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BRT Project Framing in Mexico City
By the early 2000s, Mexico City was plagued by 
severe traffic congestion and some of the worst 
air pollution in the world. Public transportation 
had deteriorated, forcing many people to rely 
on hundreds of private minibuses, which were 
slow, dangerous and polluting.

Both the Mexico City government and the 
World Resources Institute saw an opportunity. 
Dr. Claudia Sheinbaum Pardo, Minster of the 
Environment for the city, wanted to build a bet-
ter transportation system to cut congestion and 
pollution. With the support of the Shell Foun-
dation, WRI had just created an organization, 
EMBARQ, to push for sustainable transporta-
tion solutions around the world. So in 2002, 
the city and EMBARQ created a partnership, 
the Centro de Transporte Sustentable de la 
Ciudad de Mexico (CTS-México), to tackle the 
problems.

The EMBARQ office in México was quickly 
able to snare a $10 million donation from the 
World Bank for a sustainable mobility program, 
and to assemble a team of transport engineers, 
urban planners and policy experts. The best 
chance of improving public transport, both 
EMARBQ-México and the city believed, was to 
build a bus rapid transit (BRT) system. To some 
in the city, it seemed like creating a BRT could 
be a fast, easy project.

It wasn’t. 

First, it became clear that key players in the city 
had differing views about where such a system 
should be built and how it would be designed and 
operated.  “After a certain time, we realized no 
one was talking about the same project,” recalls 
Nancy Kete, then director of EMBARQ.  

It also became obvious that, even when the cor-
ridor and design for the BRT were agreed on, 
the process of putting together a team, finding 

the needed technology, negotiating with myriad 
constituencies and coordinating the project 
would be daunting. For example, the existing 
minibus service on one of the major corridors 
proposed for a BRT system, the north-south 
Avenida de los Insurgentes, was provided by a 
group of 200 concessionaires, each operating 
a single bus. Could they have a role in a new 
BRT system instead of just being put out of 
business? Who would negotiate with them to 
find an equitable solution? In addition, putting 
dedicated busways down the center of the Ave-
nida de los Insurgentes would require cutting 
down thousands of trees in the existing median. 
Could environmentalists be convinced that the 
sacrifice was worth it in reducing pollution and 
congestion?

It was fairly easy to picture the physical part of a 
BRT system—the buses, the stations, the roads, 
says Adriana Lobo, current director of EM-
BARQ-México. “But no one could understand 
what was behind the scenes—the negotiation 
process with bus owners, the operations, the 
technology that had to be developed. It was not 
clear who would be responsible, when decisions 
had to be made and who would make them. It 
was very messy and confusing.”

To increase the chances of success, EMBARQ 
decided to harness the rigorous process of op-
portunity framing and front-end loading used 
by oil companies to plan their own projects. 
Kete brought in Shell project planning veteran 
Marcela Ruibal in 2003 to conduct an opportu-
nity-framing workshop adapted for BRT. “We 
would have pulled out of the project if the fram-
ing hadn’t been done,” says Kete.

The city government was not convinced. It 
wasn’t sure that NGOs like EMBARQ were 
even needed. It would have preferred just to 
get money for the project. So Environment 
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Minister Sheinbaum initially planned to make 
only a perfunctory appearance at the workshop.

But she did come, as did key players from the 
ministry of transportation, the bus companies, 
the ministry of urban development and other 
agencies and constituencies—ten different insti-
tutions in total. And as the workshop continued, 
the Minster quickly came to see its value. She 
even asked the team to stay for a third day, on a 
Saturday, to finish the process.

The framing effort made a big difference. “The 
workshop clarified the process and built a coali-
tion,” says Lobo. For the first time, all of the 
different institutions were on the same page, de-
ciding to build a BRT system along 19 kilometers 
of the Avenida de los Insurgentes. The project 
also had a clear roadmap, which outlined the 

main tasks, how they would be accomplished, 
who would be responsible and when decisions 
had to be made. And it had a strong and influen-
tial champion in Minister Sheinbaum, who had 
the trust of México City mayor Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador and was investing much of her 
own time in the project.

One of the crucial messages from the workshop, 
however, was the BRT system would never be 
implemented until the mayor made a firm com-
mitment. He wasn’t able to do that because the 
city didn’t have the $30 million needed for the 
system.

Still, the team was able to move ahead with the 
planning process using money from the World 
Bank, EMBARQ and the Hewlett Foundation, 
and the help of outside experts. “The technical 

BRT busway construction in Mexico City. “Mexico” by Ismael Villafranco
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assistance made a huge difference,” says Lobos. 
The team was also able to begin the delicate ne-
gotiations with the minibus operators.

Then the city learned it would be getting more 
oil money than expected from the country’s oil 
industry—enough to forge ahead with BRT. On 
August 2, 2005, Mayor Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador committed to building the system. 

Thanks to the year of effort since the framing 
workshop, the most of the design, planning and 
coordination had already been done. “When 
the money came in and the mayor made the 
decision, the project was ready,” says Lobo. 
But the mayor didn’t make it easy. Building a 
BRT system normally takes a couple of years. 
The mayor wanted it done in less than a year. 
He planned to run for President of Mexico in 
2006, and wanted to cement his reputation as 
a problem solver who’d slashed pollution and 
unsnarled traffic in his city.

The BRT team held another workshop to re-
shape the roadmap for the tight timeline and to 
line up the required decisions. Then it raced to 
build the system, opening the 19 km Metrobus 

project just 11 months later on June 19, 2005.

The start, not surprisingly, was rocky. The big 
articulated buses had just arrived and no one 
knew how to operate them. The payment system 
wasn’t working, so the first week was free. The 
roofs over the stations weren’t finished. Some 
people waited for hours for a bus that wasn’t too 
full to get on. “The old way was faster,” local 
resident María Félix González complained to 
the New York Times  in July, 2005.

But the city rapidly improved the operations 
of the system. “There were very important 
advances in one week,” says Lobo. “In two 
weeks, it was not good, but controlled. Then it 
got much better.”

So much better, in fact, that it has become a 
showpiece, a model for cities like Chicago to 
study. The original 19 km system carries more 
than 250,000 passengers a day between 36 sta-
tions and two terminals, cutting the time to 
travel the corridor from 1-½ hours to an hour 
or less. And it’s been so popular and successful 
that the city has expanded the system from to 
100 km, with plans to add another 100 km.
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