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Saying ‘Goodbye’ to the Automobile-City:

Redesigning Urban Transportation in Bogotá, Colombia

Urbanization is leading to exponential growth in cities all over the world. In 1900, only a handful of the world’s cities were home to one million residents. Today, the number of megacities - cities with a population of over ten million residents – is twenty-seven (Brown). This trend towards urbanization will continue to dominate the twenty-first century, creating health and wellness problems for the millions of urbanites facing poor living conditions, traffic congestion and declining environmental health. As rising urban populations with a heightened demand for goods and services place increasing strain on the modern-day city, policies must be enacted to promote high-density living, access to renewable sources of energy, clean air, reliable water and sanitation services, and an efficient and accessible transportation system. One of the most remarkable urban transformations so far has occurred in Bogotá, Colombia, where Mayor Enrique Peñalosa led his city in redesigning its urban transportation system to serve people, rather than cars.

A New Outlook


When Enrique Peñalosa took office as Mayor of Bogotá in 1998, he wanted to improve life for the majority of poor Bogotáns who did not own cars. His vision was to create an inclusive society where all citizens – young and old, poor and rich - interacted together in shared public spaces. In just a few years, Peñalosa transformed the quality of urban life by taking steps towards a city designed for people. He created and renovated 1,200 parks, introduced a bus-based rapid transit system (BRT) and built hundreds of kilometers of bicycle paths (Brown). These steps not only discouraged car-ridership within the city, but also improved public health and interconnectedness by enhancing the environment for public interaction within city parks and transportation services. To facilitate the return of bicycles, Peñalosa initiated the construction of Latin America’s largest bike path network, and even blocked off areas of the city to allow for exclusive use by bicyclists and pedestrians. Both the Ciclorutas and Ciclovia programs played a large role in improving the life of Bogotáns, and stand as a model of urban re-design for cities around the world.

Redesigning the City for People

At the heart of his political platform, Enrique Peñalosa strived to reduce car ridership within the city of Bogotá. When he took office in 1998, only twenty percent of homeowners owned cars (Torres et al.). Even though these economic elites held the most political power, Peñalosa was defiant about improving life for those without access to fossil fuel burning vehicles. While previous governments had prioritized improving roadway infrastructure through the construction of bigger and better roads, Peñalosa did not want to waste his valuable budget on improving lives for the minority economic elite. It was clear to the new Mayor that expanding road infrastructure would do little to improve the inner-city environment, solve traffic jams or alleviate poverty; thus, Peñalosa rejected the recommendations of a Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) study which advocated spending billions of dollars on expressways that crisscrossed the city (Lesmes).

Instead of building a city for cars, Enrique Peñalosa’s government limited car use by establishing a restriction on driving whereby every car had to be off the street during two peak hours in the morning and two in the afternoon, two days a week (Peñalosa). The new regulation was aptly named “Pico y Plata” (which translates to rush hour and license plate) due to the fact that restrictions were assigned based on the last number of license plates, ranging from limiting two to four numbers at any given time. This limitation on vehicle owners acted to reduce traffic congestion, improve air quality within the city and increase efficiency for those drivers on the roads of Bogotá. Peñalosa’s administration enacted legislation to remove cars from sidewalks where they regularly parked, allowing the use of sidewalks for pedestrians. While these policies were successful in reducing the number of vehicles on the road, the new Bogotá would require a high-quality transportation system to transport its growing population of some seven to eight million people.

Reinventing the Bus System


Bogotá’s Bus Rapid Transit, or BRT system was launched in 2010 and was given the modern name, ‘TransMilenio.’  After shooting down a proposal from the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) to construct a maze of raised expressways throughout the city, Peñalosa decided to model his new transit system after the Rede Integrada de Transporte in Curitiba, Brazil (Lesmes). The TransMilenio consisted of four exclusive bus lanes - two travelling in each direction, one being an express lane, the other for picking up and dropping off passengers. The system consisted of several interconnected BRT lines, and numerous elevated stations which passengers reached by overhead walkway. Larger articulated buses operated on the main arterial routes, while smaller feeder buses collected passengers from nearby neighbourhoods. Much like a subway system, passengers board the bus by walking off a platform onto the bus floor – increasing accessibility for people of all ages and physical abilities.


The TransMilenio’s initial ridership level was approximately 800,000 people per day in 2000, and has since doubled to 1.5 million people per day, making it a very popular system for Bogotá’s eight million inhabitants (Jacoby). As of 2012, approximately 1400 buses operated on eleven main lines, totaling eighty-seven kilometers of BRT accessed transportation throughout the city. Fees for any given distance cost approximately $1 US or 1700 Colombian Pesos, and while some residents complain that this is too expensive, the system remains flooded with passengers every day (Hutchinson). As part of his plan to construct a connected transportation system, Enrique Peñalosa ensured that TransMilenio stations worked in conjunction with bicycle paths – some terminals even include free bike parking.

The Return of the Bicycle


Enrique Peñalosa was passionate about the power of a bicycle. He believed that increasing bike ridership in Bogotá promised to break down socio-economic barriers and increase overall health and happiness, while reducing crime rates and improving air quality. For Peñalosa, creating a network of safe and protected cycle lanes would offer incentive for citizens to choose cycling over alternate forms of transportation. His support for cycling also reinforced his wider platform of supporting the poor; according to Peñalosa, “a citizen on a $30 bicycle is as important as one in a $30,000 car” (Peñalosa). Two of his most widely praised measures for re-designing the urban environment in Bogotá are the Ciclovia and Cicloruta programs.


In Bogotá, Ciclovia occurs every Sunday when motorized vehicles are temporarily banned from city streets, allowing exclusive access to pedestrians and cyclists for the purpose of active recreation use. According to a study conducted by Andrea Torres, Olga L. Sarmiento, Christine Stauber, and Roberto Zarama:
Ciclovia involves a circuit of 121 kilometers (75 miles) of main avenues, which are closed every Sunday and holiday (72 events per year, from 7 AM to 2 PM). Estimates suggest that there are 600 000 to 1 400 000 participants each Sunday (Torres et al.).
The City officials also established an annual ‘Car Free Day’ to be held on the first Thursday of February, when all cars (except taxis) are banned from the streets. In addition, approximately three million Bogotáns enjoy a Car Free Evening once per year (Wyss). The Cicloruta is a network of year-round bike paths, and is the “most extensive bicycle path network in Latin America” (Torres et al.). With over three hundred kilometers of cycling paths, Ciclorutas offers Bogotáns access to many destinations in the city as well as connections to major transportation links. Not only do the paths offer a free and safe place for the public to exercise, but the increased bike ridership decreases harmful vehicle emissions. 
Creating Public Spaces for People

The overriding trend in modern cities has been an underinvestment in public space due to the feeling that public spaces are no longer useful, given the popularity of modern shopping centers and other venues for social interaction (Parra). In Bogotá, Enrique Peñalosa had a different plan. A plan that involved improving and expanding public parks, widening sidewalks, planting trees and building more attractive architecture that encouraged social interaction. Peñalosa believed that creating safe and healthy public spaces was key to building a unified society “because [public spaces] are the only places where people meet as equals” (Brown). For Peñalosa, expanding the array of public park space was an essential tool in improving the physical and emotional health of Bogotáns.
During his three-year term as Mayor, Peñalosa’s government created and rebuilt hundreds of parks within Bogotá. They removed fences that had been erected in order to privatize parks in middle-class neighbourhoods, and undertook a challenging campaign to recover and convert a large portion of private land into public park space. Accompanied by massive social programs and relocations, Peñalosa was able to destroy more than six hundred inner-city buildings in order to create a 56-acre park in the heart of the city (Lemes). His government also waged a difficult battle when they proposed the country’s most exclusive golf club should be converted into a public park. All of these examples showcase Peñalosa’s desire to return land to the poor, offering spaces for inclusive social interaction rather than allowing city infrastructure to reinforce social division.

Peñalosa was also passionate about the power of sidewalks. He once said:

If there is a single piece of infrastructure that distinguishes advanced from backward cities, it is quality sidewalks. Lack of them, or the presence of parking bays where there should be sidewalks, is a symbol of inequality, lack of respect for human dignity, and insufficient democracy (Peñalosa).

To improve walkability in Bogotá, Peñalosa concentrated on building hundreds of kilometers of widened sidewalks, placing bollards alongside many in order to maintain sidewalks as a safe, car-free zone. By expanding sidewalks, he took away public parking space from popular retail areas and in doing so, lost political support from shop owners who complained that customers could no longer park outside their shops. Yet Peñalosa argued that pedestrians were shoppers too, and that money saved by walking could easily be redistributed through the local retail economy. Furthermore, walking makes humans happy – “we need to walk, not in order to survive but to be happy,” was another of Peñalosa’s famous quotes (Peñalosa).
Bogotá’s Success Story

Enrique Peñalosa and the City of Bogotá have received worldwide recognition for implementing policies and building infrastructure to create a fast and efficient public transportation system that integrates access to recreational programs while reducing carbon emissions. Just over a decade since its launch, TransMilenio has transformed public transportation in Bogotá. The innovative BRT system provides efficient transportation at a fraction of the cost of underground subways, making it the perfect role model for high-density cities with limited financial resources. The success of TransMilenio explains why the model has been adopted in many cities around the world – Seoul, Quito, Beijing, Hanoi and Mexico City, for example (Brown). In Bogotá, air quality and road safety have both improved. According to a Ministry of Transportation of Colombia study, traffic related fatalities have decreased by sixty percent from 1,299 in 1996 to 551 in 2007 (Jacoby). Accessibility for the elderly, disabled, and mothers with small children has also improved as TransMilenio buses provide accessible entry for wheelchairs and strollers. Furthermore, according to Alex Hutchinson’s article, “TransMilenio: The Good, the Bus and the Ugly,” Bogotá’s Bus Rapid Transit system has reduced intra-city travel times by 32 percent (Hutchinson).
 Bogotá can also be proud of its cycling transformation. Both the Ciclovia and Cicloruta programs have the potential to promote social equality while reduce traffic congestion within the city. Programs such as Ciclovia and Cicloruta encourage a healthy lifestyle and a healthy environment, and should be considered as model projects in the fight for social and environmental justice. Politicians and policymakers must take note of Peñalosa’s success and act to implement similar policies in their own towns and cities. The exponential growth of Ciclovias all over the world provides evidence that the ‘return to bicycles’ is becoming an international phenomenon. According to a study conducted by Andrea Torres, Olga L. Sarmiento, Christine Stauber, and Roberto Zarama:
Cicloruta's international impact was demonstrated through a review conducted in 2008, which found sixty-seven documented Ciclovia initiatives in North America. In addition, studies indicate that strategies such as the Ciclovia and Cicloruta carry public health co-benefits, such as improved quality of life, better air quality, health, and the promotion of social capital, safety, and equity (Torres et al.).
The Future of Automobile Cities


For Enrique Peñalosa, “A city [was] a means to a way of life” and his innovative urban design initiatives truly did transform life for the citizens of Bogotá (Peñalosa). Not only was he able to enact social and environmental change, Peñalosa did so within a short three-year term. His dedication to new urbanism shows that passionate leaders who work hard towards achieving their vision have the power to improve life for their citizens while reducing the carbon footprint of large cities. By providing a more efficient transportation systems that increased the speed of travel and decreased the number of motorized vehicles on the road, Peñalosa was able to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by nearly fifty percent (Blumenfeld). The success of Bogota’s TransMilenio can be demonstrated through its replication in cities around world. The Ciclovia and Cicloruta programs have also become benchmarks for urban redesign, and are now being commended by governments and activist groups near and far. While Peñalosa’s acclaimed initiatives continue to gather attention from urban planners around the globe, it is important to recognize that as with all revolutionary changes, challenges do exist.


Peñalosa warned that in order for “Ciclovias to have staying power they have to be done on a regular basis” and both citizens and politicians must support the initiatives (Wyss). For this to occur, education regarding the health and environmental benefits of such programs must be disseminated throughout the city. Connecting bicycle paths with other transportation hubs also helps to encourage participation, as does offering recreational activities on car-free days. However, before transportation redesign can occur, a city’s population scale must be analyzed. In order for a BRT system to function effectively and efficiently, population density must be high, and roadways must be wide enough to allow for the construction of exclusive bus lanes. Fortunately for Peñalosa, most Bogotáns felt his innovate transit system was a necessary step forward for the city, and to no surprise, the TransMilenio buses reach max capacity on a daily basis.

In Bogotá however, Enrique Peñalosa's legacy is in jeopardy. In 2011, he lost a re-election bid for mayor to a candidate who promised voters an underground metro system. “Increasing prosperity in Colombia has [also] boosted car-ownership,” leading the new administration to advocate for the construction of elevated highways – something Peñalosa adamantly opposed (Despacio).  While the new government works to meet the demands of a growing numbers of car owners, new strategies must be developed to address the conflict between automobiles and the city. For example, to avoid the ‘Pico y Plata’ driving regulations, some households are purchasing a second vehicle to leave in their garage during restricted access days (Despacio). Thus, a stronger form of control to reduce traffic congestion might be a ‘city driving tax’ – similar to what was implemented in London, where vehicles entering congested city streets pay a fee to drive in the inner-city. Even though Peñalosa’s vision has been challenged, the changes he brought to Bogota are becoming the heritage of its citizens, and civil society groups are mobilizing to protect and emulate his new urbanist revolution all over the world. As Richard Register states in his book, “Seven Rules for Sustainable Cities,”


Transitioning to less land and energy-consuming patterns of development will be crucial to reducing overall carbon production. Cities and regions, not national governments, will play the leading role in achieving these goals . . . Changes in the design of our cities and metropolitan areas can achieve dramatic reductions in carbon emissions while improving livability and competitiveness and at the same time reducing the cost of building and maintaining infrastructure systems (Register).

And Enrique Peñalosa has done just that.
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