
 

 

Abstract 

This chapter synthesises current knowledge of informal 

paratransit services in cities of the Global South and 

discusses prevailing policy issues and emerging trends. The 

scope of the chapter is limited to unscheduled public 

transport and for-hire services operating in whole, or in part, 

within the informal economy. The chapter focuses on three 

regions of the Global South: Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 

It reviews current knowledge in relation to business models, 

regulatory regimes, and operating practices. While 

illustrating that the sector is heterogeneous across, and 

within, these regions, this review shows that informal 

paratransit services are usually operated by small 

businesses organised into associations that exert varying 

degrees of self-regulation. Service operations are seldom 

free of state regulation, but the extent can vary. Operating 

environments often have considerable infrastructure deficits, 

and driver employment conditions can be exploitative. 
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Services are, in many cases, a response to gaps left by 

formal public transport undertakings. Prevailing business 

models, however, make operators demand-responsive, often 

providing the only service available to vulnerable groups. It is 

argued that important policy issues relate to integration with 

other public transport modes, service quality, and safety 

improvement. These challenges are compounded by poorly 

resourced regulatory authorities, often subjected to 

pervasive corruption. An important emerging trend identified 

takes the form of potentially disruptive technologies, most 

commonly in the form of ride-hailing apps. These platforms 

may have a significant impact on operating practices, and 

few cities have regulatory frameworks in anticipation of this 

change. Experience suggests that attempts to change 

business models and operating practices can be met with 

resistance. Policy intervention in this sector therefore 

requires careful analysis of local contexts and options. 

Keywords: paratransit, informality, business models, 

regulation, operating practices, policy challenges. 
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INFORMAL PARATRANSIT 

IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

Roger Behrens, Saksith Chalermpong and Daniel Oviedo 

Introduction 

The term ‘paratransit’ is used in this chapter to describe flexible modes of 

passenger transportation that do not follow fixed schedules or adhere to 

specified service spans. In the Global North, paratransit services are most 

commonly associated with demand-responsive transport systems provided for 

persons with disabilities (see also Chapter 17). In the Global South, however, 

paratransit services are provided for the general population. The extent to 

which these services operate with public authority sanction, declare income, 

and are tax compliant determines whether they are ‘informal’. The scale of 

paratransit operations is also significantly larger in the Global South. With 

notable Latin American exceptions, in many, if not most, cities, paratransit 

services carry the majority share of the passenger market. Informal paratransit 

is therefore the norm rather than the exception, and the attention it receives in 

the academic literature relative to mass fixed-route public transport is 

disproportionately small. 

While providing essential access for large portions of city populations, the 

quality of paratransit services in the Global South is often poor (Cervero, 

2000; Cervero & Golub, 2007). While the nature and severity of service 

quality problems are no doubt contextually variant, there are some 

commonalities: drivers can compete aggressively for passengers in the road 

space, overloading vehicles and disobeying traffic laws; more lucrative routes 

can be overtraded, while service on less lucrative routes or times of the day is 

not supplied; vehicles can remain in service too long, becoming increasingly 

unsafe and polluting; and in-lane vehicle boarding and alighting can reduce 

already limited road capacities. 
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The scope of this chapter encompasses two forms of paratrans it. The first 

are public transport services, typically provided by minibuses with around 15 

seats but ranging from 4-seater sedans to midi-buses with 35 seats. The second 

are for-hire services, typically provided by motorcycles but including a range 

of non-motorised and motorised two- to four-wheeler vehicle types. This rich 

diversity of services takes many different forms and is called many different 

names. ‘In the market’ competition sometimes results in elaborate decoration 

to attract passengers, as can be found amongst ‘jeepneys’ in Manila, ‘jingle 

buses’ in Karachi, and ‘tap taps’ in Port-au-Prince. Colloquial names are often 

derived from the initial fare (e.g. Mexican ‘peseros’ and Tanzanian 

‘daladalas’). The chapter’s scope excludes ‘formal’ forms of paratransit (e.g. 

‘dial-a-ride’ buses for the disabled and metered taxis) insofar as they operate 

with government sanction and are fully compliant with tax and employment 

regulations. 

The intent of the chapter is to synthesise what is known of informal 

paratransit services in cities of the Global South, to consider what causes 

common service quality problems, and to discuss prevailing policy issues and 

emerging trends. The chapter is divided into several sections. The next three 

discuss business organisation, regulatory regimes, and operating practices, 

respectively, considering variations across the major regions of the Global 

South (Africa, Asia, and Latin America). This is followed by reflections on 

similarities and differences across these regions in discussions of current 

policy challenges and emerging trends before final conclusions are drawn. 

Business organisation 

Current knowledge of informal paratransit business organisation – how 

owners and drivers organise themselves collectively, who owns vehicles, and 

how drivers are remunerated – is discussed in the contexts of Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America in the following subsections. 

Africa 

Paratransit organisation and business models in African cities take a variety 

of forms. Operators are organised collectively at varying geographical scales 

and with differing levels of public authority sanction and support. In the case 

of public transport services, in some countries, there are national or regional 

associations established to represent collective owner interests (e.g. the 

Matatu Owners Association in Kenya), some of which are supported and 

sanctioned by government agencies (e.g. the South African National Taxi 

Council) (Klopp & Mitullah, 2016; McCormick et al., 2016). A more 

ubiquitous form of collective organisation are route associations formed by 

operators to protect and self-regulate their markets. In South Africa, affiliation 

to a registered owner association is a mandatory requirement for an operating 
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license, as is membership in either a co-operative or a transport management 

company for a public service vehicle license in Kenya (Behrens et al., 2017a). 

For-hire services also have some national operator associations to advance 

collective interests (e.g. the Uganda National Boda Boda Association). More 

prevalent are area or route associations (Bishop & Amos, 2015; Bishop et al., 

2018; Ehebrecht et al., 2018), although the literature suggests that the 

prevalence of operators not affiliated to a route association is higher in 

motorcycle-taxis than in minibuses (Kisaalita & Sentongo-Kibalama, 2007; 

Mutiso & Behrens, 2011). 

Vehicle ownership patterns among public transport services range from 

owner-drivers to small fleet owners and in a few instances to collectively 

owned midi-buses (e.g. larger savings and credit co-operatives [SACCOs] in 

Nairobi) (Behrens et al., 2017a). In instances where vehicle owners are 

government or police officials, regulatory capture can occur (Klopp & 

Mitullah, 2016). Because of the smaller economies of scale and lower market 

entry costs associated with motorcycles, for-hire services typically have a 

higher proportion of owner-drivers, although this varies from country to 

country (Ehebrecht et al., 2018; Schalekamp & Saddier, 2019). 

Driver employment conditions are seldom formalised and can be 

exploitative (Diaz Olvera et al., 2016). Driver remuneration amongst public 

transport services is commonly based on a ‘target system’ in which drivers 

essentially keep cash fare revenue less fuel (and, if applicable, vehicle crew 

and minor maintenance) expenses and a daily or weekly vehicle rental 

payment to the owner (Behrens et al., 2016; Schalekamp & Saddier, 2019). 

Alternative, less common, remuneration models take the form of a 

commission based upon an agreed-upon portion of weekly farebox revenue 

and salaries (typically with a ridership bonus incentive, as in the case of City 

Hoppa in Nairobi). The greater proportion of owner-drivers amongst for-hire 

operators means that such remuneration models are less pervasive, but in 

instances where motorcycle-taxi drivers are employed, similar target or 

commission systems prevail (Diaz Olvera et al., 2016). 

Asia 

The business organisation of paratransit operators in Asia is determined in part 

by vehicle type. Smaller vehicles, such as human-powered pedicabs and 

motorcycle-taxis, tend to be owned by drivers. One exception is cycle 

rickshaws in India, where an operator may own a large fleet of vehicles 

(Kumar et al., 2016). For larger vehicles, including passenger vans and 

minibuses, greater capital requirements often mean that vehicle owners and 

drivers are different individuals, although the owner-driver model of large 

paratransit vehicles is also common (Chalermpong et al., 2016; Kumar et al., 

2016). Operators who are fleet owners are sometimes registered as limited 

companies or partnerships, but some are private individuals. Some operators 
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employ drivers to operate the vehicles, while others rent vehicles to 

individuals (Wicaksono et al., 2015; Kawaguchi et al., 2013). 

There are various forms of collective organisation. Route associations or 

driver unions are common for route-based services, such as passenger vans in 

Thailand and Indonesia, ‘jeepneys’ in the Philippines, and shared auto 

rickshaws in India (Chalermpong et al., 2016; Kawaguchi et al., 2013; Kumar 

et al., 2016; Rañosa et al., 2017) and location or area-based driver’s 

associations for for-hire services, such as motorcycle-taxis in Thailand and 

Philippines and tricycles in Cambodia (Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 2015; 

Phun et al., 2015). With the exception of motorcycle-taxis in Thailand, these 

associations have no legal status. One of the main reasons for the formation 

of associations is to gain an exclusive right to operate in a certain area. An 

individual with connections to the authority may establish an association and 

accept members in an area or route who wish protection (Chalermpong et al., 

2016). Public officials, who are paid off by the ‘owner’ of the association, 

loosely enforce laws on association members and prevent non-members from 

operating in the area. Members may pay daily, weekly, or monthly dues to the 

association for operational expenditures, including parking space rental, 

utilities, insurance, and management fees (Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 

2015). 

Paratransit operators who employ drivers normally pay a wage on a per-trip 

or daily basis (Cervero, 2000; Chalermpong et al., 2016). Some have a daily 

target of fare revenue, with a bonus payment to drivers who exceed the target. 

Drivers receive no other employment benefits but may receive a bonus for 

reliability or a good driving record (Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 2019). 

Operators may rent their association membership rights for short-term 

operations and may also sell the membership with association approval. 

Latin America 

In Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), forms of informal paratransit have 

diversified from minibuses and shared five-seater taxis or slightly larger 

vehicles (e.g. approximately ten-seater ‘camionetas’ in Caracas or ‘gualas’ in 

Cali) to more individualised services such as motorised and human-powered 

two- and three-wheelers (Heinrichs & Bernet, 2014; Jauregui-Fung et al., 

2019). While the first type of services has been an almost ubiquitous feature 

of LAC cities, the latter have emerged more recently as a response to limited 

connectivity and gaps in the market (Cervero, 2000; Oviedo & Titheridge, 

2016; Sengers& Raven, 2014). Like the organisation of paratransit in Africa 

and Asia, the model of separate vehicle owner and driver(s) is common, with 

many owners and even more drivers making it an industry difficult to co-

ordinate and negotiate with. 

Three models are identified across the breadth of informal paratransit 

supply in the LAC context: owner-driver (where the vehicle owner operates 
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the vehicle), owner-employer and driver-employee (where the owner hires the 

driver), or owner-employer and driver-renter (where the owner rents the 

vehicle to the driver). Such arrangements are, however, more common in the 

case of low-capacity vehicles providing unrouted services such as shared taxis 

and motorcycle- and bicycle-taxis (Gamble & Puga, 2017; Heinrichs et al., 

2017). In the more consolidated routed services, larger fleet owners are 

registered as private firms, or associations of owners and drivers form to 

strengthen their capacity to negotiate with local authorities. Similarly, in some 

cases such as the jitney service operators in Peru, Mexico, and Colombia, 

associations have been created to represent the interests of specific groups and 

improve their standing to tender for formalised services (Hidalgo & Huizenga, 

2013; Venter et al., 2019; Willoughby, 2013). 

Employment conditions for many workers are precarious, resulting from 

decades of operational arrangements with perverse incentives and 

uncontrolled competition. In a handful of cases of large fleet owners and 

registered companies and associations, formal employment with social 

security is provided. However, in most cases in the owner-employer and 

driver-employee/driver-renter category, vehicles are rented to drivers for a 

fixed daily fee with all revenues after rent and operating costs determining 

driver income. This incentivises drivers to work long hours and compete for 

passengers in what has been called locally guerra del centavo (‘the penny 

war’) and leads to rapid deterioration of vehicles, decreased quality of service, 

and marginal profits (Ardila &Rodríguez, 2000; Ardila, 2007; Estache and 

Gómez‐Lobo, 2005). In Tláhuac, a recent study has found that motorcycle-

taxi drivers have no employment rights or access to social safety nets, with 

adverse impacts on quality of life and work (Berrones-Sanz, 2018). 

Regulation 

Current knowledge of informal paratransit regulation – what regulatory 

regimes are imposed by public authorities and how operator associations 

regulate themselves – is discussed in the contexts of Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America in the following subsections. 

Africa 

In most African cities, paratransit operations are subjected to two regulatory 

systems. The first takes the form of ‘self-regulation’ imposed by operator 

associations. The primary purposes of self-regulation are usually market entry 

control, although this is often related more to kinship and community than to 

balancing supply with demand and protecting routes from competitors. On 

occasions, route protection can become violent (e.g. the ‘taxi wars’ in South 

Africa following market entry deregulation in the late 1980s) (Dugard, 2001). 

In some instances, recognising that there is overtrading, associations seek to 
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ration member access to the market through controlling vehicle order in rank 

queues (e.g. at Mitchells Plain in Cape Town) (Behrens et al., 2017b). In some 

cities, operator associations collude in the setting of fares, while in others, 

drivers engage in opportunistic dynamic pricing. In better-organised and 

better-resourced associations, driver recruitment and management and vehicle 

tracking functions can be transferred from individual vehicle owners to 

association officials (e.g. in some larger SACCOs operating out of Nairobi) 

(Behrens et al., 2017a). The transport management companies in Nairobi (e.g. 

Kenya Bus Services and City Hoppa) also enter into franchise agreements with 

vehicle owners concerning branding and operating rules (McCormick et al., 

2013). 

The second regulatory system takes the form of the rules imposed by the 

public authority. The complexity of regulatory regimes varies widely, 

according to the powers, capacity, and resources of the authority. In least -

resourced contexts, open markets prevail, and regulation is reduced to 

whatever traffic law enforcement may exist. A common regulatory regime is 

the issuing of quantity operating licenses via licensing boards, but in the 

absence of adequate market entry enforcement, this defaults to a form of 

quality licensing relating to vehicle specification and driver requirements. 

Some authorities set fares (e.g. ‘chapas’ fares in Maputo and ‘daladala’ fares 

in Dar es Salaam). Some innovative regulation regimes take the form of 

franchises (e.g. in Dakar as a condition for vehicle renewal funding), service 

contracting (e.g. in Mitchells Plain, Cape Town, as part of a network 

rationalisation), and performance incentives (e.g. a driver financial incentive 

scheme in Durban) (Kumar & Diou, 2010; Saddier et al., 2019; Schalekamp 

& Klopp, 2018). 

Asia 

In many Asian countries, including India, Indonesia, the Philippines, and 

Thailand, fixed-route paratransit services are regulated by local authorities 

(Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, 2019; Kumar et al., 

2016; Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 2018; Regidor et al., 2009). To obtain 

an operating license or a franchise, similar to bus regulation regimes, the 

operator must meet various conditions, including vehicle standards and 

maintenance record keeping, driver’s training and licensing, and parking 

permits. The authorities nominally plan and regulate routes, stops, service 

span, and number of vehicles, as well as fare. The main objective of the 

regulation in some cases is to prevent traffic congestion caused by the 

operation of paratransit vehicles (Arnado et al., 2017). For-hire paratransit 

operations, such as motor tricycles and pedicabs, are also regulated in some 

countries, mostly to limit their numbers and to control congestion (Wicaksono 

et al., 2015). However, motorcycle-taxis are unregulated in most countries, 

except for Thailand, where an operating license and a commercial driving 
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license are required (Cerio, 2017; Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 2015). In 

lower-income countries where a regulatory system has not yet been adopted, 

such as Laos and Cambodia, regulation of paratransit operations is limited to 

vehicle registration and driving licenses. 

In practice, however, even in countries with a formal regulatory system, 

such as Thailand, India, and Indonesia, regulations are loosely enforced by 

officials due to, among other reasons, the difficulty of enforcement, lack of 

personnel, corruption, and regulatory capture (Institute for Transportation and 

Development Policy, 2019; Kumar et al., 2016). For this reason, in countries 

with high levels of corruption, unauthorised paratransit operations can be rife. 

In addition, vehicles or drivers licensed for one service but operating another 

are also common. To be able to operate in a certain area, these unauthorised 

operators must still belong to an operator ’s association in that area and must 

generally follow the rules set by that association. In countries with weak 

regulation, misuse of vehicles is rampant, including modification and 

overloading of passenger vans and extending motorcycle-taxi passenger 

seating through a wooden plank (Cerio, 2017; Kumar et al., 2016). 

Self-regulation is usually practiced at the operator association level. For 

example, in India, drivers operating on the same routes make collective fare-

setting decisions, subject to some government regulation (Kumar et al., 2016). 

In Thailand, since most associations are dominated by the association’s owner 

(i.e. the well-connected person who established the association), rule-setting 

decisions, including to accept new members, to set fare, and dispatching rules, 

are generally up to the owner, but members are often consulted (Ratanawaraha 

& Chalermpong, 2015, 2019). In some associations, these rules are made by a 

board of member representatives. In yet other associations, the decisions are 

made by all members through a vote. Failure to follow the rules, in most cases, 

can result in expulsion from the association. 

Latin America 

In LAC, public authorities have developed regulations and controls and 

promoted initiatives to integrate semi-formal buses and minibuses into a fully 

integrated system with clear targets of access, affordability, and service 

quality (Rodriguez et al., 2017; Willoughby, 2013). Such transitions have 

required an overhaul of operations, as well as a reorganisation of incumbent 

owners and drivers into co-operatives or unions to guarantee their 

participation after strong tensions and demonstrations (Rodriguez et al., 

2017). An example of such a reform is the vehicle circulation restriction for 

motorised rickshaws in Barranquilla, where three-wheelers are available only 

in two colours (orange and blue) and this distinction is used as a basis to 

restrict the operation of half the fleet during different days of the week.  

Self-regulation of operations is also commonplace in both routed and 

unrouted informal and semi-formal services. In local paratransit in informal 
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settlements on the peripheries of cities such as Bogota, community leaders 

define the alignments of the main routes serving their neighbourhoods, usually 

seeking to maximise coverage but also sometimes seeking to exclude 

neighbourhoods because of frictions between local leaders (Oviedo & 

Titheridge, 2016). In Quito, evidence suggests that self-regulation leads to 

increased service quality attention to features like fares, waiting time, vehicle 

condition, and safety (Gamble & Puga, 2017). 

Operation 

Current knowledge of informal paratransit operating practices – how route 

networks are arranged, where passengers board and alight, when and how 

frequently service is provided, and how fares are set and collected – is 

discussed in the contexts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America in the following 

subsections. 

Africa 

Few studies have been undertaken on paratransit network organisation and 

operation practices. Amongst public transport services, the extent of 

paratransit service networks has been mapped in several cities (e.g. 

AccraMobile in Accra, Experimental Transit in Cairo, Mapa Dos Chapas in 

Maputo, and Digital Matatu in Nairobi), revealing extensive geographical 

coverage (Klopp & Cavoli, 2017; Saddier et al., 2016). Fewer studies (in 

Accra, Cape Town, and Lubumbashi) have collected data on route typologies 

and operating practices such as headways, layovers, boarding and alighting, 

spans, and fare collection (Saddier & Johnson, 2018; Du Preez et al., 2019; 

Behrens et al., 2017b; Kerzhner & Martens, 2018). These studies reveal a high 

level of demand responsiveness. Consequently, even when prohibited by 

operating license restrictions, route deviations occur in response to passenger 

requests, and service headways during peak periods tend to be small. While 

on-route stopping is common, boarding and alighting tends to be concentrated 

at ranks, as drivers are reluctant to risk an unviable trip by departing without 

a full passenger load. In the off-peak, passenger waiting times can therefore 

lengthen considerably as vehicles fill more slowly and layover times are 

longer. Service spans are usually determined by periods when trip-making is 

profitable; hence, spans can differ from those of scheduled mass public 

transport. While there have been numerous attempts to introduce cashless 

systems, the dominant means of fare collection remains cash (Tinka & 

Behrens, 2019). 

Amongst for-hire services, service networks have also been mapped in some 

cities (e.g. Dar es Salaam, Kampala, and Yaoundé), but there is less literature 

on detailed operating practices (Goletz & Ehebrecht, 2019; Evans et al., 2018; 

Kemajou et al., 2019). Trip distances tend to be shorter than minibus services, 
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seldom further than 6 km, providing door-to-door service as well as links to 

higher-capacity modes (Ehebrecht et al., 2018; Goletz & Ehebrecht, 2019). 

Both passengers and goods are transported. Drivers operate out of numerous 

small stations distributed across the city, and given a prevalence for 

overtrading, inactivity rates can be high (Kemajou et al., 2019; Schalekamp & 

Saddier, 2019). While fare collection remains predominantly cash-based, 

cashless fare collection (CFC) systems (e.g. Gozem in Lomé, SafeBoda in 

Kampala, and YegoMoto in Kigali) have achieved greater success than 

minibus paratransit (Tinka & Behrens, 2029). The greater proportion of 

owner-drivers means that the battle for farebox control between owners and 

drivers, which has disrupted CFC initiatives in minibus paratransit, is not as 

prevalent. 

Asia 

Fixed-route paratransit services in Asia are generally operated out of major 

activity centres, such as markets, shopping malls, transportation hubs, and 

commercial and employment centres in central business districts, as well as 

community centres in suburban areas. Routes are usually concentrated along 

arterials that serve commuter travel demand. Route lengths may range from 

less than 5 to over 20 km in the case of jeepneys in Philippines (Regidor et 

al., 2009). In Thailand, the lengths of passenger van routes range from 15 to 

50 km. In some countries, such as Cambodia and Indonesia, pick-up and drop-

off can occur anywhere along the route (Cities Development Initiatives for 

Asia, 2011), while in others, such as Thailand and Philippines, boarding and 

alighting should occur, at least on paper, only at designated locations. In 

countries where operating licenses are required for fixed-route services, 

operators must follow the designated routes or risk being fined by the 

authority. 

Paratransit services are generally not operated according to a predefined 

schedule but dispatched on a fill-and-go basis, although some associations 

may specify a maximum headway to limit passengers’ waiting time. Driver 

unions in some fixed paratransit routes in India collectively determine 

minimum service frequency and penalise non-compliance (Kumar et al., 

2016). Fare collection is usually done on board by cash payment directly to 

the driver or sometimes to a conductor. In Thailand, the fare collection of 

many passenger van services is done at the boarding station by a cashier of 

the route association, also in cash. 

Like fixed-route paratransit operators, for-hire paratransit operators usually 

wait for passengers at major activity centres. In addition, some operators cater 

to tourists and make agreements with hotels to provide services for guests 

(Cities Development Initiatives for Asia, 2011). Motorcycle-taxis in Thailand 

are operated out of a ‘win’, a location-based association to which the operator 

belongs. Members of a motorcycle-taxi win wear an orange-coloured vest that 
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shows the ‘win’ location (Ratanawaraha & Chalermpong, 2015). Each driver 

must enter a queue and is dispatched to serve customers in that order. 

According to a self-imposed rule, motorcycle-taxi drivers are not allowed to 

pick up a passenger outside their ‘win’ territory and must return to their own 

station and re-enter the queue to pick up the next customer. Violent conflicts 

between members of different ‘wins’ often break out when this operating rule 

is violated. Motorcycle-taxi drivers in other countries, such as Vietnam and 

the Philippines, are far less self regulated and can pick up and drop off 

passengers anywhere. These operators must usually pay protection fees to 

government officials to avoid law enforcement. Despite having a license to 

operate, motorcycle-taxi drivers in Thailand also have to pay off officials, 

through the ‘win’ association, to avoid prosecution. 

Latin America 

Studies of informal and semi-formal paratransit in LAC have mapped routed 

services at different scales and in different contexts, highlighting the 

adaptability and demand-responsive nature of their operation. In cities such as 

Lima and Quito, paratransit routes respond to needs to access areas unserved 

by formal transport supply, as well as appearing in corridors where they 

engage in direct competition with formal services in the absence of sufficient 

enforcement (Gamble & Puga, 2017; Jauregui-Fung et al., 2019). Analyses of 

the evolution of routed semi-formal and informal paratransit in the region 

suggest that there is little restriction on operating times, frequencies, and 

headways and that whenever pricing is regulated, groups of operators tend to 

apply pressure on local authorities to adjust fares to cover increasing operating 

costs (Jauregui-Fung et al., 2019; Rodríguez Baquero et al., 2003; Yañez-

Pagans et al., 2018). There is also a high incidence of support economies 

arising around informal paratransit that serve as support structures for their 

operation. Many minibus routes have ‘calibrators’ located at different points 

of the journey, who keep track of the time vehicles pass a given point (usually 

an intersection) and inform the next driver of the estimated headway to adjust 

speed and frequency (Parra et al., 2005). 

Research exploring informal paratransit without fixed routes suggests that 

these services play different roles, depending on the level of operator 

consolidation, available infrastructure, topography, and sociospatial 

distribution of the population and income (Heinrichs et al., 2017; Oviedo & 

Dávila, 2016; Suárez et al., 2016). Moreover, there is a high degree of 

complementarity and interoperability between shared taxis, jitneys, 

motorcycle-taxis and bicycle-taxis, and higher-capacity modes such as bus 

rapid transit (BRT) systems (Heinrichs et al., 2017). In mid-sized Colombian 

cities, the services motorcycle-taxis provide range from last-mile trips to the 

majority of city-wide trips, such as in Monteria (Goldwyn & Vergel-Tovar, 

2018). Motorcycle-taxis in Mexico tend to operate without insurance and 
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often do not provide helmets to passengers, resulting in high vulnerability and 

an inability to deal with post-crash liability (Berrones-Sanz, 2018). In 

Colombia and Cuba, bicycle-taxis are forced to negotiate for road space and 

compete for short-distance passengers. In Colombia, they set their own fares, 

while in Cuba, there is a complex negotiation with local authorities, despite 

being considered informal (Heinrichs et al., 2017; Warren & Ortegon-

Sanchez, 2016). 

Policy challenges 

In the context of the common service quality problems outlined earlier, across 

all regions of the Global South, there have been public sector plans to either 

formalise incumbent operators or replace them with formal, scheduled public 

transport undertakings, often BRT. Institutional reorganisation to facilitate 

public transport reform has also been common. In Thailand, for example, due 

to high crash injury and fatality rates, the government announced the phasing 

out of passenger vans that are licensed as fixed-route transit vehicles 

(Mahitthirook & Nanuam, 2017). In the Philippines, the Public Utility Vehicle 

Modernisation Program introduced in 2017 required jeepney operators to 

replace vehicles in poor condition and sought to devolve route planning and 

franchising responsibilities from the central to local governments (Land 

Transportation Franchising and Regulatory Board, 2017). 

Experiences from the first cities in Africa to attempt to replace paratransit 

services (e.g. Rea Vaya in Johannesburg, MyCiTi in Cape Town, and UDART 

in Dar es Salaam) suggest that comprehensive replacement is neither feasible 

nor perhaps even desirable, particularly given the demand responsiveness of 

paratransit entrepreneurs compared to formal, scheduled modes in the context 

of forecast rates of unprecedented African urbanisation. Thus, as an alternative 

to the replacement of informal paratransit, a key policy challenge is now 

improving paratransit integration into complementary ‘hybrid’ public 

transport networks, composed of trunk trains, large buses, and paratransit 

feeders. In instances where smaller paratransit vehicles provide linehaul 

services better suited to scheduled larger vehicle operations, the policy 

process to introduce willing changes in service routing is likely to be fraught 

with difficulty both in terms of operator willingness as well as entrenched and 

outdated regulations. 

Irrespective of whether city authorities attempt to integrate paratransit with 

new scheduled mass public transport services, a further policy challenge is 

how best to improve the quality of paratransit services. At the root of service 

quality problems lies an exploitative remuneration model in which drivers are 

incentivised to drive recklessly as they attempt to fit as many service trips in 

the peak as possible and a cash-based business in which vehicle depreciation 

is not costed as an operating expense and cost inefficiencies are difficult to 

identify. In the case of motorcycle-taxis in particular, improving road safety 
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through improved compliance with traffic laws presents a further considerable 

challenge. It is unclear at present whether policy interventions aimed at 

mandatory change, as in the case of contracts with associations imposed on 

members, or voluntary change, as in the case of financial incentives for 

desirable operating behaviour, are likely to be more successful. Current 

policies of these types require careful monitoring and evaluation. 

While there is broad support for paratransit formalisation and replacement 

in Asian cities, implementation requires strong political commitment, legal 

power, expertise, and resources that may not be available. For example, 

although provisions for financial assistance such as soft loans are usually 

included in the reform proposal, small paratransit operators generally oppose 

fleet modernisation, citing an unacceptable financial burden (David, 2019). A 

lack of political will to carry out the reform also threatens implementation, as 

is evident in the case of Thailand’s uncertainty in its policy to ban passenger 

vans (Hongtong, 2019). To further complicate the situation, institutional 

barriers are also common, since the reforms often involve many agencies in 

different ministries, in which silo thinking generally prevails (Wu & Pojani, 

2016). 

Policy interventions also often must occur within the context of debilitating 

corruption and compromised enforcement capacity (Gwilliam, 2011; Klopp & 

Mitullah, 2016; Rasmussen, 2012). In some instances, it makes greater 

economic sense for operators to remain noncompliant, because bribes 

equivalent to fines are elicited by traffic police even when operators are 

compliant. Further, any policy attempt to realign paratransit service routes to 

a more complementary ‘hybrid’ public transport network or to change 

operating practices to improve service quality requires a sound understanding 

of the base business models and operating practices. Without a grounded 

understanding of base conditions, windows of opportunity, path dependencies, 

and vested interests capable of derailing policy interventions are unlikely to 

be recognised. The structural workings and business models of paratransit 

services are often insufficiently understood to inform the design of public 

transport reform projects. 

With respect to formalisation and replacement, Latin American cities have 

experienced more success. Experiences like those of Transantiago in Santiago 

and Transmilenio in Bogota have facilitated the transfer of ideas around how 

to deal with various degrees of resistance and the operational and social 

challenges in achieving full regularisation (Hidalgo & King, 2014). Some 

cities in LAC have introduced a more active role for authorities in determining 

the structure of the transport network, levels of service, and frequencies, 

forcing a separation between revenue collection and operating activities 

(Estache & Gómez‐Lobo, 2005). 

As city authorities improve their ability to address structural deficits in 

infrastructure and their capacity for planning and delivery of public transport 

services, new policy positions have been adopted in relation to informal public 
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transport. In Lima, recent efforts at introducing new forms of public transport 

governance and regulation have operationalised new standards for pricing and 

employment and improved enforcement (Jauregui-Fung et al., 2019). 

However, initial efforts on the ground, in the form of pilot corridors, have 

been met with resistance by both passengers and incumbent operators. One of 

the main challenges that new policies and regulations face is potential 

resistance from incumbent informal and semi-formal operators to be absorbed 

or replaced by integrated public transport systems and to lose control of 

farebox revenue collected in cash. 

An additional policy challenge in the LAC context is the role of informal 

and semi-formal operators in the adoption of new agendas for sustainable 

development and crash fatality reduction (Duduta et al., 2015; Hidalgo & 

Huizenga, 2013; Jauregui-Fung et al., 2019). Policies such as Vision Zero, 

which have been adopted in cities like Bogota, involve stringent controls over 

speed and safety in motorised transport, as well as calling for a combination 

of policy, design, enforcement, and regulation that are likely to affect 

paratransit. The successful adoption of such agendas will require high levels 

of recognition, participation, and negotiation between informal operators and 

public authorities in order to jointly develop strategies that contribute to the 

overarching objectives while reducing unintended consequences such as loss 

of livelihoods. 

Emerging trends 

Across the Global South, the dominant emerging trend amongst paratransit 

services is perhaps the mushrooming of potentially disruptive digital 

platforms related to their operation and use. 

The widespread availability of mobile phones in Asian cities has altered the 

organisation and operation of paratransit services. Even before smartphones 

became ubiquitous, paratransit operators in some cities made use of cellular 

phones for vehicle dispatching and passenger hailing. The recent diffusion of 

smartphones has enabled ride-hailing apps to enter the market. Ride-hailing 

operators range from large regional players, such as Grab and GO-JEK, to 

small local operators, such as PassApp (Cambodia) and Angkas (Philippines) 

(Silalahi et al., 2017; Phun et al., 2018). These operators provide not only 

conventional sedan taxi ride-hailing services but ride-hailing services for 

motorcycle-taxis (GO-JEK) and other paratransit services (PassApp) as well. 

In a 2019 survey of African cities, Boutueil and Quillerier (2020) identified 

in the region of 135 digital platforms. Briter (2018) similarly identified over 

150 mobility companies on the continent. These digital platforms include, 

amongst others, journey planning (e.g. Ma3Route in Nairobi), ride-hailing 

(e.g. Swvl in Cairo), and cashless fare collection (e.g. Gona in Lagos). As in 

Asia, this growth has been fuelled by the diffusion of smartphones, accessible 

geo-location technologies, and portable connectivity (Schalekamp & Saddier, 

file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_205_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_188_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_201_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_201_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_205_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_241_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_226_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_177_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_178_FILE150314383P2018
file:///C:/Users/Fountain/Desktop/Apex/Kerry-Mulley-publictransport/Mulley%20to%20CE/15031-4383-FullBook.docx%23Ref_239_FILE150314383P2018


18 Informal paratransit in the Global South 

 

2019). Given the robust competition between emerging start-ups for market 

share, inevitably there will be a culling of digital platforms as some fail. As 

noted earlier, in the case of CFC initiatives, for instance, most initiatives 

amongst minibus services have failed (e.g. Bebapay in Nairobi, Faircard in 

Pietermaritzburg), while initiatives amongst motorcycle-taxis have proven 

more likely to endure (e.g. SafeBoda in Kampala, ZemExpress in Cotonou) 

(Tinka & Behrens, 2019). As in other parts of the world, technology 

disruptions have already occurred in for-hire services, with ride-hailing 

services gaining market share at the expense of metered taxis in many cities. 

It remains to be seen whether these digital platforms will find as fertile ground 

amongst informal paratransit operators. It also remains to be seen whether 

these digital platforms might facilitate the introduction of ‘Mobility-as-a-

Service’ systems that include informal operators and enable better ‘first-last 

mile’ paratransit service integration with mass trunk public transport (see also 

Chapter 22). 

In LAC cities, a fertile ecosystem for start-ups has given rise to either 

homegrown initiatives or adaptations of platforms from elsewhere to local 

conditions. Local and global entrepreneurs have introduced new forms of 

unregulated services such as microtransit and ride-hailing. Latin America is 

the fastest-growing and most profitable region for the ride-hailing company 

Uber, with the highest number of simultaneous trips, more than 25 million 

monthly active riders across 15 countries (Moed, 2018). Brazil is Uber’s 

second-largest market in the world, with 500,000 drivers (Darlington & 

Londoño, 2017). Uber has developed new products for specific market needs 

in the region, such as Uber Lite (a less data-demanding version of the Uber 

app) for areas where internet connection is more costly or slower. The 

company also launched UberMoto for motorcycle-taxis in the Dominican 

Republic. Aside from Mexico and Chile, microtransit services have not gained 

significant market share in LAC. In Mexico City, there are a few companies, 

the most popular of which are Urbvan and Jetty. Urbvan started as a pilot in 

2016 with only 5 vehicles, growing to 230 in 2020. Jetty was founded in 2016 

and has recently expanded operations to Puebla. In Santiago, Urbvan started 

operating in 2018. The operation of these market entrants has been hampered 

by a lack of public sector regulation and violent acts on drivers by incumbent 

operators (Flores Dewey, 2019). 

Digital platforms impact for-hire paratransit organisation and operation. 

Operators no longer need to gather at designated hubs to wait for passengers 

but connect directly via the app. Because of the apps, motorcycle-taxi drivers 

can be more productive and earn more income and can supplement income 

during the off peak by providing food and parcel delivery services (Phun et 

al., 2018). Relying on ride-hailing apps for access to passengers and other 

businesses, paratransit operators pay subscriptions to ride-hailing service 

providers rather than protection fees to the route- or area-based association, 

thereby removing the need to join the association. Some ride-hailing service 
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providers in Asian cities also provide welfare and fringe benefits to drivers, 

such as liability insurance and loans for purchasing new vehicles. 

Regulatory authorities have typically been slow to catch up with these 

technology disruptions. Several countries have enacted regulations for ride -

hailing operators or are in the process of doing so, but most only target ride -

hailing sedan cars competing with conventional metered taxis (Mutiarin et al., 

2019; Li et al., 2018). In Asia, only Indonesia has introduced regulations for 

ride-hailing motorcycle-taxis, but effectiveness remains to be evaluated (Ford 

& Honan, 2017). In LAC, apart from Mexico and Brazil, ride-hailing has yet 

to be regulated on a national scale. 

Conclusion 

This chapter set out to synthesise current knowledge of informal paratransit 

services in cities of the Global South and to discuss prevailing policy issues 

and emerging trends. While illustrating that the sector is highly 

heterogeneous, a review of business, regulatory, and operating practices 

showed that paratransit services are usually operated by small businesses, 

organised into associations that exert varying degrees of self-regulation. 

Service operations are seldom free of state regulation, but the extent of the 

regulation and enforcement can vary considerably. 

Across the three regions analysed, operating environments often have 

considerable infrastructure deficits. Services are, in many cases, a response to 

gaps left by formal public transport undertakings. Driver employment 

conditions can be exploitative, and it is not uncommon for drivers to bear the 

revenue risk. Prevailing business models, however, make operators demand 

responsive, often providing the only service available to socially vulnerable 

groups. 

Common policy challenges include integration with other public transport 

modes and service quality and safety improvement. These policy challenges 

are compounded by poorly resourced regulatory authorities, often subjected 

to pervasive corruption. An emerging trend across the Global South takes the 

form of potentially disruptive technologies appearing in the informal 

paratransit sector, most commonly in the form of ride-hailing apps. These 

platforms may have a significant impact on operating practices. Few cities 

have regulatory frameworks in anticipation of this change. Experience 

suggests that attempts to change the business models and operating practices 

of incumbent operators through the overhaul of regulatory and enforcement 

frameworks will often be met with resistance. Careful analysis of local 

dynamics and policy options is therefore required in this sector. 

As a final note, this chapter was written before the global outbreak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown regulations that ensued. At the time 

of writing this addendum, there is widespread conjecture on the lasting impact 

that the period of imposed social distancing may have on behaviours across a 
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variety of sectors. This is particularly true for the passenger transport sector, 

where the impacts of lockdown regulations have been extensive. The purpose 

of this addendum is to discuss the possible long-term impacts of the COVID-

19 pandemic on informal paratransit. 

While lockdown regulations have varied across countries, a common 

feature has been either the suspension of public transport services or the 

imposition of vehicle occupancy limitations. As noted in this chapter, a feature 

of informal paratransit services is their high vehicle occupancy and 

productivity, driven by small profit margins and driver remuneration models 

directly linked to ridership. When suspensions or occupancy limitations are 

imposed on formal mass transit services, there are a variety of contractual or 

fare policy mechanisms in place to compensate operators for the resultant loss 

of earnings. When suspensions or occupancy limitations are imposed on 

informal paratransit services, the brunt of the earnings loss is felt by the 

vehicle drivers and owners. Hence, lockdown compliance in some countries 

of the Global South has been weak, because to comply means running at a 

loss. Moreover, in many low-income neighbourhoods where residents are 

unable to work remotely or to substitute already precarious livelihoods, people 

have continued commuting despite lockdown restrictions, with informal 

paratransit as their main lifeline to maintain income. 

The COVID-19 pandemic may have long-term impacts on technology 

disruption and state subsidisation. With regard to technology, the need to 

reduce contact between passengers and vehicle crews, as well as to manage 

occupancy through reserved seating, has aligned the objectives of some pilot 

technology projects, such as Jetty in Mexico City, closely to pandemic 

responses. This might accelerate their disruptive effect in the long term. With 

regard to subsidisation, there has been a longstanding call from informal 

paratransit owner associations for operating subsidies, usually motivated by 

an equity argument to level the playing field with other public transport 

modes. These calls have generally been resisted by regulatory authorities on 

the grounds that they cannot subsidise tax and labour non-compliant services, 

that subsidising informality would be counterproductive to policy objectives 

of industry formalisation, and that expanding public transport subsidisation is 

not fiscally feasible. However, the operating losses in a vulnerable economic 

sector resulting directly from lockdown regulations imposed by the state 

arguably represent a stronger case for some form of immediate state 

subsidisation or compensation. It is possible that regulatory authorities may 

be forced to soften their earlier reluctance to subsidising paratransit during 

lockdown, and this may lead to innovative forms of subsidy that endure 

beyond COVID-19. Some commentators have, for instance, suggested that 

subsidies might take the form of subsidised fuel costs, to the benefit of drivers, 

or subsidised vehicle purchase repayments, to the relief of owners. An 

important policy challenge will be to ensure that any such state support 
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benefits quality of service to the passenger rather than subsidising operating 

inefficiencies. 
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