
growth prospects. Accordingly, the development of metros should proceed 
with staged decision making and a constant focus on operational success. 
Planning should also provide for future upgrading since the benefits of 
planning are high while its costs are low. Metros should also be planned 
with complementary measures (feeder buses and BRT, integrated ticketing) 
to develop their support base, reinforce their positive impacts, and placate 
critics.

In summary, it is not possible to draw simplistic conclusions about mass 
rapid transit systems because every city is different and requires its own 
study of the options. These options perform different and complementary 
roles. Thus, in medium-sized, low-income cities, busways may provide mass 
rapid transit system for many years. If affordability increases or environmental 
concerns become critical, then light rapid transit may perform a similar role. 
In the largest corridors of major cities, metros may be justified. Secondary 
corridors may then justify busways or light rapid transit lines to feed the 
metros. Where conditions exist, suburban rail systems may be upgraded, 
also fed by busways or light rapid transit. 

Road Development
A city’s roads are its major infrastructure asset. By definition, road 
management balances competing demands by frontagers, pedestrians, 
cyclists, buses, and other traffic. But too often, road management equates 
to maximizing car traffic capacity to the detriment of noncar users.

An important aspect of road management is new road construction. New 
roads are critical to guiding city development. Radial roads create ribbon 
development while road networks attract area development. Within existing 
built-up areas, secondary roads open inaccessible areas to development. 
Missing links and bottlenecks often require new roads and sometimes major 
new expressways are built within the existing city. Some new roads, though, 
undermine sustainable development. For that reason, care is required when 
determining which roads to build. 

Under a people-centered sustainable urban transport policy, road 
networks are developed and managed to facilitate the operation of people 
and goods, not private cars. Road capacity improvements consist mainly 
of developmental roads, strategic and/or missing links, and flyovers at 
bottlenecks serving nonradial transport. This approach is based on a 
combination of low-cost traffic management and engineering techniques, 
traffic enforcement measures, maintenance practices, and investments.

Table 8 provides an overview of ways in which the management and 
development of roads impacts residents. 

Part B: Content of the New Paradigm  43



44  A New Paradigm for Sustainable Urban Transport

Table 8:  Impacts of Road Management and Road 
Development Practices

Objective Impacts

To support economic 
growth

Reducing congestion and improving the quality of 
transport services results in better accessibility and 
greater economic growth. The following strategies to 
achieve these goals are ranked by increasing cost:

(i)	 Complete the missing links in the secondary road 
network;

(ii)	 Correct bottlenecks with flyovers and other means;

(iii)	 Improve access to strategic facilities such as ports 
and airports;

(iv)	 Provide principal missing links (for example, new 
circumferential roads); and 

(v)	 Create expressways or expressway networks.

To stimulate efficient 
land use and 
development

The extent and location of new road construction at 
the city’s periphery largely determines the city’s future 
structure and environmental footprint. New roads can 
achieve greater sustainable growth for the urban area, 
and secondary roads within built-up areas can bring 
underutilized land into development.

To reduce poverty Better accessibility for the urban poor and the travel 
disadvantaged can result from

(i)	 reallocating existing road space;

(ii)	 improving roads to make room for pedestrians, 
bicycles, and buses;

(iii)	 improving the road network to better serve poor 
settlements increasingly located at the urban fringe;

(iv)	 reducing traffic accidents (these tend to most affect 
the poor); and

(v)	 ensuring that land acquisitions for new 
infrastructure do not cause the poor to relocate to 
more inaccessible areas.

To protect the 
environment

For better or for worse, traffic management changes 
and new infrastructure affect air pollution and noise. 
They may also cause visual intrusion and endanger 
environmentally sensitive areas. 

Source: Asian Development Bank. 



Improve: Increasing the energy efficiency of vehicles and fuels
The agendas for energy efficiency and climate change require controls 
on vehicles, fuels, and on the use of both. Transport policy packages that 
include these controls greatly mitigate the globally adverse consequences 
of motorization by decreasing distances travelled and reducing carbon 
dioxide emissions per liter of fuel consumed. They also produce co-benefits 
by reducing local air pollution (nitrogen oxide, sulfur oxide, and particulate 
matter).

Achieving these objectives requires inventive technology, measures 
to encourage the rapid take-up of that technology, and regulation that 
controls in-use emissions by ensuring that vehicles are properly maintained. 
It also requires careful consideration of the close links between vehicle 
technologies and fuel technologies. New fuels permit new technologies 
and new technologies perform better as a result of lower vehicle weights, 
less aerodynamic drag, lower tire rolling resistance, and lower-friction 
lubricants. As King (2007)13 emphasized, carbon dioxide emissions must 
be considered throughout the life cycle of fuels. There is an ever-present 
danger of unintended consequences when these matters are ignored. When 
the contrary occurs, however, the possibility arises that “technology and 
the right policies will solve environmental problems […] by 2050 so that 
environmental factors need not be restraints on road traffic growth. A few 
local areas of poor air quality need to be addressed by other means.”14

Movements in this direction include the Global Fuel Economy Initiative 
(also known as the 50by50 Challenge), a program to improve fuel economy 
by 50% worldwide by 2050; and the European Union’s adoption of the 
Green Paper, which promotes the use of clean, energy-efficient technologies 
and other measures. Whether Asia will progress on the paths advocated in 
these initiatives depends on the region’s openness to the latest technology 
and the replacement rate of the vehicle fleet in response to standards and 
enforcement.

Rethinking megaprojects
Megaprojects have enormous opportunity costs and are risky by nature. 
Not all megaprojects are beneficial; major radial expressways, for example, 
can increase car usage and undermine sustainable policy. In addition, build-
operate-transfer projects usually require substantial amounts of public 
funding. The outcomes of these megaprojects are frequently disappointing. 
For these reasons, when developing megaprojects, great care is needed. 

13	 J. King. 2007. The King Review of Low-carbon Cars: Part 1, The Potential for CO2 Reduction. 
The Treasury, United Kingdom. www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/d/pbr_csr07_king840.pdf

14	 RAC Foundation. 2005. Motoring Towards 2050. London, England. www.racfoundation.org/
files/rac_foundation_2050.pdf
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An important aspect of most megaprojects is their financing. Considerable 
evidence shows that where megaprojects are concerned, PPPs should reach 
beyond design and construction and into project operation to be effective. 
Before anything, however, planners must decide which megaprojects to 
develop and how. The main issues are as follows: 

•	 The city’s transport strategy plan should identify projects that may be 
appropriate for private sector financing.

•	 The megaproject design should identify the best geographical route 
for the project to follow. Too often, project design is frozen in the early 
stages, before alternatives have been analyzed.

•	 The megaproject should be integrated into the transport network. 
Transport systems are organic. Just as adding an organ to a body 
resolves problems if the body adapts to it and worsens them if the 
body rejects it, so the integration of the megaproject within the overall 
transport system is necessary to a dynamic and viable system.

•	 PPPs should be structured to fulfill the city’s policy objectives. They 
should not be driven solely by financial objectives.

•	 Projects should be implementable and bankable. Broadly speaking, they 
should deliver project forecasts as planners envisioned them.

•	 Procurement should be based on analyzing risks and allocating those 
risks based on what the government can afford and what the market is 
willing to accept. The principle is that risk should be borne by the body 
best able to control it, with the sponsoring authority shouldering risks 
that cannot be managed by either the government or the market.

•	 Mass rapid transit projects should make sure to provide for system 
extensions.

Integrated land development 

In coming years, virtually all of Asia’s population growth will take place in 
urban areas. Asian cities are projected to grow by over 40 million people per 
year. At the same time, increasing wealth, declining household size, central 
area redevelopment, and other factors are causing a rapid drop in urban 
density (Figure 6). These trends make most developing cities likely to at least 
double in physical area over the next two decades. As a recent World Bank 
report comments,

Given the inevitability of urban growth, only proactive approaches 
are likely to be effective. Minimizing the negative and enhancing 
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the positive in urbanization requires both vision and a permanent 
concern for poverty reduction, gender equal ity and equity and 
environmental sus tainability.15

ADB’s research reveals that with the exception of cities in the People’s 
Republic of China, few Asian cities are addressing this issue in a concerted 
or proactive way. Nonetheless, recent reports and conferences are 
beginning to appreciate its severity and to identify potential solutions.16

All of these solutions refer to increasing the quantity and quality of new 
land for development. Three principal ways that city authorities can 
infl uence the development of new land for urban uses are through land-use 
planning, through direct interventions in land development, and through the 
development and extension of the transport system.

Infl	uence	through	Land-Use	Planning	
In most developed country cities, land-use planning systems, allied to the 
expansion of primary road, rail, and metro networks, enabled urban expansion 
to proceed in a controlled manner that reduced adverse environmental 
impacts, delivered adequate land for residential and other uses, and 
maintained an acceptable standard of physical and social infrastructure. 
These planning systems emerged as a response to many of the problems 
now facing developing cities: inner city slums, uncontrolled urban sprawl, 

15 S. Angel, S. C. Sheppard, and D. L. Civco. 2005. The Dynamics of Global Urban Expansion. 
Washington, DC: The World Bank.

16 See, for example, the World Bank’s 2005 International Urban Research Symposium, as 
reported in Global Urban Development Magazine, 2007, Vol. 3, Issue 1.

Source: S. Angel, S.C. Sheppard, and D. L. Civco. 2005. The Dynamics of Global Urban 
Expansion. Washington, DC: The World Bank.

Figure 6: Urban Densities in 1990 and in 2000
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ribbon development, inadequate infrastructure, and encroachment of prime 
agricultural and environmentally sensitive areas. Generally, they succeeded 
in creating high quality-of-life cities that catered to both the rich and the 
poor under good environmental conditions.

Most developing cities’ planning systems are modeled on the systems of 
developed countries. But these systems, whether operating at city, local, or 
site level, have been ineffective in addressing the principal urban problems 
of the last 50 years. Reasons for this ineffectiveness include institutional 
and technical weaknesses on the part of planning departments, inadequate 
enforcement of land-use regulations, susceptibility to political intervention, 
and landowners’ unwillingness to submit to controls on how they develop 
their land. They also include inappropriate building designs and construction 
regulations, the use of outdated plans (three of city plans in ADB’s five-city 
study were dated 1956, 1979, and 1986), and regulations’ failure to reflect 
prevailing traditional land conversion and house construction processes. 
Given these shortcomings, it is unsurprising that ADB’s study identified very 
few examples of effective planning systems at either the strategic or the 
local level.

As a consequence, Asian cities now face a proliferation of the problems 
that confronted Europe and the United States in late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, but on a much larger scale. Asian cities are growing faster than 
today’s developed cities did, the car is exerting a degree of influence 
unimaginable to European, American, and Japanese cities of the past, and 
the urban poor in Asia today is primarily concentrated in peripheral rather 
than central areas. On this last point, vast fringe areas in numerous Asian 
cities are characterized by sprawling, low-income settlements. Unrecognized 
by the authorities, these settlements have inadequate physical and social 
infrastructure, poor housing conditions, and a lack of secure tenure. In 
addition, some are located in environmentally sensitive areas. Clearly, 
these are the slums of the future. The urban fringe is also characterized 
by increasing and often dominant presence of middle- and high-income 
residential areas. While these areas are generally built to good planning 
and environmental standards, they are sometimes poorly integrated into 
the overall urban structure. They also frequently impose long commutes on 
their residents due to their peripheral location and to layouts that prohibit 
effective penetration of public transport. Meanwhile, in the inner city, poor 
and low-income households’ lack of access to land is contributing to the 
expansion of existing slums.

Land-use planning systems can be a powerful tool to address these 
problems. In addition to being geographically feasible, land-use plans must 
be also financially and politically feasible—i.e., they must be possible to 
implement. This requires stakeholders to accept that development is not 
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allowed in certain areas. It also requires authorities to enforce planning 
regulations and construction standards. In most developing cities, achieving 
these conditions will require a considerable change in attitudes, greater 
technical capacity in planning departments, and institutional modifications 
that place these departments at the heart of the urban management process. 
In the short and medium term, therefore, the potential for implementing 
effective planning systems seems limited to the relaxation of planning and 
building standards for informal development, of which there is an increasing 
number of examples. The People’s Republic of China and possibly Viet Nam 
are exceptions to this rule.

Influence through Direct Interventions in Land Development
Given the problems associated with land-use planning, a more feasible 
means to improve the sustainability of expanding developing cities appears 
to lie in city governments exercising direct influence on the scale, location, 
and type of land development that takes place. Types of direct interventions 
by the public sector, ranked by the declining level of expenditure required, 
include building housing; obtaining land through expropriation, negotiation, or 
compulsory purchase; guiding land development17 (deciding where to locate 
construction); and implementing land pooling and/or land restructuring18 
schemes where land for roads is obtained from landowners at minimal cost 
in exchange for gains that accrue once land values increase.

Urban development through land acquisition, followed by either direct 
construction or resale to private developers, is currently the primary method 
of land development in the People’s Republic of China. While this model is 
not perfect, it has enabled the creation of large new suburbs and cities (e.g., 
Shenzhen) relatively free from problems of slums, inadequate infrastructure, 
and poor environmental quality—problems which beset many other Asian 
cities. Hong Kong, China; the Republic of Korea; and Singapore adopted a 
similar approach. Necessary conditions for this model are state ownership 
of land and/or strong powers of acquisition and the availability of substantial 
financial resources. Absence of these factors in most Asian cities precludes 
widespread replication of this approach. 

17	 With guided land development, authorities establish a road layout and landowners develop 
their land within this layout, usually to prescribed standards and guidelines. New York City’s 
1811 plan was based on guided land development.

18	 With land pooling and/or land readjustment, authorities oversee a comprehensive 
reorganization of often irregularly shaped land holdings into a coherent structure. This 
approach is more interventionist and requires more government resources than does guided 
land development. Used for many years in Japan; the Republic of Korea; and Taipei,China; 
it is common in Turkey and is currently being employed widely in Kathmandu, Nepal. Land 
pooling and/or land readjustment often replicates the activities of informal developers over 
a wider area and to higher design standards.
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For interventions that require less direct investments, city authorities 
must be willing to work directly with landowners and developers—who 
provide the bulk of new residential lands19—to increase land supply, improve 
the integration of new land into the existing urban fabric, and enhance 
the quality of new developments in terms of infrastructure, community 
facilities and built form (what developments look like, how tall they are, how 
much of the lot they occupy, and so forth). As a large proportion of land 
for lower income groups is developed by small landowners and informal 
developers, partnership with these constituents is essential. While there 
are few precedents for these partnerships on a large scale, numerous good 
practices exist in Latin America and some in Africa and Asia as well. 

Influence through the Transport System
Access to transport is a necessary condition for land development. In the 
absence of access—be it by foot, cart, truck, bus, or car—development does 
not occur. It follows that investing in transport networks offers considerable 
potential for managing urban development, with road development in 
particular exerting a major influence on the future shape, structure, and 
density of the city. 

While most city authorities have the power to develop roads, authorities 
in developing cities rarely deploy this power to guide the city toward 
sustainable development. Too often, they implement the antithesis of 
sustainable policy: major arteries within the city with little if any secondary 
roads.20 They show little regard for structuring the expanding city by 
extending transport networks beyond existing urban limits. The result is a 
chaotic and haphazard pattern of poorly connected suburban communities, 
marked by ribbon development, inaccessible parcels of undeveloped land, 
encroachment into environmentally sensitive areas, and the juxtaposition of 
incompatible land uses. 

The solution in most respects is obvious, but it does not take place. 
Above all, investing in transport should proceed hand-in-hand with designing 
and implementing a sound city development strategy. This is essentially how 
most developed countries operate. In addition, sustainable cities maintain 
a strong link between what is planned and what is implemented. In many 
parts of Asia, this would require strengthening the spatial planning process 

19	 Estimates for the proportion of new development that occurs outside formal controls range 
from 50% to 85%.

20	 ADB’s research shows virtually no instances of proactive development of secondary roads 
apart from large area development schemes. Some of these schemes can be huge: for 
example, Shenzhen, which grew from a fishing village to a megacity in 20 years, and 
Putra Jaya in Malaysia. But most are smaller developments implemented by formal sector 
developers that mainly target middle- and upper-income groups and do nothing to enable 
the coordinated expansion of urban areas.



and integrating transport planning within this process with the full buy-in 
of all stakeholders, namely, national and city governments, public works 
departments, major developers, and civil society. In addition, area road 
networks (networks of arterial and secondary roads) should be developed 
in partly and soon-to-be built-up fringe areas. In partly built-up areas, the 
focus should be on developing secondary roads within superblocks to bring 
underutilized land into development while improving mass transit along major 
corridors. Large, low-income settlements particularly benefit from paved 
secondary roads that provide access to public transport. In undeveloped 
areas, secondary road networks should be established where development 
is favored. This alone will have a major impact over time. Public transport 
services should be provided to these areas from the outset to encourage their 
use. As mentioned earlier, secondary road networks, especially networks in 
undeveloped areas, should not be constructed “in one go” but phased. 

It is sometimes argued, in defense of existing practice, that developing 
new roads beyond the fringe is too difficult because of problems of land 
acquisition and cost. But sooner or later roads are built at much higher cost 
and difficulty than before the land had been developed and costs had risen. 
This puts a premium on proactively safeguarding rights-of-way for future 
road networks. This is not always easy, and legal and financial issues are 
likely to arise. It is nonetheless crucial to reduce future costs by facilitating 
the orderly development of the transport network and the urban area as a 
whole.

In short, transport infrastructure and transport services are critical 
to bringing land under efficient development and catalyzing sustainable 
development. Planners have a choice: the business-as-usual approach, 
which leads to increasingly unsustainable patterns of urban expansion, 
or an approach that integrates land-use planning, transport planning, 
and the proactive construction and safeguarding of primary transport 
corridors and secondary road networks. In building these networks, it is not 
essential that roads be paved. Once rights-of-way have been established, 
roads can be upgraded incrementally as justified by city finances and 
by demand. Experiences from Bogotá, Curitiba, Singapore, and several 
cities in the People’s Republic of China show that this approach is indeed 
feasible. However, it requires players to change from a mind-set of reactive 
interventions and policy inertia to a mind-set of proactive solutions and the 
tackling of institutional issues. This will create strong links between planning, 
budgeting, and implementation.

Looking Forward
Sustainable urban development cannot be achieved unless issues related 
to urban expansion, urban poverty, and slums are addressed. For cities to 
address these issues, they must increase the development of land that is 
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adequately serviced, that is not located in environmentally sensitive areas, 
and that caters to the needs of the entire urban population. 

To achieve this goal, many cities will have to intervene directly by 
developing roads instead of relying on ineffective planning systems. But 
where are roads required and where are they not? A good city development 
strategy identifies areas where development should be restricted for 
environmental reasons and where development should take place. It also 
sets out primary transport corridors. To maximize success, this development 
strategy should follow three key principles: 

1.	 It should operate with a general presumption toward development, 
hence, increased land supply, except in environmentally sensitive areas.

2.	 It should encourage rather than restrict private sector development.

3.	 It should give strong weight to existing spatial development trends 
and build upon existing formal and informal private-sector developer 
practices that do not encroach onto sensitive areas.

To bring more land under development, cities must also adopt design 
and construction guidelines consistent with the needs and budgets of 
future low-income occupants. If standards are too high and procedures 
too cumbersome, they will be ignored. Cities must also promote guided 
land development and land pooling and/or land readjustment schemes. In 
addition, cities must plan for secondary road networks. Only secondary road 
networks can prevent ribbon development and the proliferation of tracts 
of underutilized city land and underserviced fringe areas. These networks 
can be implemented in the short term or safeguarded for future use. 
Costs may be reduced and recovered through land donations, developer 
financial contributions, betterment levies, and property taxes once plots are 
developed. 

Where major new transport interchanges are planned, cities should ensure 
that appropriate development occurs in the vicinity and is integrated with 
the interchange itself. Through land acquisition and/or land assembly tactics 
and subsequent land disposal adjacent to the interchange, city authorities 
can promote efficient multimodal interchanges, increase accessibility, and 
reduce the need to travel. 

Collaborating and negotiating with stakeholders is another characteristic 
of an integrated land development approach. This requires willingness to 
work with stakeholders, whether transport departments, utility agencies, 
landowners, or formal or informal developers. Multiparty engagement is just as 
crucial when a citywide strategy is being formulated as when road alignments, 
land ceding, and site layouts are being planned and implemented locally. 



These aspects of ADB’s proposed approach to land-use planning and 
development (Table 9) are fully integrated with the development of transport 
networks within the framework of the city spatial strategy. Again, the change 
in approach is based on a combination of incentives and deterrents. The 
incentives are the approval and legitimization of developments, increased 
land values, and the creation of road access and infrastructure. The deterrents 
are the ceding of land for infrastructure, increased charges, and adherence 
to planning and design standards. 

The ineffective nature of existing systems, the lack of good precedents in 
developed and developing countries, and the magnitude of the institutional 
changes necessary makes the new approach a major challenge. Yet it is 
difficult to see how a long-term approach to sustainable urban development 
can take place without it. Strong political commitment and direction from 
the highest level of municipal government and a willingness to work closely 
with all actors will overcome many obstacles. If these conditions do not yet 
exist, much can be achieved by more flexible standards, by incremental 
construction, by safeguarding land for secondary road networks, and by 
enhanced developer contributions. Precedents of these measures exist. 

Poverty reduction 

Poverty reduction is the overarching goal of ADB and many other multilateral 
and bilateral agencies. In recent years, urban poverty has decreased in the 
People’s Republic of China by over 50% and has fallen significantly in East 
Central Asia as well (Figure 7). In Southeast Asia, urban poverty declined by 
just over 10% but at 34%, the incidence remains high. Yet in South Asia, 
poverty has increased by over 20% with negligible change in its incidence. 
Meanwhile, Asian cities are projected to grow by over 40 million people per 
year, and growing cities often mean growing numbers of the urban poor. 
With the possible exception of the People’s Republic of China, therefore, 
urban poverty is likely to remain a serious issue throughout Asia in the 
foreseeable future. If cities continue to pay insufficient attention to urban 
poverty, and if they do not address the concomitant problem of slums, it is 
difficult to see how anything approaching sustainable urban development 
can be achieved. 

Characteristics and Needs of the Urban Poor
ADB’s review of the research on the characteristics of the urban poor in 
relation to transport issues draws the following conclusions: 

•	 The transportation needs of the poor and the nonpoor are generally the 
same. Both groups require access to work, schools, health facilities, and 
markets. 
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Table 9:  ADB’s New Approach to Land Use and 
Development

Old Paradigm New Paradigm
Strategic 
planning 

• � Nonexistent or insufficient 
strategic planning

• � Lack of integration between 
land development and 
transport networks

• � Preparation of a city spatial 
strategy to improve the 
quantity and quality of land 
development for the entire 
population

• � Zoning restrictions reduced 
except in environmentally 
sensitive areas

Local area 
and site 
planning 

• � Exists only for middle- and 
high-income developments; 
otherwise, affordability and 
bureaucratic procedures deter 
formal planning. As a result, 
city governments neglect the 
needs of residents in low-
income areas. Informal sector 
developers operate as they 
wish and the slums of the 
future are born

• � Introduction of more flexible 
regulations; legitimization, 
where possible, of existing 
settlements 

• � More land zoning and 
more regulation of land 
development

• � Better coordination between 
transport planners and the 
developers of low-income 
housing, off-site infrastructure, 
and community facilities

• � New interchanges reflect 
transit needs 

Secondary 
roads

• � Little investment in secondary 
road networks results in 
inefficient ribbon development 
and inaccessible fringe areas

• � Focus on planning and 
implementing area road 
networks where and when 
land development is desirable

• � Public transport services are 
integrated from the outset

Planning 
process

• � Little engagement with 
stakeholders, developers, and 
landowners, especially with 
the informal sector

• � Stakeholders influence 
proceedings

• � Formal consultation 
procedures result in projects 
and services that are relevant 
and well maintained

Knowledge 
about city 
development 
priorities 

• � Little knowledge about city 
development priorities

• � Diagnostic studies identify 
spatial trends, densities, 
and informal development 
processes

• � Land demand projections 
inform the city development 
spatial strategy, which sends 
strong signals to private 
developers

Source: Asian Development Bank.



• The poor use the cheapest available travel modes, whether motorized or 
nonmotorized, regulated or unregulated. If incomes are very low, public 
transport can be unaffordable. 

• Residents of low-income residential areas located on the urban 
fringe face particular problems: poor access roads to and within their 
community, the lack of affordable public transport, and great distances 
to employers and facilities.

Problems are lessened when poor people are concentrated in or live 
adjacent to central areas where public transport is affordable and widely 
available. These areas are, however, more susceptible to traffi c accidents, 
especially when pedestrian and informal street trading activities are high. If 
congested, these areas are also more susceptible to air pollution. 

Factors that most affect the transport needs of the urban poor are

• Whether the poor need access to a workplace. If most poor people are 
not employed, their transport needs are likely to revolve around short 
local trips, as is the case where poverty is concentrated among the 
elderly or where few women work. 
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•	 The relative location of homes and places of work. If people work close 
to home, transport issues are less likely to be a priority as walking to 
work is possible and public transport is more accessible. If many of the 
urban poor are located in peripheral areas, transport issues will rank 
higher on their list of priorities, especially where road access to and 
within poor areas is deficient. 

Variations in these factors require different interventions and prevent 
generalizations about the impact of transport costs on household 
expenditures, the demand for public transport, and related topics. Again, 
these questions can be resolved by a rapid diagnostic study of the key issues 
affecting the travel of poor and low-income groups in the early stages of 
formulating a sustainable urban transport strategy. Disaggregating the travel 
needs of the poor from other low-income groups may not be necessary, 
as differences in travel characteristics are not especially marked. In many 
cases, transport policies should be targeted at low-income groups in 
general rather than the poor in particular, as many poorly served peripheral 
settlements contain both poor and low-income households. 

Pro-Poor Transport Policy
Transport policies can affect the poor directly and indirectly, positively and 
negatively. Direct positive impacts occur when transport policies either 
target the poor, e.g., through travel concessions or by improving access to 
poor residential communities, or directly address poor people’s travel needs. 
Several components of the generic sustainable urban transport policy—
improved public transport and pedestrian facilities, reduced emissions and 
enhanced road safety—directly benefit the poor and nonpoor alike. In this 
sense, virtually any sustainable urban transport policy is pro-poor to some 
degree.

Indirect positive impacts occur where improved transport systems 
contribute to continued urban economic growth, the emergence of more 
flexible and larger labor markets, and job creation. Although measuring these 
impacts is difficult, economic growth that results from effective transport 
systems does generate significant indirect benefits for the urban poor. At 
the same time, transport projects can have a negative impact if they direct 
resources away from measures necessary to address the specific needs of 
poor and low-income households. 

Negative direct impacts arise through involuntary relocation of the poor 
due to appropriation of land for road or rail construction. Identifying these 
impacts during the project design phase, developing mitigating measures, 
and formulating compensation packages are an integral part of sustainable 
transport policy. The absence of these measures can lead to social 
discontent, impoverishment and/or policy inertia as projects involving land 
acquisition are shunned.



Transport policies can target the poor in two principal ways. 
Geographical targeting consists of interventions to improve the accessibility 
of underserved poor or low-income settlements on the urban fringe. These 
interventions mostly consist of improvements in road access to and within 
these settlements. They could also include conditions for public transport 
operators to provide services to these areas, and should be a priority in 
cities where such settlements exist. 

The other type of targeting involves the direct targeting of poor and 
vulnerable households or individuals principally by improving their access 
to public transport. Examples are fare concessions for the poor, students, 
the elderly, and the disabled; improved design of public transport vehicles 
to make vehicles accessible to the disabled; and reserved seating areas for 
women. In general, however, these measures are not likely to be feasible 
or of high priority in cities with limited financial or institutional capacity and 
in places where there is little centralized regulation of bus services. Unless 
applied in such a way that operators are fully compensated for the loss 
of fares, they can also have the perverse impact of reducing the supply 
and quality of public transport by decreasing operators’ revenues and their 
willingness to invest. 

Means to reduce poverty may not lie in transport policies alone. Better 
provision of social and physical infrastructure in low-income areas will reduce 
the need for travel. Still, improved roads are likely to be a precondition for 
this to occur. 

In considering poverty in relation to urban transport, it is important to 
remember that any transport intervention can have unintended consequences. 
The enhanced enforcement of emission controls, for instance, can make 
some forms of public transport less affordable. Similarly, increased regulation 
of paratransit (e.g., rickshaws) or removal of vendors from sidewalks can lead 
to reduced incomes and impoverishment. As with adverse impacts, these 
unintended consequences should be identified during project evaluation 
and mitigation measures should be designed whenever feasible.

How can cities that lack implementation capacity, either because of 
insufficient political will or because of inadequate financing and institutional 
facilities, address both sustainable transport and poverty reduction? ADB’s 
paradigm suggests the following: 

•	 Support and promote nonmotorized transport and existing informal 
public transport services, and prioritize low-cost projects that can be 
implemented by existing institutions.

•	 Improve the capacity of existing road maintenance, traffic management, 
and regulatory departments.
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•	 Identify and develop solutions to major accident black spots.

•	 Find ways to regulate emissions.

•	 Improve access to poor and low-income residential areas through 
upgraded secondary and tertiary roads.

•	 Build capacity.

These interventions have the merit of being relatively low cost and within 
the power of many existing city agencies, namely the departments responsible 
for road maintenance, vehicle inspections, air quality monitoring, and public 
transport. Most importantly, they bring benefits to poor and nonpoor travelers 
alike. If successful, these interventions can raise the public’s confidence in 
the municipal government and facilitate more ambitious programs at a later 
date. While many pro-poor transport interventions have succeeded in cities 
around the world, these interventions are neither widespread nor are they 
necessarily replicable. 

Finally, the key messages are as follows: 

•	 In many Asian cities, poverty will remain a major issue in the near 
future.

•	 The transport needs of the poor vary considerably from city to city. 
Undertaking a rapid diagnostic survey that investigates the level, 
characteristics, and transport needs of the urban poor is an essential 
first step in formulating a sustainable urban transport policy.

•	 Many generic sustainable urban transport policies benefit the poor. In 
cities where poverty levels are high, any sustainable urban transport 
strategy will by nature be pro-poor. The need for specific pro-poor 
interventions may thus be limited. Improving access to low-income 
areas located in the urban fringe is likely to merit highest priority. 

Cities with limited institutional, technical, and financial resources 
should prioritize two elements: the pursuit of low-cost projects that can 
be implemented by existing institutions, and the building of capacity. 
Sustainable transport strategies in these cities should include a short-term 
action plan that ensures adequate maintenance of the existing road system, 
provides a basic level of public transport services, improves access to and 
within peripheral poor and low-income areas, and reduces transport-related 
air pollution.
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Conclusion

The crisis of urban mobility that is paralyzing many Asian cities is hardly 
news. Population growth and decreasing densities have led many cities to 
expand, and the ownership and use of private cars has vastly outstripped 
expectations. Although traffic congestion has long been identified as a 
problem, it continues to worsen in almost all of the region’s urban areas. 
Citizens are becoming increasingly aware of local air pollution and they are 
experiencing a range of associated health problems. Asia’s accident rates 
are among the world’s highest and policy makers worry about greenhouse 
gas emissions and the threat to fuel security posed by dwindling oil reserves 
and highly volatile fuel prices. The urban transport sector has awakened to 
transport’s own “Inconvenient Truth”,21 but traditional policy and investments 
make it ill-equipped to respond. Meanwhile, the crisis is threatening to 
cripple cities’ ability to stimulate economic vitality, an ability that often 
accounts for as much as 70% of national gross domestic product.

ADB calls for the adoption of a new paradigm that meets these 
challenges head-on. This paradigm manages demand for travel to supply 
instead of building more and more infrastructure for the seemingly 
unstoppable growth in private vehicles. It calls for increased governance and 
broader stakeholder involvement in the decision-making process to ensure 
that projects prioritize the travel needs of the end user. It also mandates 
increased realism in the decision-making process, where institutional, 
financial, social, and economic considerations are given equal attention to 
ensure inclusive and environmentally sustainable growth.

The new paradigm also calls for a fundamental shift in transport policy 
and advocates the “avoid-shift-improve” approach. It argues that planners 
should integrate land-use developments with mobility need to minimize the 
need for travel. Governments should promote energy-efficient modes of 
transport, particularly public transport and nonmotorized transport such as 
bicycles and walking, and seek to strengthen vehicle and fuel technologies, 
exploring alternate fuel sources and reducing local and global emissions. 

Precedents for all of these measures exist; people have only to decide 
to use them. By working together, Asian cities and ADB can create safer, 
cleaner, more productive, more sustainable cities, and achieve a better 
quality of urban life.

21	 D. Guggenheim. 2006. An Inconvenient Truth. Paramount Classics.





Changing
Course

A New Paradigm for
Sustainable Urban Transport

Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
www.adb.org/urbandev
ISBN 978-971-561-809-0
Publication Stock No. RPT090487 Printed in the Philippines

Changing Course: A New Paradigm for Sustainable Urban Transport

Most Asian cities have grown more congested, more sprawling, and
less livable in recent years; and statistics suggest that this trend will
continue. Rather than mitigate the problems, transport policies have
often exacerbated them. In this book, ADB outlines a new paradigm for
sustainable urban transport that gives Asian cities a workable, step-by-step
blueprint for reversing the trend and moving toward safer, cleaner, more
sustainable cities, and a better quality of urban life.

About the Asian Development Bank

ADB’s vision is an Asia and Pacific region free of poverty. Its mission is to
help its developing member countries substantially reduce poverty and
improve the quality of life of their people. Despite the region’s many
successes, it remains home to two-thirds of the world’s poor: 1.8 billion
people who live on less than $2 a day, with 903 million struggling on less
than $1.25 a day. ADB is committed to reducing poverty through inclusive
economic growth, environmentally sustainable growth, and regional
integration.

Based in Manila, ADB is owned by 67 members, including 48 from the
region. Its main instruments for helping its developing member countries
are policy dialogue, loans, equity investments, guarantees, grants, and
technical assistance.

C
hanging C

ourse: A
 N

ew
 Paradigm

 for Sustainable U
rban T

ransport

Urban Development Series

3rd proof New Paradigm for SustaPage 1   9/29/2009   2:07:30 PM




