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Since 2006, the government of Sindh Province 
and the Karachi Metropolitan Corporation have 
been looking for a way to make commuting 
safer and more efficient in Karachi by devel-
oping plans for mass transport. The Karachi 
Transport Improvement Project, developed by 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency in 
2011, identified eight possible mass transport 
corridors, and one proposed upgrade to the 
Karachi Circular Railway, which is currently 
abandoned. BRT was proposed for seven of the 
corridors. A proposed railway 
corridor would serve as the 
main trunk, and the BRT as 
feeders. The plan requires all 
passengers coming from the 
outskirts of the city with BRT 
to transfer to the railway to 
reach their final destinations. 

To make the plan work, 
Karachi would build and run 
the railway line first, with 
the BRT corridors to follow. 

This was shown to be very unrealistic as railway 
takes much longer and costs much more than 
BRT. Facing a huge cost and long time line, the 
government decided to change the proposed 
railway plan to BRT. In fact, the demand is so 
great, and the excitement over BRT so strong, 
that the government is attempting to implement 
at least five BRT corridors simultaneously.

The “yellow line” BRT corridor is supposed 
to be funded by the finance department of the 
Sindh government through a public-private 

Bus�Rapid�Transit�in��
Karachi�Shows�Promise,��
But�Will�It�Survive�the�Process?
By Yoga Adiwinarto

The largest city in Pakistan is a lot like most other developing cities when it comes 
to transport. Motorized vehicles dominate the road, and managing commutes to 
accommodate Karachi’s twenty-four million inhabitants is no easy task. Although 
bus services are available, they are overcrowded and unsafe. Travel is particularly 
difficult for women, who are only allowed about a quarter of the bus space, while 
the remaining space, including the roof, is only for men. The sole affordable alter-
native, small paratransit called chingchi (a motorized three-wheeled vehicle), is no 
safer for passengers and, for a low-income person, too expensive.

Right: The site of a planned BRT corridor 
in Karachi. Next page: A rendering of 
the planned corridor.
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partnership (PPP), where every part of the 
infrastructure, Intelligent Transport System (ITS), 
and bus operation elements of the BRT will be 
procured by PPP method. Meanwhile, in another 
part of town, the “blue line” BRT corridor is ready 
to be built by a private developer without any 
clear partnership model, and the “green line” 
is supposed to be built by the Pakistani federal 
government.

This would be challenging enough if it were 

managed, as other successful BRT projects 
around the world have been, by one major insti-
tution leading the process. In Karachi, however, 
all five BRT corridors will be planned, designed, 
funded, and constructed by different organiza-
tions, and there is not a comprehensive plan to 
integrate them.

The resulting process is a complex mess. 
While there is nothing fundamentally wrong 
with financing BRT for different corridors using 

Demand is so great, and the excitement over BRT so strong, that the government  
is attempting to implement at least five BRT corridors simultaneously.
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different funding plans, the major problem 
results from the lack of integration. One cor-
ridor is designed to be almost entirely elevated, 
while another is along the roadway. This will add 
time and effort to passengers’ trips, as they will 
need to transfer buses by walking to an entirely 
different station to continue their trips. Uniform 
station door configurations and bus designs 
are also important for the BRT. Without similar 
configurations, buses in one corridor cannot be 
used in the other, making the system inefficient. 
System compatibility among corridors is another 
critical aspect. In Jakarta, Indonesia, for exam-

ple, the payment system was not transferable 
between corridors initially, making it impossible 
to implement e-ticketing for TransJakarta, forc-
ing TransJakarta to change its entire payment 
system, which is now fully transferable. A great 
deal of time, money, and passenger frustration 
would be avoided by building in system compat-
ibility from the outset. 

Karachi’s existing public transport must also 
play a significant role in the new system. In 
2014, ITDP was able to identify 105 existing bus 
routes in Karachi. On corridors identified as BRT 
corridors, buses running parallel to the corridor 

More renderings of planned BRT corridors in Karachi, 
bookended by images of how the streets look today.

A graphic on the existing roadway (top), the proposed streetscape at the BRT station (middle), and proposed streetscape  
in between stations (bottom).
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serve a relatively high frequency, indicating that 
they would be effective BRT corridors. The high-
est recorded is 148 buses per hour per direction 
with peak passenger throughput of 5,400 pas-
sengers per hour per direction, which is higher 
than many existing BRT corridors around the 
world. With this high bus frequency and high 
volume, the BRT should integrate these routes 
with a “direct service” operation system, where 
local buses use the corridor to speed up through 
the city, and then continue on local streets to 
bring passengers closer to their destination. This 
way, BRT will be able to incorporate most, if not 
all, existing public transport passengers in the 
BRT system.

Until recently, none of the BRT plans devel-
oped for Karachi took into account the existing 
bus services. In these plans, the BRT will be 
a stand-alone service that does not consider 
existing bus routes. Neglecting these existing 
bus services will not encourage current bus pas-
sengers to take BRT, but instead may compete 
with current bus services on the same corridor, 
creating more congestion, and neglecting areas 
of the city that are already underserved by 
public transport.

ITDP, along with the Asian Development 
Bank, presented the first BRT design for Kara-
chi this year. An important part of the plan is 

including existing public transport integration 
service into the BRT, rather than replacing it 
with an entirely new system. As an important 
player, the bus operator, normally called a trans-
porter, has a very strategic position to support 
the success of BRT in Karachi. A strong tradition-
al bus industry, bound by an association with 
many operators, has created a viable bargaining 
position for them to support or oppose the BRT 
plan. And it is very likely that if they do not see a 
role for themselves in the proposed BRT project, 
the project could be at risk. 

Now is the time for Karachi to step forward 
into the BRT game in Pakistan, especially since 
smaller cities, including Lahore and Rawalpindi, 
have already implemented the first BRT systems 
in Pakistan, even though Karachi initiated the 
BRT hype in the country. There are many chal-
lenges that the Sindh government and the 
Karachi Metropolitan Corporation will face in 
implementing BRT, but the key issue will be how 
to bring all the corridors together as a cohesive, 
navigable system. A strong central institution 
would also be best positioned to integrate 
existing operations into a new system. This will 
be a critical test of Karachi’s leadership in the 
country and the region.

Yoga Adiwinarto is country director for ITDP Indonesia.




