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b Centro de Desarrollo Urbano Sustentable (CEDEUS), Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Chile 
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A B S T R A C T   

The COVID-19 pandemic and the need for physical distancing in public spaces have significant effects on sus-
tainable mobility initiatives. Many cities around the world promoted temporary transformations of streets, 
redistributing road space to create emergency cycleways and expand sidewalks to allow the movement of people 
while granting a certain physical distance between people. While Europe and, to a lesser extent, North America 
have initially led these initiatives, Latin America has soon followed suit, without much of their technical 
experience, governance, resources and sometimes public acceptance for sustainable mobility. The paper exam-
ines if and how the major disruptive event posed by the COVID-19 has reconfigured sustainable mobility ini-
tiatives in Latin American cities. Interviewing key decision-makers, the paper reviews five initiatives across the 
region to examine the typology of interventions promoted and the spaces involved, the governance schemes that 
allowed them and the public acceptance towards such measures. The analysis demonstrates that the COVID-19 
pandemic has fostered a faster adoption of sustainable mobility measures such as emergency cycleways, street 
pedestrianisations and other traffic calming initiatives, facilitating the creation of new coalitions and the public 
acceptance of these interventions thanks to the sense of urgency generated by the pandemic.   

1. Introduction 

Major disruptions, either natural or anthropic, can be an opportunity 
for transport policy changes, and the COVID-19 pandemic seems to be 
one of the largest in memory. The need for physical distance in public 
spaces and public transport, necessary to avoid the further spreading of 
the contagion, has significant side effects for sustainable mobility ini-
tiatives. Many cities around in the Global North – from Paris to Van-
couver, from Milan to London - started promoting temporary 
transformations of their streets, redistributing the road space for the 
creation of emergency cycleways and the expansion of sidewalks 
(Combs & Pardo, 2021). These interventions were initially conceived as 
emergency responses intended to allow the movement of people while 
granting a certain physical distance between them. Nonetheless, in 
several cases, the promoting institutions intend to make these in-
terventions permanent. Hence, the pandemic became the occasion for 
promoting sustainable mobility interventions as means to address the 
Covid-19 pandemic and to mitigate the potential risks posed by public 

transport alternatives that demand people’s proximity such as bus, light 
rail or subway systems (see for example Cirianni et al., 2018; Russo & 
Rindone, 2011; Tirachini & Cats, 2020). These temporary trans-
formations continue thus a steady trend of interventions for sustainable 
mobility that, through incremental interventions and more radical ex-
periments, try to promote a more fair allocation of street space, moving 
the emphasis from traffic to people (Bertolini, 2020; Creutzig et al., 
2020; Gössling et al., 2016; Nello-Deakin, 2019). 

The forced lockdown experienced by most countries (either pros-
perous ones, like the USA, Canada, Australia or Germany, or less affluent 
ones, such as India or Iran) has stopped large parts of economies, forcing 
commerce and services in cities to come to a halt. Concurrently, the 
media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound social 
impact in most countries, making citizens more receptive to changes in 
deep-rooted habits. This disruption, in turn, seems to be fostering the 
accelerated adoption of measures in line with the sustainable mobility 
paradigm (Banister, 2008), representing thus a ’window of opportunity’ 
for transforming streets and envision new transport futures (Glaser & 
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Krizek, 2021; King & Krizek, 2021). Unexpected events may generate 
opportunities for radical changes in mobility habits and policy measures 
to deal with them. People tend to rapidly adapt their travel behaviours 
when facing major disruptions, making suitable a wider range of policy 
options. Disruptions allow overcoming the usually incremental ap-
proaches of transport policy, and the sense of urgency can accelerate 
their implementation (Marsden et al., 2020; Marsden & Docherty, 2013; 
Murray & Doughty, 2016). 

However, institutions in different settings may differently deal with 
disruptive events and the opportunity they represent for a sustainable 
mobility agenda. In some cases, a disruptive event may accelerate the 
implementation of an already-established course of action, as cities 
already engaged in sustainable mobility interventions seem to demon-
strate. In other cases, an emergency may determine a change in estab-
lished transport policy approaches. If institutions and policy-makers can 
take advantage of them, disruptions can thus contribute to reshaping the 
governance of streets, accelerating the transition from auto-dominated 
to human-scaled approaches to the design and management of city 
streets (Glaser et al., 2020). 

Drawing on these elements, in this paper we investigate to what 
extent the COVID-19 pandemic has affected plans and policies for sus-
tainable mobility in various Latin American countries and what impli-
cations (both positive and negative) have emerged as a result. In 
particular, we examine how the major disruptive event posed by the 
COVID-19 has reconfigured existing or created new infrastructures and 
forms of governance for sustainable mobility in Latin American cities. 
We aim to observe if the emergency generated by the pandemic allowed 
cities to create new infrastructure (cycleways, sidewalks, bus lanes or 
public spaces) or redistribute existing urban spaces (for example, by 
widening sidewalks or creating temporary cycleways at the expense of 
parking or car lanes). Moreover, we analyse if the pandemic allowed to 
overcome existing governance barriers, accelerating already defined 
plans that prioritised sustainable modes of transport, or even making 
these plans less likely to be implemented. To do so, we examine the 
temporary transformations of streets implemented during the COVID-19 
pandemic to favour physical distancing and allow the reactivation of 
essential activities. Following Combs & Pardo (2021)’s suggestion, we 
examine what prompted cities to act and if the COVID-19 contingency 
highlights takeaways for the promotion of sustainable mobility also in 
normal times. 

In our analysis, we draw on in-depth interviews with five key policy- 
makers from cities of Latin America that have implemented such tem-
porary interventions. The region can provide significant insights on 
governance, considering that despite that Latin American region is the 
most urbanised region in the world, its cities deal with severe urban and 
mobility issues that the public action tackles with limited resources, 
often fragmented governance systems, a weak planning tradition, and a 
low public acceptance of sustainable mobility initiatives. Despite these 
difficulties, several celebrated interventions for sustainable mobility 
have been created in Latin America, such as temporary cycleways, bus 
rapid transit systems or urban cableways (Hidalgo & Graftieaux, 2008; 
Sarmiento et al., 2010). After resuming the Latin American tradition of 
disruptions for sustainable urban mobility (Section 2), we introduce the 
five examined case studies and the methodology adopted (Section 3). 
The results obtained describe the initiatives of the five cities focusing on 
the adopted initiatives, their governance and institutional dimensions, 
and their public acceptability (Section 4). We conclude by discussing the 
advantages and limitations of the examined initiatives and the role of 
disruptions in promoting sustainable urban mobility. 

2. Sustainable mobility in Latin America: A tradition of 
disruptions 

Latin American cities often struggle when dealing with several urban 
issues, including mobility. The strong urbanisation processes that have 
characterised the region in the last decades produced sustained urban 

growth, in many cases faster than the forecast of urban plans. Such 
uncontrolled growth had significant consequences for the distribution of 
inhabitants and urban activities as well as for the growth of informal 
settlements, resulting in cities that are segregated, provide unequal 
levels of health and quality of life to their inhabitants (Bilal et al., 2019), 
and in which significant opportunities – such as jobs – are concentrated 
in relatively small areas (Janoschka, 2002; Sabatini, 2006). As a result of 
this imbalanced structure, everyday mobility ends up being a further 
reflection of urban inequality: middle and upper classes show increasing 
levels of motorisation, while low-income groups have a strong de-
pendency on public transport for essential, long-distance trips (Hidalgo 
& Huizenga, 2013; Rodríguez Vignoli, 2008; Vasconcellos, 2014). This 
situation raises significant economic, environmental, and social sus-
tainability issues, to which local institutions can often give only limited 
answers. In a region characterised by historically weak public bodies 
(Centeno, 1997), the public ability to deal with the challenges of urban 
mobility is limited due to: spatial dynamics that outpace planning de-
cisions (Suazo-Vecino et al., 2020); lack of adequate governance 
schemes for different territorial scales (de Mattos, 2010); focus on the 
construction of infrastructures rather than the implementation of policy 
measures as the primary strategy for urban mobility (Fay et al., 2017); 
and the complex governance involved in decisions related to urban 
development (Galland & Elinbaum, 2018). 

Despite the limitations of the institutions in charge of Latin American 
cities, the region shows a certain potential for sustainable mobility, 
although traditional interventions for sustainable mobility had a limited 
diffusion in the region. In general, the motorisation rate and the modal 
share of private transport in Latin American cities are lower than in any 
other region of the world – except Africa (Haghshenas & Vaziri, 2012), 
even if the region is facing a fast motorisation and transport investments 
tend to privilege private transport (Hidalgo & Huizenga, 2013). Latin 
American cities tend to be denser and less fragmented than their Euro-
pean counterparts (Inostroza et al., 2013), a condition which favours 
sustainable mobility. Finally, despite low investment (Iglesias et al., 
2019), walking is prevalent in the region and has experienced a surge in 
some cities (Herrmann-Lunecke et al., 2020). 

Considering the socio-economic features of Latin American cities and 
their mobility challenges, international organisations have promoted 
interventions for addressing mobility as a key factor for urban devel-
opment, aiming at higher levels of sustainability and efficiency (see for 
example CAF, 2017; United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 
2013; World Bank, 2002). Accordingly, cities of different sizes adopted 
various sustainable mobility measures, involving, for example: cycling 
facilities and bike-sharing services (Mora et al., 2021; Mora & Moran, 
2020; Teunissen et al., 2015; Torres et al., 2012; Tucker & Manaugh, 
2018); the implementation of pedestrianisation and redistribution of 
road space, following the North American concept of “complete street” 
(Chang et al., 2017; Gomez et al., 2015; Mora-Vega & Rocco, 2020; 
Valença & Santos, 2020); or new public transport infrastructures and the 
formalisation of informal services (Golub et al., 2009; Hidalgo et al., 
2013; Rabinovitch, 1996). Nonetheless, sustainable mobility measures 
often involved limited settings and limited spatial coverage, becoming a 
further reflection of the inequality affecting Latin American cities 
(Vecchio et al., 2020a). 

Among the initiatives for sustainable urban mobility that were more 
successful, those originating from disruptions have a unique role in Latin 
American settings. The most transformative measures were not the 
result of normal processes but rather the outcome of planning and policy 
decisions that marked a discontinuity with previous approaches to urban 
mobility. At least three categories of disruptions for sustainable mobility 
can be observed in the region:  

- use of alternative or innovative technologies for urban mobility, 
improving urban accessibility and transport efficiency at a lower cost 
than traditional interventions. Examples in this sense are the Bus 
Rapid Transit systems of cities like Curitiba, Bogotá and Quito, which 
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were preferred over expensive subway systems (Gilbert, 2008; 
Rabinovitch, 1996; Vecchio et al., 2020b), or Medellin’s cableways, 
which used an infrastructure associated with tourism to break the 
isolation of informal settlements (Bocarejo et al., 2014);  

- creative use of existing spaces, experimenting with the temporary 
closure of main roads to turn them into infrastructures for sustain-
able mobility. The most renowned example is Bogotá’s Ciclovía, 
which transforms streets into spaces for cyclists, pedestrians and 
runners (Montero, 2017; Mora et al., 2018; Sarmiento et al., 2010; 
Torres et al., 2012);  

- changes in urban mobility planning and policy generated thanks to the 
pressure by activist groups, arguing both against specific measures or in 
favour of others. Examples in this sense refer to movements against 
car-based infrastructures, such as Mexico City’s Supervía or Santia-
go’s Costanera Norte (Sagaris, 2014; Sosa López, 2017), as well as to 
experiences advocating for cycling and public transport, as in Bogotá 
and Rio de Janeiro (Castañeda, 2020; Verlinghieri & Venturini, 
2018). 

In Latin American cities, the interventions for sustainable mobility 
were thus able to achieve relevant results despite the structural weak-
nesses of the context. Disruptions seem to play a significant role, 
showing the possibility to achieve change even in the presence of sig-
nificant constraints for public action. The intensity of policy transfers 
between Latin American cities and beyond demonstrates the impact of 
such disruptive experiences (Montero, 2017, 2020; Silva Ardila, 2020; 
Wood, 2014, 2015). 

To understand the potential of disruptive measures, four features 
mentioned in the previous paragraphs are crucial. First, the structural 
elements defining the reach of public action, such as institutional ar-
rangements, governance schemes, and budgetary capabilities of local, 
regional, or national governments. Second, the innovative nature of the 
promoted interventions, considering to what extent these provide cre-
ative solutions (either in terms of innovative design or governance ar-
rangements) for dealing with unprecedented mobility issues. Third, civil 
engagement as a factor that can determine the success or the failure of 
specific measures. Additionally, a fourth significant variable can refer to 
the kind of territorial scale considered, since most of the mentioned 
successful experiences refer to some of the main Latin American 
metropolises. 

3. Methodology 

In order to study street transformations implemented in Latin 
America and how they reconfigured existing forms of governance for 
sustainable mobility, we focused on five cities representative of different 
national contexts (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico) and ter-
ritorial scales, including both metropolises and intermediate cities. The 
cities were selected among those that in an early stage of the COVID-19 
pandemic in Latin America had already implemented initiatives for 
sustainable mobility, leading to the selection of Bogotá (Colombia), 
Mexico City (Mexico), Porto Alegre (Brazil), Rancagua (Chile), Salta 
(Argentina). The five cities have been very active in implementing 
measures to enhance sustainable mobility and had well-known leaders 
in charge of these initiatives. 

The interviewees were purposively selected to represent the reality 
of five different countries (see Fig. 1 and Table 1), analysing the vision of 
urban mobility authorities at the municipal level in metropolises and 
intermediate cities. Two of the selected cities are capitals (Mexico City 
and Bogotá), one is a large city within its context (Porto Alegre), and two 
are intermediate cities (Rancagua and Salta). They are also representa-
tive of the pandemic-related mobility interventions in Latin America, 
which have privileged street closures (partial or complete) and reallo-
cation of curb and non-curb space to facilitate displacements by 
walking, cycling and using public transport (Combs & Pardo, 2021). 
Although incomplete, existing databases on pandemic-related streets 

transformations (such as those by the Pedestrian and Bicycle Informa-
tion Center, at http://pedbikeinfo.orgs; or the joint initiative of the New 
Urban Mobility Alliance (NUMO) and the World Economic Forum, at 
http://www.covidmobilityworks.org/) show that in Latin America these 
interventions involved cities similar to those involved in our analysis, be 
them metropolises (for example, Buenos Aires, Lima, Quito and Rio de 
Janeiro) or intermediate cities (such as Bucaramanga, Colombia). 
Moreover, the interventions promoted were similar, including mainly 
temporary cycleways, street closures and pedestrianisation. Therefore, 
the five chosen cities can be considered representative of the overall 
scenario in Latin American settings. 

The research was structured in two parts for each city: a review of 
press and grey literature to describe the implemented interventions and 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with relevant urban transport 
decision-makers. In each of the five cities, we interviewed one person 
who was in charge of transport agencies in their cities or was highly 
influential in shaping their cities’ transport agendas, drawing on per-
sonal contacts to identify potential interviewees in the urban mobility 
policy community of each city and especially in the public administra-
tion (see Table 2). Most interviewees were among the main authorities 
of the transport systems of their respective cities and were directly 
involved in the examined interventions. Therefore, the analysis of press 
and grey literature was crucial to contrast the interviews with the 
opinions of other actors and complete the answers with additional data, 
overcoming possible bias deriving from the interviewees. 

In the interviews, we aimed to study three main topics: (i) the nature 
of interventions (types, spaces involved and affected transport modes), 
studying their quality, location criteria and inspiring concepts, (ii) 
governance, political and institutional aspects, analysing barriers, pro-
tocols, funding, institutional arrangements and the main changes due to 
COVID-19, and (iii) the participatory framework and public acceptance 
towards sustainable mobility, studying the role of citizen organisations, 
neighbourhood participation and how the COVID-19 would be an op-
portunity for accelerating or pushing new agendas (see Table 3 for the 
structure of the interviews). The interviews were realised online, lasted 
45 to 60 min based on a semi-structured guide following the three 
aforementioned topics, were recorded and then transcribed. Our 
approach to analysing the data can be classified as a three-step process: 
1) we proceeded to read all the interviews and code the overall themes 

Fig. 1. Cities analysed in this research. The five star symbols represent the 
location of the cities analysed and, in dark grey, the countries represented in 
this study (source: own elaboration). 
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that emerged from the interview; 2) in each of these themes, the most 
recurrent topics were selected and then translated into summary tables 
and quote-based analyses of the participants; 3) we analysed the syn-
ergies and intersections between the different topics, identifying com-
mon grounds in the region and particularities of each city depending on 
their economic, institutional, and territorial realities. 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. A sustainable vision accelerated by the pandemic 

The five case studies show that the pandemic functioned as a catalyst 
and accelerator of the sustainable mobility plans that cities already had. 
The health emergency pushed the limits of what is possible and seemed 
to reduce bureaucratic procedures to develop infrastructures, since 
mobility appeared as a public health issue of high relevance. In this way, 
the disruption that COVID-19 implies has been taken as an opportunity 
to intervene in spaces usually dedicated to motorised traffic (Figs. 2 and 
3). The intervention in spaces in the historic downtown, redistributing 
public space mainly in favour of the pedestrians, and the execution of 
bicycle lanes in structuring axes of the city, such as the case of Insur-
gentes Avenue in Mexico City (the main road axis of the city, with a 
length of 28.8 km), show not only the value of increasing - in percentage 
terms - the spaces and kilometres associated with sustainable mobility 
but also the symbolic nature of these measures in pursuit of more sus-
tainable development in the region. 

As the synthesis in Tables 4, 5, and 6 shows, the cases of Bogotá, 
Colombia and Mexico City, Mexico are the most complete in terms of 
mobility plans, since they address all aspects of sustainable transport 
through the creation of new infrastructure, the management of existing 
space and public transport supply and the management of travel de-
mand. Both cities are metropolises with over 8.5 million inhabitants, 
and they have a Secretariat of Mobility with well-defined policies as well 
as technical and financial capabilities to allow economic reactivation 
and social distancing, tackling both mobility alternatives (pedestrian, 
cycling and public transport spaces) and the operation boundaries of the 
different economic activities of the city. 

Medium-size cities as Salta and Rancagua show that the shift towards 
more sustainable mobility is not only observed in large cities. The case of 

Rancagua says a lot about the determination of a small municipality to 
overcome Chile’s highly inflexible normative regarding street design, to 
make significant changes in the redistribution of space, promoting a 15- 
minute city (Moreno et al., 2021) to move by bicycle, considering their 
maximum radius of 4 km and implementing a pedestrian monitoring 
plan. Both Rancagua and Salta show the relevance of the decentralisa-
tion of decisions and the coordination between different actors to carry 
out the interventions effectively. Salta highlights active citizenship, 
academic involvement and political decision as their three main pillars. 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the examined cities. The Latin American settings considered deal with both big and intermediate cities, more or less affluent, and with different levels 
of socio-economic inequality. (source: own elaboration).  

Country City Population (according to the 
last census) 

Country’s urban 
population 

National GDP per 
capita (2020) 

Country’s Gini Index 
(2017) 

Human Development 
Index (2018) 

(%) (PPP)* - Int$ 

Argentina Salta 533,303 (2010) 92  $20,767  40.6  0.83 
Brazil Porto Alegre 1,481,019 (2016) 87  $14,836  53.3  0.76 
Chile Rancagua 225,563 (2017) 88  $25,067  46.6  0.85 
Colombia Bogotá 7,363,782 (2010) 81  $14,565  49.7  0.76 
Mexico Mexico City 

(Metropolitan Area) 
20,892,724 (2015) 80  $18,833  43.4  0.77  

Table 2 
Characteristics of the interviewees.  

Country City Institution of the interviewee 

Argentina Salta Municipal Secretariat of urban 
mobility 

Brazil Porto Alegre Urban mobility NGO 
Chile Rancagua Municipal Secretariat of urban 

planning 
Colombia Bogotá Municipal Secretariat of urban 

mobility 
Mexico Mexico City (Metropolitan 

Area) 
Municipal Secretariat of urban 
mobility  

Table 3 
Structure of the interviews.  

Topic Questions 

Initiatives implemented and 
political-institutional context 

1. What kind of initiatives are you 
implementing? 
2. How did the approval of such projects work 
and how does it work now? Are there 
differences in this respect? 
3. Do national institutions normally tend to 
support, hinder or not interfere with your 
initiatives? Has this changed as a result of the 
health crisis? 
4. What have been the political, institutional 
and governance barriers you have faced in 
implementing such initiatives? 

Implementation process: criteria 
and funds 

5. What have been the criteria for the location 
of new cycleways and/or new pedestrian 
spaces? Are these locations determined within 
each municipality or with the help of other 
agencies? 
6. Do you follow protocols suggested by 
national or international institutions and have 
they been inspired by any particular city or 
case? 
7. What financial difficulties have you 
experienced in implementing these initiatives, 
where do these resources come from, are they 
re-allocations or fresh money obtained from 
other funds? 
8. What is the cost compared to normal cycle 
lanes? Do you think the standard of emergency 
cycle lanes is adequate or will you go back to 
previous standards once this pandemic is over? 

Citizen participation and feedback 9. Was there any involvement of citizens or 
organisations linked to sustainable mobility (e. 
g. cyclists)? Are these organisations usually 
involved in policy making for mobility? 
10. What has been the reaction of citizens to 
these initiatives? 

City planning: COVID-19 as an 
opportunity for change? 

11. Are the projects implemented part of a plan 
that was already in place and that you wanted 
to implement in “normal times” or is it 
something new that arises from the COVID-19 
pandemic? 
12. Do you see this as an opportunity to push 
for sustainable mobility in the medium or long 
term in your commune or city, or rather as a 
matter of necessity to address the health crisis?  
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4.2. Governance, political and institutional aspects 

In terms of governance, in the examined cities the COVID-19 
pandemic seems to strengthen existing institutional attitudes toward 
sustainable mobility, contributing to the acceleration of strategies 
already in place. Where plans already existed, the sanitary emergency 
boosted their implementation, as one interviewee recalls: “I think that we 
would have followed the same path, but what we are doing in three months 
would have required two more decades” (interviewee, Bogotá). Such ac-
celeration involved long-term plans, such as in Bogotá, and tactic ini-
tiatives, such as in Mexico City: “We had already developed a plan last 
year. There was a serious gasoline shortage (…) so we had already proposed a 
plan of emergency cycleways, which in the end was not launched, but we had 
it up our sleeve” (interviewee, Mexico City). Thus, the examined cities 
show a certain strategic continuity as for the aims they pursue. 

While the focus on sustainable mobility initiatives remains un-
changed before and during the pandemic, the consensus is a crucial 
variable for such emergency interventions. On the one hand, the crisis 
allows to interact with relevant stakeholders and receive their support, 
for example, to introduce to stagger the working hours of different 
sectors: “The crisis gives the opportunity (…) to propose a lot of things that 
six months ago were seen as stupid, like ”This is not going to work“ (…). They 
did not say anything, rather, the bank association told us ”We understand 
why you are doing it“ (interviewee, Mexico City). On the other hand, the 
crisis is an occasion for strengthening the position of key actors who 
promote such initiatives: ”she (the mayor) wanted to make cycleways (…) 
what happen is that behind the cycleway there is a symbol of something good: 
on the one hand, the authority has something to show and inaugurate and, on 
the other hand, we from the civil society also have something concrete that is 
useful to give new meaning to our fights and requests“ (interviewee, Salta). 

Fig. 2. Examples of emergency interventions: upper left, redistribution of the road space for a new temporary cycleway in Mexico City; upper right, partial street 
closure with traffic calming and a new space for pedestrians in Rancagua; lower left, new permanent cycleway in Salta; lower right, transformation of one road lane 
into a cycleway in Bogotá (sources: Gobierno de la Ciudad de México; Ilustre Municipalidad de Rancagua; Jimena Pérez Marchetta; Instituto Distrital de Recreación 
y Deporte). 

Fig. 3. Redistribution of road space in Porto Alegre, reducing parking spaces to realise a cycleway (source: Prefeitura de Porto Alegre).  
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Therefore, disruptions can act as catalysts of consensus, generating a 
different attitude in key stakeholders and giving a stronger position to 
the actors in charge of promoting such initiatives. 

The higher consensus is a crucial variable since the municipal actors 
show certain centrality in all the examined cities. The five cities have 
quite different institutional arrangements, ranging from big national 
capitals that almost act as city-states (Bogotá and Mexico City), to cities 

with high degrees of autonomy (Porto Alegre, Salta), to an intermediate 
town in a highly centralised country (Rancagua). Moreover, two cities 
had recently experienced a change in their government (Bogotá and 
Salta), while others did not experience such discontinuity. Nonetheless, 
the pandemic resulted in an acceleration of planning and implementa-
tion procedures in all the examined cases. Being backed by political 
authorities, the technical staff of the cities could implement measures 

Table 4 
Origin and typologies of the interventions realised in the five cities.   

Mexico City, Mexico Porto Alegre, Brazil Rancagua, Chile Bogotá, Colombia Salta, Argentina 

Origin of the idea A sustainable mobility 
vision was present before 
COVID-19 (for example, 
600 km of cycleways were 
planned to 2024). The 
pandemic accelerated and 
pushed forward the limits 
on pedestrian facilities and 
cycleways. 

Brazil had mobility 
plans for cities with over 
20 k inhabitants, with 
sustainable goals in it. 
Pandemic as an 
opportunity to 
implement, to change 
minds. 

A sustainable mobility 
vision in the municipality 
authorities was present 
before COVID-19. The 
pandemic accelerated and 
provided a quick 
opportunity to favour 
pedestrians and cyclists. 

A sustainable mobility plan 
was present before COVID- 
19. The pandemic pushed 
the limits. A way to 
generate consensus, the 
need to take actions quickly 
and more drastic measures. 

Before COVID-19, 
there was some 
sustainable mobility 
insights. The 
pandemic helped to 
accelerate the 
process. 

Typology of 
intervention 
and spaces 
involved 

Public 
transport 

Demand and supply 
management. Traffic light 
for the activity return, 
staggering of entry times, 
encouraging off-peak times, 
redistribution and 
optimisation of public 
transport supply, and 
closure of temporary 
stations, among others. 

9 new kilometres for 
buses and 22 planned 
kilometres for bus 
priority, taking 
advantage of the lesser 
resistance from car 
users. 

Public transport exclusive 
zones: 3 or 4 blocks where 
cars were allowed to 
circulate in the past. Social 
distancing and 
demarcation measures. 

Demand and supply 
management like the 
Mexico City case. 
Moreover, a medium-long- 
term vision for telework 
and virtual education, 
focusing on access to urban 
opportunities. 

– 

Bicycles Large 54-kilometres cross 
design at city level: 
north–south axis along 
Insurgentes avenue (40 km, 
20 km each direction) and 
the other is along Eje 4 Sur 
(east–west) (14 km). They 
are parallel to two BRT 
lines. 

4 new kilometres of 
cycleways connecting 
intermediate sectors in 
the city, seeking a higher 
coverage. 

More space devoted to 
cyclists, reaching 58 
connected kilometres in 
the city (cyclist network). 

Baseline of 550 km (2020). 
60.9 km of permanent bike 
paths between September 
and December 2020. 39.2 
km of new temporary bike 
paths. 

A baseline of 70 km. 
22 new kilometres of 
cycleways in central 
areas. A second stage 
is planned (30 kms). 
100 new bicycle 
parking spaces. 

Pedestrians 40 to 50 new pedestrian 
zones, plus sidewalk 
extensions, mainly in the 
historic urban centre.  

More space devoted to 
pedestrians. Widening 
sidewalks. Demarcation for 
pedestrian flows and waits. 
Pedestrian zones in the city 
centre.  

Pedestrian spaces in 8 
blocks of the city: 
widening sidewalks 
due to COVID-19 for 
social distancing  

Table 5 
Location criteria and inspirations for the interventions realised in the five cities.  

Intervention Mexico City, Mexico Porto Alegre, Brazil Rancagua, Chile Bogotá, Colombia Salta, Argentina 

Criteria for 
defining 
location 

Cycling infrastructure: each 
year it is defined how much, 
where and how, considering 
infrastructure provision to 
peripheries to connect with the 
CBD and the public transport 
network. Additionally, small 
short lanes to consolidate a 
cycling network. 
Historic CBD for pedestrians, 
where high levels of activity 
and mobility are concentrated. 

Decentralised decisions. 
Each federal district made 
its decisions, considering 
just one general criterion: 
connecting cycleways and 
bus routes. 

Joint work among key actors. 
Evaluation and coordination 
among municipality actors 
and the operational traffic 
control unit for each 
intervention. Quick responses 
to the challenges posed by the 
pandemic. 

For cycle infrastructure, three 
main indicators: volumes, road 
accidents and network 
connectivity. A fourth criterion 
in pandemic: being a mirror of 
public transport corridors. This 
also tackles the overcrowding 
of public transport. 
General principle: 
infrastructure for all, not for 
specific zones. Democratising 
the use of public space, with 
equity and gender 
considerations as pillars. 

Informal, meetings and 
debate among academia, 
citizen organisations and 
political actors. 
Contribution and proposals 
from the citizens and the 
cycling experience. 

City models 
and/or 
inspiring 
concepts 

Despite knowing most of the 
international experiences, 
their approach was a case- 
sensitive design, depending on 
width profiles, public opinion, 
and the ability to implement 
exclusive or shared lanes. 

– Overall vision of the 
redistribution of urban space 
standards. In practice, the city 
uses the guidelines for 
cycleways with high standards 
by the Ministry of Housing 
and Urbanism (MINVU) in 
2015. 

Redistribution of urban space. 
Several city models, as Berlin 
or Milan in terms of urban 
integration, landscaping, 
people’s appropriation, design. 
Latin American cities (Mexico 
and Buenos Aires) mentioned 
as partners. Own design 
manuals for cycling 
infrastructure. 

Mainly from Buenos Aires 
and Rosario, particularly 
from the cycling experience.  
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perceived as utterly urgent. As a professional says referring to the 
painting of queue zones: “We took the road and on Monday it was already 
marked (…). We did our job and this situation forced it to multiply it. I’m 
talking about health, reducing the risk of contagion and that’s it. The 
romanticism of the cities seeking public space redistribution, and that this 
crisis is an opportunity… comes after” (interviewee, Rancagua). 

The sense of urgency also made necessary funds available. While 
most cities mention that their interventions were low- or even zero-cost, 
such as temporary cycleways and road space redistributions, others 
embarked on more expensive measures. For example, Porto Alegre could 
justify the refinancing of its public transport services, a controversial 
measure in the political debate at the moment: “If it is essential to have a 
good system that is not too crowded as it was before when we considered that 
’the more people (on board of the bus) the better’, now we can’t maintain the 
same strategy, so we need new funding sources for the system” (interviewee, 
Porto Alegre). In synthesis, the sanitary emergency provided the 
consensus for implementing and funding initiatives that were already in 
place or at least planned, without a significant change in the overall 
mobility strategies of the examined cities. 

4.3. Participatory framework, public acceptance and attitude towards 
sustainable mobility 

The cities facing the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic re-
ported different degrees of public involvement on the definition of ac-
tions to be taken. Indeed, public involvement ranged from little or 
almost no involvement, as in the case of Rancagua, to more active 
participation of public organisations in Bogotá, Mexico City and Salta. In 
these cities, public involvement consisted primarily of regular meetings 
of advocacy groups with city authorities during the lockdown period. 
Their opinions were collected both to decide the type of action to be 
implemented and which streets and public spaces had to be intervened. 
In the case of the Chilean city of Rancagua, however, civic involvement 
took place at early stages of urban renewal, and therefore it was 
considered that the community had already expressed support for the 
transformation of streets and public spaces in the city started in previous 
years. 

Another interesting phenomenon about civic participation was the 
overall informality of processes, meaning that organisations and persons 
were often called without much notice to participate in meetings where 
critical decisions were taken. “I went to a meeting where I was asked 
whether it was ok to build a two-directional bike lane in an avenue and I said 
”I don’t agree“, and they said, it’s ok, so then what would be another option, 

and the option was to build it on Alvarado Street, which is another road… In 
other words, there was some kind of contribution on the part of civic orga-
nisations” (interviewee, Salta). However, informality is also perceived as 
problematic, as the absence of regular meetings and formal procedures 
can hinder the capacity of civic organisations to influence decision- 
making processes. 

Public acceptance of measures was positive in all cases. Interviewees 
declared that the pandemic created a new atmosphere of acceptance 
regarding the actions taken by urban officials for all stakeholders, even 
when these measures meant some inconveniences or economic detri-
ment for some of them. Indeed, the exceptional disruption produced by 
the COVID, where people’s health was at stake, made citizens more 
collaborative with public officials and between each other. This facili-
tated the construction of infrastructure and changes, some of them 
disruptive, in city management. This collaborative attitude was 
expressed silently as if the measures implemented were part of a natural 
process aiming to protect people’s health that did not need tedious ex-
planations or set up new norms, but rather a tacit understanding. “People 
understand that we’re in an emergency, that what we make is not frivolous, 
that you need to provide alternatives to people for them to circulate in cities. 
And therefore, we could make it very fast, it’s the first time that nobody 
criticises us, that’s the truth, each time we make things there is much criticism 
from the media, social networks, everybody” (interviewee, Mexico city). 

This new attitude was not only restricted to people or shop owners 
but involved also some powerful associations. For example, in Mexico 
City, the Bank Association was keen on modifying its workers’ schedules 
in order to facilitate a smooth operation of public transport. At the same 
time, the otherwise bureaucratic, centralised and fragmented urban 
structure of Chile became more understanding and collaborative during 
the pandemic period. In sum, the COVID threat made citizens more 
prone to sacrifice, at least in part, their comfort and interests in order to 
permit authorities to combat the pandemic. 

Trust was key in making the public more receptive to changes and in 
accepting compromise. In highly centralised spheres like Chile, trust 
permitted officials working on different secretariats or the regional/ 
local governments to rapidly start a discussion on the necessary changes 
to confront the pandemic. In more informal settings like Salta, trust 
between civic organisations and public authorities helped accept the 
necessary changes and make communication more fluid between 
stakeholders. In addition to trust, public acceptance of sometimes un-
comfortable measures increased when they were viewed as involving all 
people, regardless of their social status, and when the positive impli-
cations of these measures were clearly stated. For example, in Bogotá, 

Table 6 
Quality standard and temporal horizon of the interventions realised in the five cities.  

Intervention Mexico City, Mexico Porto Alegre, Brazil Rancagua, Chile Bogotá, Colombia Salta, Argentina 

Quality 
standards 

For new cycling infrastructure, 
the main goal was to reduce 
costs. Reused elements as 
confinement material for BRT 
lanes, waste material and cheap 
paint available in the 
warehouse. 
Premises in pandemic: low cost, 
rapid implementation, minimal 
operation, high flexibility, easy 
communication and constant 
measurement 

Publication from WRI 
related to quality 
standards, focused mainly 
on road safety. There is no 
clarity about the overall 
costs of interventions, just 
rough estimations. 

For pedestrian interventions, 
basic safety principles but 
nothing official. Low-cost 
interventions, demarcation, 
painting and elements for 
physical separation. 
Regarding cycling 
infrastructure, it is expected 
to reach quality standards 
(MINVU) in the future. It is a 
two-step process, where the 
first step is a low-cost 
implementation. 

Higher standards in COVID- 
19 scenario, taking into 
account how to make more 
attractive spaces, traffic 
lights and intersections. This 
is possible due to resource 
reallocations from the four 
years. 

Paint and physical separators. 
In some corners, extensions 
force motorists to turn at an 
angle to 90◦ and slow down. 
Standard of 2.2 mts cyclist 
lane width. 

Temporary 
nature 

Semi-permanent cycleways and 
pedestrianisation, depending on 
periodic evaluation from users 
and affected actors. 
Public transport measures are 
temporary, adjusting it to the 
COVID-19 mobility patterns 
evolution. 

– Planned as permanent, but 
under evaluation. 

In the first place were 
temporary, but now most of 
the cyclist infrastructure is 
permanent. 

Cycleways planned as 
permanent. 
Widening sidewalks will be 
permanent, but 
pedestrianisation is 
unknown.  
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the construction of a bike lane in a busy street that had many cyclist 
fatalities was recently promoted, attending not only to the fight against 
the COVID pandemic but also on safety grounds, as a way to diminish 
the deaths of people. 

4.4. Preliminary evaluations of the temporary interventions 

Months after the implementation of the reviewed measures, some 
preliminary evaluations shed light on the impact of these actions on 
mobility trends and how the general public received them. Compared to 
July 2020, when the interviewees presented the five cases in a webinar 
open to the public (Cedeus Chile, 2020), mobility trends have changed 
in the examined cities. For example, trips by bicycle have increased by 
80% in Bogotá (Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá, 2021), by 31.6% in Rancagua 
(Osses, 2020), and by 221% in Mexico City (Rodríguez, 2021). The case 
of Mexico City was one of the most successful. A report by a civic 
organisation (Coalición Cero Emisiones, 2020) evaluated the Insur-
gentes cycleway positively both in road safety and accessibility out-
comes. In fact, in August 2020, 25,000 users were reported, with a 
significant share of them (45%) directed to their workplace. Together 
with the cycleway’s performances, the public perception associated with 
it was positive, generating the support of 95% of its users, 73% of the 
public transport users, and 54% of business owners and car drivers. In 
November 2020, the number of cyclists using Insurgentes cicleway had 
increased by 250%: as a result, in March 2021 the municipality declared 
that the cycleway would become permanent (Cedeus Chile, 2021). 
Similarly successful was the use of the road space by restaurants and 
cafés, a measure initially opposed but then requested by the same 
restaurant owners. 

Other cities instead show contrasting results. For example, Bogotá 
registered changes in the modal choices and growth in the number of 
people choosing to move by bicycle. Nonetheless, the extended protests 
that affected the city since April 2021 brought to the temporary sus-
pension of the emergency cycleways implemented in the pandemic. In 
Salta, the implementation of the infrastructures promised in the 
pandemic was partial (only 7 out of 22 km were realised), and a sig-
nificant ’bikelash’ (Field et al., 2018) occurred, involving car drivers 
who removed elements of the temporary cycleways, negative statements 
by the local press and opposition parties questioning the interventions 
for sustainable mobility. Despite this, the use of the bicycle in Salta grew 
by 42% during the pandemic (Cedeus Chile, 2021). In Rancagua, the 
cycleways and the temporary interventions became the object of debate 
in the municipal elections of May 2021, in which the planning officer 
responsible for these measures ran for mayor. He was defeated and his 
opponent mentioned cycleways as an element of public dissatisfaction 
due to road congestion and loss of parking spaces and because no 
participatory meetings were realised with the community (Mella Urra, 
2021). In synthesis, the examined experiences produced different out-
comes, affecting urban mobility trends (usually promoting more sus-
tainable behaviours) and local politics. 

5. Conclusions 

In this paper, we examined if a disruptive event such as the COVID- 
19 pandemic has fostered a faster adoption of sustainable mobility 
measures. Such actions, including emergency cycleways, street pedes-
trianisation, bus lanes and other traffic calming initiatives, were initially 
justified as means to cope with the unprecedented needs raised by the 
sanitary emergency, such as the need for physical distancing and for 
avoiding crowded public transport, without increasing the number of 
circulating cars and the negative externalities these would have pro-
duced. We considered the disruptive role of the pandemic and how it 
contributed to transforming the governance of urban mobility in Latin 
American cities that developed similar interventions, examining places 
that, traditionally, have experienced severe urban problems (high levels 
of segregation and inequality, high informality and widespread urban 

violence in some cases), but have also promoted successful experimental 
initiatives. Even if the five Latin American cities we examined are 
different as for size, socio-economic features, and institutional ar-
rangements, the analysis of the emergency interventions they promoted 
shows certain similarities and, more importantly, highlights significant 
policy implications that can be valid also beyond the specific pandemic 
contingency:  

- a positive institutional attitude and the existence of structured plans 
played a major role in the successful implementation of sustainable 
mobility interventions. As also observed by Glaser & Krizek (2021), the 
pandemic accelerated a trend that was already in place in relation to 
the promotion of interventions for sustainable mobility: for example, 
redistribution of road space in favour of active modes, construction 
of infrastructures for bicycles and promotion of public transport. The 
disruption originated by the sanitary emergency, therefore, did not 
cause a change in the institutional attitude towards urban mobility 
issues. Instead, the disruption provided the possibility to act faster in 
order to promote sustainable mobility interventions that were 
already planned, as in Bogotá, or that had been previously evaluated, 
as in Mexico City;  

- the sense of urgency presented by the COVID-19 pandemic meant that 
interventions were no longer assessed by authorities in traditional 
ways, that is, in terms of their implications to vehicular traffic, but in 
terms of their health implications. This opened up a more flexible 
and “out of the box attitude” to urban planning, allowing policy- 
makers to “try and test” alternatives before implementing defini-
tive solutions;  

- a fast, low-cost approach seemed to accelerate implementation. As the 
interviewees mentioned, the measures they proposed involved 
minimum costs in most cases, considering the temporary materials 
these used and the fact that these were often already available to 
municipal institutions. The need for fast, effective actions in streets 
demanded the implementation of creative solutions and a more 
audacious attitude to urban planning. Exceptional circumstances 
implied that, to some degree, mistakes were momentarily permitted 
in cities, as long as they were corrected in time; 

- new coalitions of actors can be necessary for sustainable mobility in-
terventions. The five examined cities demonstrate that the pandemic 
had its most disruptive effects on the governance of urban mobility. 
The sanitary emergency and the need to reactivate some essential 
activities avoiding contagion facilitated creating new coalitions of 
actors or agreements supporting these interventions. For example, 
public officers became more open to realising actions that generally 
would have generated conflicts. Other actors, especially economic 
ones, agreed to engage in the debate around mobility issues that 
normally would not have captured their interest. The general public 
developed a different, generally positive attitude towards the pro-
posed interventions, recognising the need for exceptional solutions 
in the face of exceptional problems. The persistence of such positive 
attitudes over time is a matter of concern. Indeed, as the Chilean case 
showed, well-conceived and implemented street interventions aim-
ing at making cities less car dependant could hinder political options 
of those in charge of them. Further research is needed to understand 
how to make these interventions more alluring to users, especially in 
cities with ingrained auto-centric approaches.  

- demonstrative interventions can foster consensus and facilitate smooth 
implementation. In the five examined cities, no structural, city-wide 
measures were promoted. Instead, the interventions affected 
mainly emblematic streets and sectors – from the longest avenue of 
Mexico City to the whole city centre of Rancagua. The emergency 
interventions appear to explicitly have a symbolic role, intending to 
demonstrate the potential for sustainable mobility interventions in 
contexts usually difficult to intervene. The demonstrative effect of 
such interventions is twofold. On the one hand, these show the 
possibility to redistribute road space and move from car-centred 
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approaches, developing interventions that are easy to implement and 
can generate significant benefits already in the short term: such 
initiatives prove that it is possible to transform public spaces in ways 
that do not affect the normal functioning of a city and its mobility, 
promoting a more equitable use of the urban space. On the other 
hand, the emergency interventions also show that different gover-
nance arrangements are possible, demonstrating the possibility to 
gather different actors to discuss crucial mobility issues and reach a 
consensus to address them. These flexible forms of governance ac-
quire a special relevance in places that traditionally tend to have 
more centralised governance and rigid norms (as in Chile). At the 
same time, autonomous urban governments (as in Brazil, Colombia 
and Mexico) take advantage of the existing high degrees of 
decentralisation. 

The demonstrative role of these emergency interventions is crucial to 
understand the potential and the limitations that temporary initiatives 
may have in normal times, especially for cities that would require 
structural interventions to address their urban mobility issues. In 
structurally unequal cities, where urban segregation determines an un-
balanced distribution of inhabitants and urban opportunities, everyday 
compulsory trips to jobs and schools require low-income people to cover 
long distances, for example, by public transport, generating significant 
monetary and temporal travel costs. Emergency interventions can 
probably address only a small part of these trips, which would require 
more complex, long-term strategies based on the coordination of 
transport and land use planning and intermodality. The emergency in-
terventions originated in the pandemic have thus a different role in Latin 
American cities if compared to the European urban settings that pro-
moted them. For example, temporary cycleways in Paris were promoted 
together with the concept of ’15-minute city’, while in Barcelona these 
became part of a strategy for the realisation of ’superblocks’: both cities 
thus promoted sustainable mobility interventions as part of a strategy 
based on urban proximity, in contexts where the urban structure allows 
to reach significant opportunities within short distances. 

Considering that Latin American cities require deep transformations 
to overcome long-ingrained urban segregation and the lack of fundings, 
it is crucial to be aware of the limited reach that the discussed emer-
gency interventions can have for addressing structural issues. The 
pandemic-related street transformations are an example of creative use 
of existing spaces, which is one of the main innovative mobility mea-
sures implemented in Latin America (as discussed in section 2) but risks 
to become simply an example of ’placebo urbanism’ (Jirón et al., 2020) 
unable to promote more profound urban transformations. In order to 
avoid this fate, interventions should be constantly monitored and, when 
damaged, repaired. This is the case of, for example, emergency bike 
lanes whose functionality depends on the maintenance of their (often) 
precarious structures. 

Nonetheless, compared to initiatives implemented in normal times, 
the pandemic-related transformations show two important changes 
compared to ordinary interventions. The first one refers to an advance in 
terms of equity since the examined interventions explicitly promote a 
redistribution of road space and benefit both sectors and groups usually 
overlooked when planning mobility. The second one involves the 
governance of urban mobility, considering that municipal authorities 
were able to interact with new actors and their interactions were 
smoother, facilitating the creation of consensus around disruptive 
measures. Possibly, emergency situations can create the conditions for 
more ambitious interventions and bring actors to agree with each other 
more easily. This can be the case for climate change but also for the 
widespread social protests that have involved many Latin American 
countries – especially Chile and Colombia – since 2019 (Guzmán- 
Concha, 2020; Montero & Peñaranda Currie, 2020). Similarly to the 
pandemic, both examples end up questioning existing socio-economic 
arrangements and foster the consensus around the need to adopt un-
precedented measures. 

The COVID-19 pandemic appears to have generated disruptive 
events on several spheres of public life, including urban mobility and the 
possibility to promote interventions aimed at enhancing sustainability. 
The emergency interventions promoted in several cities, in Latin 
America and elsewhere are probably becoming permanent. However, it 
will be relevant to observe their evolution in the future, when the 
pandemic will fade or eventually disappear, and cities will recover a 
certain degree of stability. Nonetheless, the discussed experiences of five 
Latin American cities show the relevance of the interventions they 
promoted and the centrality of cities themselves for coping with such 
emergency issues. Cities are increasingly seen as sustainability solutions 
rather than problems (Angelo & Wachsmuth, 2020), and even in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, municipal institutions have been central for 
dealing the sanitary emergency – as also Latin America demonstrates 
(Ramírez de la Cruz et al., 2020; Vecchio et al., 2020c). In the face of the 
unprecedented challenges posed by various environmental trans-
formations and structural socio-economic issues, cities can have a pro-
tagonist role, developing experimental initiatives and governance 
schemes that can better respond to emerging issues. The emergency 
initiatives for sustainable mobility developed in the five Latin American 
cities here examined are a further example in this sense, showing the 
relevance of disruptions for addressing such challenges in unprece-
dented, effective ways. 
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