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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT 
 
Sector Road Map 
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. As Pakistan’s largest city and most significant economic center, Karachi influences 
national and provincial development. The 2017 national census estimated Karachi’s population 
at 15 million, making Karachi the world’s fourth largest as defined by administrative boundary.1 
Karachi is the financial and industrial hub of Pakistan, with a local economy worth over $113 billion 
annually generating 25% of Pakistan’s tax revenues and 20% of the nation’s gross domestic 
product.2 With the city’s strategic location on a natural harbor on the Arabian Sea, Karachi handles 
95% of the country’s foreign trade. Karachi is the terminus of the N5 and N25 motorways, as well 
as the under-construction M9 motorway, all of which link the city directly to the other major urban 
areas of Pakistan (i.e. Islamabad, Lahore, Peshawar, and Quetta). Karachi is also linked via 
Pakistan’s national railway infrastructure as the terminus point for the Main Line-1 national rail 
corridor. Thus, the efficient flow of goods, services, and people across Pakistan depends on the 
effectiveness of Karachi’s transport sector. 
 
2. Karachi faces a number of social challenges that affect mobility and accessibility. The city 
currently hosts an estimated 2 million immigrants from Bangladesh, 1 million refugees from 
Afghanistan, and 400,000 refugees from the Rohingya community of Myanmar. Karachi also grew 
at an astonishingly rapid pace during 2000–2010, with a population increase of 80%.3 The influx 
of refugees, coupled with the rapid overall population increase, has severely placed strains on 
the city’s infrastructure, especially in terms of the ability to efficiently provide accessible movement 
across the city. The average monthly household income in Karachi is estimated as PRs15,000 
($130). Further, as is also the case in much of Pakistan, security is a principal concern, both in 
terms of terrorism and violent crime. 
 
3. Mobility across Karachi is currently unsustainable. Karachi is the largest city in the world 
without a formal public transport system. Services are currently only provided by informal 
paratransit vehicles and privately owned buses. The weakly regulated services lack designated 
schedules, stops, and customer standards. Service frequency is irregular. Drivers pull over to pick 
up passengers at will, and sometimes wait in place until their vehicles are full. Boarding the 
vehicles can be challenging, especially for the elderly, children, and the physically disabled. 
During peak commute times, it is common for passengers to sit on the roof or hang from the side 
of moving vehicles. Vehicles in this informal network tend to be old and poorly maintained, leading 
to inefficient fuel consumption, increased emissions, and higher operating costs. The services 
tend to be expensive for the urban poor, as customers must pay again for each transfer between 
services and modes. As of 2012, the overall travel mode share in Karachi is estimated as follows: 
(i) 21.6% of all trips are made by private modes (motorcycles: 10.9%, cars: 10.7%); (ii) 22.2% by 
public transport (buses); (iii) 10.4% by paratransit; and (iv) 45.8% by nonmotorized transport 
(pedestrians and cyclists).4 Private transport modes currently represent 84% of all vehicles on 
Karachi’s streets, but they transport only 54% of total passengers. Meanwhile, buses represent 
only 3% of all vehicles but transport 34% of total passengers. 
 

                                                           
1 Government of Pakistan, Pakistan Bureau of Statistics. Sixth Population and Housing Census 2017.  
2 Lloyd’s. 2015. Karachi Fact Sheet: Lloyd’s City Risk Assessment. 
3 J. Kotkin and W. Cox. 2013. The World’s Fastest Growing Megacities. Forbes. 8 April. 
4 Japan International Cooperation Agency. 2012. The Study for Karachi Transportation Improvement Project. Final 

Report, Volume 1 (Master Plan). Tokyo.  

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=47279-002-3
http://www.pbscensus.gov.pk/
https://www.lloyds.com/cityriskindex/locations/fact_sheet/Karachi
https://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2013/04/08/the-worlds-fastest-growing-megacities/
http://open_jicareport.jica.go.jp/pdf/12086369_01.pdf
http://open_jicareport.jica.go.jp/pdf/12086369_01.pdf


2 

   
 

4. For the many urban poor and women, walking is often the only viable mode choice. For 
women, existing forms of public transport either are not secure or are socially unacceptable. 
Unfortunately, pedestrian facilities are of poor quality or in many cases not provided at all. 
Footpaths are characterized by their narrowness, the installation of utilities and signage that block 
the paths, the lack of adequate drainage and lighting, and an uneven and poorly maintained 
surface. Extreme levels of noise and air pollutants also make walking in Karachi a difficult 
experience. 
  
5. Despite the current high mode share of paratransit and public transport, the rapid growth 
of car and motorcycle use is already altering the urban form and livability of Karachi. The poor 
quality and insecurity of current public transport services means that people buy a car or 
motorcycle as soon as they have the economic means. The resulting growth in private 
motorization has already led to severe congestion, especially along the city’s principal arterials. 
An international survey ranked Karachi as having the second worst traffic conditions in the world.5 
The rapid growth in cars and motorcycles has also led to a deficit in parking facilities for vehicles, 
resulting in illegal parking on streets and footpaths across the city. The traffic authorities have 
limited resources to control and enforce traffic and parking regulations.  Junctions are typically 
managed by traffic police or rely on drivers to obey right-of-way rules. The Government of Sindh 
has responded with new infrastructure to help address congestion, including new flyovers. 
However, even with these new infrastructure additions, traffic speeds and congestion continue to 
worsen. 
 

6. Despite the challenges related to public transport quality, pedestrian conditions, and 
increasing private motorization, the opportunity still exists to make urban transport conditions in 
Karachi more sustainable. Public transport is still a major (albeit declining) mode, largely because 
of the captive nature of the city’s many low-income inhabitants. If the quality of public transport 
and pedestrian facilities can be raised, then the increasing rate of motorization and the resulting 
ills of congestion, noise, safety, and pollution can be reversed. Whether Karachi becomes a city 
defined by its accommodation of cars and motorcycles or a city favoring pedestrians and public 
space will largely be determined by the investment decisions made in the next five years. 

 
2. Government’s Sector Strategy 

 
7. The Karachi Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Red Line Project is directly related to the 
Government of Pakistan’s long-term development plan, Vision 2030.6 The development plan 
includes “modern transport systems” as a principal objective, along with increased emphasis on 
development investment for the urban poor. The project is also supportive of and consistent with 
the objectives articulated in the Government of Pakistan’s national framework for economic 
growth, and Pakistan 2025 report which includes “modernizing transportation infrastructure and 
greater regional connectivity” as a pillar in fulfilling its 2025 vision for a globally competitive and 
prosperous country providing a high quality of life for all its citizens.7 The project also links with 
the manifesto of the newly elected federal government, which pledges to transform Karachi into 
a vibrant competitive megacity, including the provision of mass transit.8 
8. The project also directly supports priorities set out in the Karachi Strategic Development 

                                                           
5 Kfzteile24. Best and Worst Cities to Drive 2017 (accessed 22 October 2018). 
6 Government of Pakistan; Ministry of Planning, Development and Reform; Planning Commission. 2007. Pakistan in 

the 21st Century: Vision 2030. Islamabad. 
7 Government of Pakistan; Ministry of Planning, Development and Reform; Planning Commission. 2011. The 

Framework for Economic Growth. Islamabad; and Government of Pakistan; Ministry of Planning, Development and 
Reform. 2014. Pakistan 2025: One Nation – One Vision. Islamabad (p. 86). 

8  Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf. 2018. The Road to Naya Pakistan: PTI Manifesto 2018. Islamabad. 

https://www.kfzteile24.de/best-and-worst-cities-to-drive-usd
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Plan 2020.9 The overall vision of the strategic development plan is to create “a world class city 
and an attractive economic center with a decent life for Karachiites.” The strategic development 
plan emphasizes development of a mass transit system (including BRT), improvement of 
pedestrian conditions, reduction in air emissions, and encouragement of transit-oriented 
development. The project also closely follows the Karachi Transport Master Plan developed with 
support from the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (footnote 4). The master plan, which 
was endorsed by the Government of Sindh province and the municipality of Karachi, identified a 
network of rail and BRT corridors, including the Red Line BRT corridor being supported by the 
project. 
 
9. The Government of Pakistan has demonstrated its intent to transform urban transport 
through the implementation of BRT systems in Lahore (27.0 kilometers [km]), Islamabad-
Rawalpindi (22.5 km), and Multan (18.2 km). In 2017, through financing provided by the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) and the Agence Française de Développement, the implementation of 
the Peshawar Sustainable BRT Corridor Project has begun.10 The first BRT corridors in the 
country (Islamabad-Rawalpindi, Lahore, and Multan) have been developed as first-generation 
systems, meaning they are largely single lines catering to a limited corridor reach. For this reason, 
these initial systems receive significant operating subsidies because of their limited demand and 
capacity. The Peshawar BRT project complements these earlier efforts by delivering the first 
example nationally of a modern third-generation BRT system. A third-generation design reduces 
the need for operating subsidies, as services are provided both along the BRT corridor as well as 
directly to off-corridor destinations. The Peshawar BRT system and now the Karachi Red Line 
BRT can influence the form of future urban transport projects across the country. The Karachi 
Red Line BRT project will establish third-generation BRT to cost-effectively deliver public transport 
services even in the most complex urban environment of Pakistan. The project also provides an 
integrated package of components, including clean fuel production (biomethane from waste), 
pedestrian and bikeway facilities, a bicycle-sharing system, traffic management, parking 
management, and transit-oriented development. 
 
10. The creation of new institutional structures will be essential to ensuring the Karachi city’s 
transit system is developed, operated, and maintained in a sustainable manner. In this regard, 
the Government of Sindh has already demonstrated its intent. With the support of ADB funding, 
TransKarachi Company was incorporated in October 2018. TransKarachi will be the management 
entity that will contract and oversee the service providers to the BRT system, including the (i) 
vehicle operating companies; (ii) BRT system control company (encompassing intelligent 
transportation systems, the fare system, station management, and the bicycle-sharing system); 
(iii) fund management company; and (iv) commercial services company (i.e., property 
development and advertising). In addition, the project includes consulting services dedicated to 
building the capacity of the Sindh Mass Transit Authority to provide regulatory oversight and the 
development of standards and policies. The existing provincial and local institutions with a 
mandate for transport and urban development have been the principal project supporters and 
developers to date. In particular, the Government of Sindh’s Transport and Mass Transit 
Department has provided the vision and technical support to enable ADB and the preparatory 
consultant teams to develop the project scope and contents. 
 

                                                           
9 Government of Sindh. 2007. Karachi Strategic Development Plan 2020. Karachi. 
10 ADB. 2017. Report and Recommendation to the Board of Directors on the Proposed Loan and Administration of 

Loan to the Islamic Republic of Pakistan for the Peshawar Sustainable Bus Rapid Transit Corridor Project. Manila. 
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3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

11. The project represents a deepening of ADB’s efforts related to urban transport in Pakistan, 
building upon previous planning and policy work in addition to the current development of the 
Peshawar Sustainable Bus Rapid Transit Corridor Project (footnote 10). The project further also 
builds on ADB’s current investment efforts in Sindh province, including initiatives for provincial 
road improvements (320 km of all-weather roadways), secondary education, water and sanitation 
infrastructure for secondary cities, and a new information technology hub. 
 
12. ADB’s emphasis on urban transport initiatives stems directly from the approval of the ADB 
Sustainable Transport Initiative (STI) in 2010.11 The STI sets a vision to transform ADB’s transport 
operations to be fully in line with its Strategy 2020.12 In particular, the STI Operational Plan targets 
increased investment in the urban transport subsector, with an emphasis on public transport 
systems and nonmotorized transport. Since 2010, ADB has achieved several milestones in terms 
of successful implementation of urban transport systems. In the People’s Republic of China, new 
BRT systems in the cities of Lanzhou and Yichang are now in operation. ADB’s financing of the 
Peshawar BRT system is another example of this investment emphasis. New urban transport 
initiatives are also underway in Dhaka (Bangladesh), Ha Noi (Viet Nam), Ho Chi Minh City (Viet 
Nam), Jaipur (India), Jinan (People’s Republic of China), Ulaanbaatar (Mongolia), and Vientiane 
(Lao People’s Democratic Republic). 
 
13. The project will build upon the experiences and lessons learned from past ADB-financed 
projects, notably the need for strong political support and consensus, and a robust governance 
structure.13 The project will also benefit from the ongoing implementation of the Peshawar BRT 
system (footnote 10). Knowledge exchange between the two projects will enable the Karachi BRT 
Project to learn from the successes and challenges faced in Peshawar. 
 
14. The Karachi BRT Project is also consistent with the country partnership strategy (CPS) 
for Pakistan, 2015–2019.14 The CPS identifies transport as one of the six priority sectors for 
investment and highlights investments that promote “…urban public transport systems to provide 
wider access to markets, jobs, and public services.”15 The CPS also mentions the importance of 
urban public transport systems in the context of achieving other thematic objectives, including 
“safe and female-friendly transport systems” and “pollution abatement through mass transit 
systems.”16 The project was identified and listed for implementation in ADB’s country operations 
business plan for Pakistan, 2017–2019.17 The project is also aligned with ADB’s Strategy 2030 
as it contributes to its principles and operational priorities such as promoting “livable cities”,18 
“accelerating progress in gender equality”, “tackling climate change and enhancing environmental 
sustainability”, and supporting “use of innovative technologies”.19 

                                                           
11 ADB. 2010. Sustainable Transport Initiative Operational Plan. Manila. 
12 ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: Working for an Asia and Pacific Free of Poverty. Manila. 
13 From 2004 to 2008, ADB prepared the Karachi Mega City Sustainable Development Program, which included BRT 

corridors. The Program was finally dropped in 2009 at loan negotiation stage, because of disagreement between 
the provincial government and the municipality, and overall lack of political support and consensus. 

14 ADB. 2015. Country Partnership Strategy: Pakistan 2015–2019. Manila. 
15 Footnote 13, p. 5. 
16 Footnote 13, pp. 6–7. 
17 ADB. 2016. Country Operations Business Plan: Pakistan, 2017–2019. Manila. 
18  Livable cities are defined by ADB as cities that are green, competitive, resilient, and inclusive. 
19 ADB. 2010. Sustainable Transport Initiative Operational Plan. Manila; ADB. 2015. Country Partnership Strategy: 

Pakistan, 2015–2019. Manila; and ADB. 2018. Strategy 2030: Achieving a Prosperous, Inclusive, Resilient, and 
Sustainable Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
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Problem Tree for Transport 
 

 

Traffic conditions are not well 
managed

Public mobility and accessibility in Karachi 
is slow, unreliable, and insecureCore problem

Effects

Causes

Economic development is inhibited by 
congestion and transport insecurity

Quality of public transport, pedestrian, 
and cycling facilities is poor

Transport agencies 
and traffic police 

do not have 
sufficient resources

Basic traffic 
regulations are not 
being adequately 

enforced

Buses are old and 
polluting, and 

station facilities are 
not provided

Buses and footpaths 
are not secure or 

accessible for women 
and disabled persons

Transport operators 
are not organized to 

provide quality, 
integrated services

Parking facilities are 
inadequate for 

growing volume of 
cars and motorcycles

Vehicle operating 
costs are increasing 

due to the 
congestion

Long travel times for 
passengers and 

delays to freight 
delivery

Roadway 
infrastructure is not 
keeping pace with 

demand

Households are 
spending more on 

vehicle procurement 
and maintenance

Pollution and noise 
levels are increasing 
across the city and 
are affecting health

Public transport 
services are affected 

by the resulting 
congestion

Private car and motorcycle 
ownership is growing rapidly


