table 10. The Privatization of Bus Services and its Qutcomes in Latin American Cities

PRIVATIZATION COALITIONS PRIVATIZATION
CITY OUTCOMES
Government Orientation + Type of Private Operator (Fare Regimes)
Buenos INCLUSIVE TOP-
Left-wing Populist + i
Aires eft-wing Populist + Bus Drivers NOTCH
Mexico .. .
Cit Corporativist + Corporate Associations CHEAP SERVICE TRAP
y
Sa . . PROHIBITIVE HIGH-
Pai(l)o Technocrat + Formal Private Companies END

Source: Author's elaboration.

In line with the importance of critical antecedents in understanding events at a critical
juncture (Slater & Simmons, 2010), the first observation regarding the paths of various
privatization types is that the stakeholders advocating for privatization had already been
established well before services underwent privatization. This suggests that at the critical
juncture of urban bus service privatization, the relevant stakeholders were deeply ingrained in
their respective local contexts. Particularly, private operators who benefited from privatization
were not outsiders; they were already operating in the sector, albeit in a limited capacity as a
significant portion of the operation was directly controlled by the State. Therefore, privatization
did not necessarily involve the introduction of new actors but rather the reshuffling of roles and
responsibilities among existing actors within the urban transport sector in each city. In this
process, the government's orientation (whether populist, corporatist, or technocrat) played a
significant role, as politicians opted to favor groups of private actors associated with their local
political support base.

For instance, in Buenos Aires, the privatization of urban buses commenced in 1955 under
the left-wing populist government of Juan Domingo Peron. Faced with the inadequacies of the
public transport company (7ransportes de Buenos Aires — TBA) to keep pace with the rising
demand, Peron's primary alternatives were to either implement a concession policy involving
existing local private operators or to initiate public bidding processes to attract external actors.

However, neither option proved politically feasible or attractive in the short term. Workers at
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TBA opposed privatization that would grant more operational rights to the local private transport
sector, while attempts to involve international actors failed due to lack of interest.

Confronted with a significant dilemma — where privatization seemed almost inevitable
due to the public company's insolvency and public discontent — Perén opted to implement a
policy benefiting TBA's own drivers. This entailed providing them with vehicles and
permissions to operate specific routes previously managed by the State. On one hand, this
approach aimed to avoid conflicts with state workers during the privatization process. On the
other hand, it served to bolster support from a crucial segment of Perdn's political base in Buenos
Aires. Throughout his presidency, Peron fostered strong ties with the Argentine working class,
including unions representing urban transport workers affiliated with Union Tranviarios
Automotor (UTA). Thus, establishing a policy of urban bus concessions centered on workers
aligned with the government's left-populist orientation at the time, ensured continued backing
from a vital urban demographic amidst national political turbulence.

In contrast, in Mexico City and Sao Paulo, the political and social landscapes
surrounding privatization did not incentivize governments to adopt a model of concessions and
permissions that favored workers within public transport companies. In Mexico City,
privatization unfolded during the 1980s and 1990s amid a notable decline in the PRI's control
over the local government. During this period of political crisis for the PRI, workers from the
public transport company (Ruta 100) emerged as significant adversaries of the ruling party.
Many bus drivers reportedly shifted their support to the Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD), a party in opposition to the PRI, which gained prominence following the 1985
earthquake. Simultaneously, PRI officials accused Ruta 100 workers of affiliating with
organizations, such as the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN), known for their
strong opposition to the party.

In the face of opposition from state transport workers, adopting a privatization model
akin to Buenos Aires became politically impractical in Mexico City. To counter the resistance
from Ruta 100, local PRI leaders pursued a dual-pronged strategy. Firstly, they gradually
diminished the significance of the Ruta 100 service in the city by reducing its human and
vehicular resources. Additionally, outspoken leaders from Ruta 100 faced persecution by PRI
members. Another crucial element of this approach was leveraging the privatization of the

service to bolster the party's corporatist structure in the city. Particularly from 1988 onwards,
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the decision was made to allocate bus operating permits to collective taxi groups associated with
the Confederacion Nacional de Organizaciones Populares (CNOP) and the onfederacion de
Trabajadores de México (CTM) — corporate entities established by the PRI in the 1930s and
1940s. Consequently, in a context marked by crisis and internal strife, privatization in Mexico
City unfolded with a pronounced corporatist undertone, aligned with the prevailing government
orientation at that time.

In S3o Paulo, the privatization process unfolded gradually over several decades,
commencing in the late 1940s and culminating in 1995. During the peak phases of privatization,
spanning from the 1950s to the 1970s, tensions between the government and workers at the
state-owned co