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A. Urban Development in Ulaanbaatar 
 
1. Population. Ulaanbaatar is the capital city of Mongolia with 1.2 million residents, which 
represents 42.0% of the country’s total population (2.8 million in 2011). Since the mid-1990s, 
Mongolia has experienced intensive urbanization, and the population of Ulaanbaatar has 
doubled since 1998. This increase is largely due to rural–urban migration because of 
underdevelopment of rural areas and greater employment opportunities offered in the capital 
city. Travel demand in Ulaanbaatar has increased sharply as a result of this population growth 
and urban expansion.  
 
2. Economy. Since 2000, economy of Mongolia has grown at an average annual rate of 
around 5.6%. The transition from centrally planned to market economy has also proceeded 
rapidly. Economic growth has been spurred by international high prices for Mongolia’s mineral 
products, which account for around 56.0% of the national gross domestic product. The city of 
Ulaanbaatar has historically been the center of the country’s economy and administration. 
 
3. Motorization. Motorization has grown rapidly in the past 10 years. In 1998, the number 
of registered vehicles was 36,700, of which 23,800 were private cars. By 2008, this had 
increased to 105,000 registered vehicles (2.9 times) and 78,500 private cars (3.3 times). A 
growing economy will stimulate private car ownership if public transport systems are inadequate 
and if no measures are taken to provide credible alternatives to private vehicle use. This can 
result in the city needing to make massive investments in road and bridge infrastructure to 
address traffic congestion, but ultimately even these will not succeed. The risk is that many 
other social funding priorities will have to be set aside to accommodate traffic growth. The costs 
of increasing vehicle ownership consist of direct costs (road construction, fuel cost, vehicle 
ownership, and garaging) and indirect costs (health, pollution, and congestion), and such costs 
are a burden on society as a whole. Thus, pollution, road congestion, and health problems 
caused by increasing car ownership will have detrimental social and economic impacts on the 
quality of life in Ulaanbaatar. While technical and environmental standards for vehicle safety and 
emissions standards have been put in place, they are not sufficiently enforced. 
 
B. Urban Transport Issues in Ulaanbaatar  
 
4. Traffic demand. In 2011, the estimated overall transportation demand in Ulaanbaatar 
city was 2.92 million trips a day including walking trips, or 1.98 million (69.0%) trips a day 
excluding walking trips. A relatively high proportion of daily trips are short trips made within the 
city. Total transportation demand in the city consists of walking (31.0%), car (23.4%), taxi (9.4%), 
bus (33.7%), and others (2.5%). When walking is excluded, the total demand consists of car 
(34.9%), taxi (13.3%), bus (48.1%), and others (3.8%). The share of bus transportation is 
relatively high. The use of public transport is high regardless of whether or not a household has 
a car. Those without a vehicle show the highest transport usage (52.0%), but even those with a 
car have a relatively high usage (27.0%). The use of bicycles, motorcycles, and private buses, 
such as company or school buses, is not popular. 
 
5. Road network. The road network is well developed only in the central area of 
Ulaanbaatar. In outlying residential areas, where many low-income families live, ill-maintained 
primary feeder roads and unpaved connector roads act as a barrier to provision of public 
transport services. The government significantly increased budgetary allocations for upgrading 
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the city road network, but the growing fleet of private vehicles requires substantially more 
investments to expand the road network. To ensure sustainability of such investment, a 
systematic road maintenance program and budgeting mechanism is needed. The municipality of 
Ulaanbaatar (MUB) is preparing a city master plan that aims to develop the city infrastructure, 
including urban roads, utility network, transport system, and services. The MUB has established 
a road fund to finance road network construction and maintenance works but it is insufficient to 
cover the city’s needs. The following areas of the MUB’s capacity need to be upgraded: (i) 
developing, implementing, and enforcing the urban transport policy and strategy; (ii) undertaking 
long-term investment planning, capital budgeting, and financial management; and (iii) designing 
and managing urban transport projects. Further lack of annual maintenance results in 
persistence of surface water, as there is widespread loss of grilles covering drains, leading to 
blockage of the drains themselves. The storm water drainage system is unable to cope with 
even normal rainfall. Lack of snow or ice clearing in winter and no system of sanding or gritting 
road surfaces leads to ice formation that lasts for a long time and slows traffic and increases 
accidents. 
 
6. In the outlying residential areas of the city, that have a population in excess of 400,000, 
there are only 103 kilometers (km) of roads, mostly of compacted earth. The roads are 
substandard with narrow carriageways and are poorly maintained. Travel on these roads by 
vehicles is difficult, so public transport vehicles, water tankers, and other public service vehicles 
have difficulty providing service in these areas. Even pedestrians have difficulty walking on the 
uneven and narrow streets that lack the pedestrian sidewalks and crossings.   
 
7. Given the rapid growth in private vehicles, road improvements cannot solve 
Ulaanbaatar’s urban transport problems. A good quality public transport system is needed in 
order to avoid serious traffic congestion with negative impacts on economic vitality and quality of 
life. Improvements in traffic and parking control, driving behavior, and enforcement are also 
critical for addressing the city’s transport needs. 
 
8. Traffic congestion. Transport infrastructure and services in Ulaanbaatar are suffering 
from increasing road congestion, inefficient traffic management, poor safety conditions, and a 
weak public transport system. Most of the major intersections in the city center are severely 
congested (220 seconds/vehicle), resulting in average speeds of 5–8 km/hour in the central 
section of Peace Avenue during peak hours. Traffic congestion is aggravated by insufficient 
management and enforcement of parking, excessive and inappropriate designation of parking 
spaces, lack of pedestrian facilities, lack of driver discipline, and inadequate signaling and 
control. Traffic accidents are common due to poor traffic management and the uncontrolled 
interaction of pedestrians and vehicles. 1  Encroachment on roads and sidewalks by parked 
vehicles worsens the traffic situation. Planning and budgeting for pedestrian and parking 
infrastructure are lacking. 
 
9. Traffic safety. Ulaanbaatar has a range of serious road traffic safety problems. The 
rates of traffic fatalities and personal injury accidents relative to the number of registered 
vehicles are high. While the capital city is home for about 42.0% of the total population of 
Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar accounts for more than 70.0% of the annual traffic accidents in the 
country. While there has been some reduction in the traffic fatality rate since 2000, it continues 
to be above 7.5 deaths per 10,000 vehicles per year. The reported fatality rate also understates 
the actual fatalities because accident data is far from complete as people who cause or are 
involved in accidents do not necessarily report them to traffic police. 

                                                
1
 The World Health Organization estimates that Mongolia has the 18th worst traffic accident incidence in the world.  
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10. Public transport. Public transport accounts for almost 50.0% of the total urban traffic in 
Ulaanbaatar. There are 82 bus companies operating 1,662 buses of a variety of types. The 
three state-owned bus and trolleybus companies carry 23.0% of passengers. Since 2000, the 
role of private bus companies that operate large buses and microbuses has increased 
considerably. The performance of public transport has been hampered by the growing problems 
of traffic congestion and by inefficient public transport policies; lack of coordination among the 
urban development and public transport regulatory agencies exacerbate the situation. These 
factors contribute to economic inefficiency due to increased trip times, excessive fuel use, and 
health problems due to poor air quality, which all serve to reduce residents’ quality of life and 
have a negative impact on the economic growth of the city.  
 
11. The public transport system is struggling with service quality and technical, financial, and 
institutional challenges. Growth in public transport services has lagged behind the recent urban 
growth, and the majority of buses are more than 10 years old. Public transport tariffs do not fully 
cover the costs of the operators and about 40.0% of passengers are subsidized by the 
municipal budget. As a result, the municipal budget subsidizes a substantial part of the bus 
companies’ annual costs. However, the mechanism for allocating subsidies lacks transparency 
and is perceived as inequitable. Bus operators lack the financial resources to renew and expand 
their bus fleets and provide adequate transportation services. Service integration between the 
different modes of public transport is far from optimal. The public transport routes are not 
designed as part of a feeder-and-main-line system, and the route allocation and management 
system needs to be improved. Disabled people, pensioners, police, and soldiers use public 
transport free of charge and students pay half the normal fare. The MUB compensates service 
operators for three concessional bus rides daily. The amount of compensation was $4.5 million 
in 2007 and $8.5 million in 2008. This sudden increase was caused by a sharp increase in the 
number of subsidized passengers, including students. The amount of compensation was about 
5.0% of total MUB expenditure in 2003 and around 20.0% in 2011, which has become a heavy 
fiscal burden for the MUB. 
 
12. Bus industry. Among the existing public transport operators, Bus No. 1 company had a 
market share of 11.7% in 2008, Blue Bus company had 8.8%, Electric Transport (trolleybus) 
Company had 4.9%, Autobusnegdel had 4.0%, Erdem Trans had 3.7%, and other minor 
companies in total had the remaining 66.9%. For most operators, revenues cover expenditures 
but are not sufficient to meet fleet depreciation charges. In the middle of 2009, 400 new large 
buses were imported and distributed to major standard bus companies to replace all old large 
buses. However, it will not be easy for all standard bus companies to pay the financial costs as 
the profitability of standard bus operation is quite low. Profitability of the minibus business is 
unknown but, based on interviews with minibus owners and drivers, the business may be 
sufficiently profitable if the operators purchase used minibuses to continue the operations. This 
suggests a need to improve the method of calculating compensation for bus operators and 
minimize or eliminate subsidies from the MUB. The financial performance of bus companies 
may be expected to worsen if congestion increases and average speeds decrease. Thus, the 
introduction of measures to reduce congestion is essential for the viability of bus operations. 
 
13. Traffic management. On-street parking is not properly managed. Although traffic police 
have intensified enforcement of parking regulations since late 2008, illegal parking is still 
common, in particular within the central business district area where there is an acute shortage 
of parking space and no parking fees are collected. Furthermore, parked vehicles and parking 
maneuvers often interrupt traffic flows. Some sections of sidewalks, such as around Sukhbaatar 
Square, are in good condition, but these are exceptions; most sidewalks are rough and uneven 
as pavements are broken and no maintenance is being undertaken. Vehicle parking on 
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sidewalks has worsened conditions for pedestrians. Although in poor condition, the existing 
traffic signal system is functioning and controlling traffic. Traffic flows are reduced at signalized 
intersections because of undisciplined pedestrian and driver behavior. Traffic data shows that 
the traffic volume at major intersections is not as high as the degree of congestion might 
suggest. This shows low efficiency and underutilization of intersection capacity and underlines 
the need for better traffic management. 
 
14. Vehicle emissions. The level of air pollution in Ulaanbaatar varies across the districts, 
depending on pollution sources, contents of emissions, and meteorological conditions. 
According to a 2007 study—Research of Air pollution in Ulaanbaatar caused by 
Transportation—conducted by the Science and Technical University of Mongolia, the level of 
sulfur dioxide in the air in the central business district of Ulaanbaatar, where road traffic is high, 
was within the permissible norm, but nitrogen dioxide content was more than 1.6 times higher 
than the limit. Corresponding to a rise in the number of vehicles, the concentration of nitrogen 
dioxide has been increasing over the years. The population density of the apartment area in the 
central part of the city is quite high, and major thoroughfares serve as the major transport 
corridor, thus vehicle emissions substantially affect the health of the population residing in the 
apartment area. Vehicle emissions contain nitrogen oxide and promethium (PM). The PM2.5 
emitted by diesel engines is known to be a cause of respiratory diseases. Although the coal 
thermal stations and household coal stoves commonly used as heating sources in the ger areas 
emit more PM, their PM size is larger (PM10) and is less harmful to human health than PM2.5. 
There is a close correlation between the increased number of vehicles and the increased 
number of patients with respiratory diseases in Ulaanbaatar. The majority of these patients 
reside in the apartment area (41.0%) and apartment–ger mixed area (31.0%), which are 
situated near the major trunk road network. There is also a close correlation between the 
number of patients and the number of registered vehicles. This suggests that the cause of 
respiratory diseases is vehicle emissions rather than emissions from coal-fired thermal power 
stations and household coal stoves. Unless effective measures are taken to reduce vehicle 
emissions, the number of patients, especially children, with respiratory diseases is likely to 
increase rapidly in the future. 
 
15. Institutional capacity. Relatively few agencies are involved in the provision of urban 
public transport. This should make it easier to provide coordination, decision making, and reform. 
Within the city governor and mayor’s office, a special board (Mayor’s Consultative Board) has 
been established for municipality affairs, and key high-ranking officials from ministries attend on 
a regular basis. This serves a coordinating function between levels of government. 
 
16. Implementation of the Urban Transport Development Investment Program will require 
the MUB to take steps to strengthen policy and institutional capacity for urban transport. The 
Urban Transport Policy Framework highlights key policy actions that will be undertaken during 
program implementation.  
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Problem Tree for Transport, and Information and Communication Technology 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Sustainable and efficient urban growth with a healthy urban environment is constrained in Ulaanbaatar 
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