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We are a non-profit 
organization whose 
mission is to support 
efforts to decarbonize 
transport in Latin 
American and Caribbean 
countries



Buses account for up to 25% of 
urban transport emissions , 
despite being only a fraction of the 
fleet (ICCT 2023)
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In many cities in the region, between 30% and 
80% of public transport is operated by 
informal systems , without fare integration or 
centralized planning (ECLAC 2022)

More than 80% of public 
transport journeys in LAC are 
made by bus (CAF 2020)

The average age exceeds 10 years 
in the urban bus fleet of many cities 
(WB 2021)

More than 60 cities in the region 
have implemented BRT systems 
(BRTdata)

It is estimated that there are more 
than 700,000 buses in operation 
in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (UITP/ICCT 2023)

Women represent 60% of public 
transport users in the region, but 
face unsafe and inaccessible 
conditions (IDB 2021)

On average, public transport in LAC 
receives less than 1% of GDP in public 
investment (ECLAC 2022)
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Structural barriers to financing public transport and 
buses in Latin America and the Caribbean

High operating costs without full recovery : Most bus systems do not cover their 
operating costs with the fare, forcing them to rely on state subsidies to maintain 
operations.

Informality without structured financing : Informal transport, which can represent 
up to 70% of trips in some cities, operates without access to formal banking, fleet 
renewal plans and is largely fragmented.

Lack of separation between ownership and operation : In several countries, the 
same actor owns the buses and is in charge of operating them, which hinders modern 
financing schemes based on leasing or public ownership with private operation. 

Depots and terminals are a barrier to competition: For larger operations, depots are 
strategic assets and act as a barrier to new entrants, limiting potential competition. 
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Low banking penetration in the sector : Many informal operators lack a credit history, 
preventing them from accessing loans to upgrade their fleets or technologies. This 
perpetuates the vicious cycle of informality and obsolescence.

High financing costs and lack of guarantees: Loans for electric buses remain 
expensive due to the perception of risk, lack of sovereign guarantees and absence of a 
payment history in the sector.

Lack of institutional capacity to attract climate finance: Many local governments do 
not have the technical or legal capacity to structure bankable projects or channel 
international financing (GCF, green bonds, etc.).

Structural barriers to financing public transport and 
buses in Latin America and the Caribbean



Traditional models rely on private operators
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ZEBRA Report: Accelerating a market transition in Latin 
America: New business models for electric bus deployment
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Over-indebtedness - Pressure on budgets - Interest payments - Foreign currency

Lack of fare revenue due to fluctuating passenger demand and taxes

Battery life expectancy - Degradation of autonomy

Ability to meet service requirements - Equipment reliability - Operational performance
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It depends on 
the contract.

Low 
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The operators are not equipped to assume the risk
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End of Life
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End of Life
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End of Life

10

Separate ownership operations from assets
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Operator 
Payments
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Alternative models involve third parties to distribute risks
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RED Movilidad: Santiago´s public transport system by 
numbers
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The public transport system in Santiago, Chile has 
undergone significant changes in the last half century
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Deregulation has had a considerable impact on service 
quality (and fleet size).
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Chile has historically focused on improving its transport 
technology – particularly public transport.
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Operators were allowed to use leasing models to renew 
their fleets with electric buses
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In 2019, a new business model was launched to 
incorporate a third actor and reduce risk to the system
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Including a model for incorporating charging 
infrastructure and bus depots for new operators

● Ensure that terminals are available, 
strategically located, and neutral for 
different operators

● Pays rent to Desarrollo País for the 
use of the depots

Ministry of Transport

 

Operators

 

● Owner of the infrastructure
● Acquires strategic land
● Can tender for the construction, 

adaptation or improvement of the 
depots (civil works, services, urban 
planning)

● They are users of the electric bus 
charging stations and the charging 
infrastructure, but they are not the 
owners

● Their function is to ensure the efficient 
daily operation of the bus fleet

Land 
Lease

The land is 
handed 
over on 

loan

Some advantages of the model:

1. Public control of strategic assets : 
state ownership ensures that 
depots respond to public policy 
objectives and not private interests

2. Avoid barriers to entry : operators 
do not need to own land, which 
increases competition and 
diversifies the ecosystem of 
suppliers

3. Operational flexibility : In the event 
of a change of operator, it is not 
necessary to rebuild infrastructure, 
which reduces costs and avoids 
service interruptions

(Public Company created by Law 21.082)

Desarrollo País
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Three tenders for the concession of use of roads have 
been carried out under the new tendering structure

Tender 1
(2019 - 2023)

● 40% of the system’s services
● 153 new routes
● 6 Service Units
● 1,600 new buses / 992 electric / 648 

Euro VI
● Investment: USD 900 million

● 30% of the system’s services
● 115 routes
● 5 Service Units
● 1,267 new buses, 100% electric
● Investment: USD 500 million

Tender 2
(2023 - 2025)

Tender 3
(2025 - 2026)

● 15% of the system’s 
services

● 51 routes to be tendered
● 3 Service Units
● 1,100 buses
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The economic case for electric buses has only become more 
pronounced overtime

● Electric bus prices have fallen by as much as 44% but remain more expensive 
(15-30%) than diesel buses  
○ Electric bus prices vary by size, ranging from USD 229,000 to ~USD 570,000, 

with larger articulated units initially costing more.
● Operating costs are significantly lower for electric buses , including 

maintenance and energy costs
○ Electric buses are 44% cheaper to maintain and 65% cheaper to run than diesel 

equivalent buses
● Electric buses in Santiago have already avoided 370,000 tonnes of CO₂, are on track 

to eliminate 8.2 – 8.6 million tonnes by 2040.
● Measurements on Santiago’s busiest corridors showing up to a 44% reduction in 

peak-hour noise, improving quality of life for residents.
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Regional Government establishes 
agreement with MTT and commits 
transfers/subsidy.

MTT legalizes road operation with 
subsidy for asset acquisition

Operator signs conditional 
contract and fleet provision 
contract

Awarded operators sign fleet 
provision and maintenance 
contract.

MTT or Regional Government 
acquires or leases a depot for 
electric buses

Users pay market rates that 
partially fund operators

The model has been replicated in other cities across the 
country where regulated urban perimeters are established.
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Electromobility is beginning to be deployed in the rest of 
Chile, adapting the RED model and facing challenges to 
scale up.
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Lessons and recommendations to facilitate the financing of 
electric buses in LAC

● Separation of ownership and operation
○ Implement schemes where the fleet is acquired by the State or a third party 

(public or private leasing), and operators compete for the operation.

● Public trusts for the purchase of electric fleets
○ Create trust funds or similar entities that centralize the purchase of buses, 

reducing financial risk and accessing economies of scale.

● Public guarantees for access to green financing
○ Design sovereign guarantee schemes or hedge funds that reduce the risk 

perceived by banks when financing electric buses or renovations.

● Formalization with technical and financial support for small operators
○ Provide assistance to group informal operators into consortia or companies 

and support them in the transition with soft loans, digitization and training.
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Lessons and recommendations to facilitate the financing of 
electric buses in LAC

● New non-tariff sources of financing
○ Introduce mechanisms such as congestion charges, land value capture, 

advertising in stations, or contributions for real estate development.

● Integrated electronic payment and system digitization
○ Implement unified collection systems and smart cards that allow for revenue 

control, reduced losses due to evasion, and professionalized operations.

● Use of climate and international finance
○ Accessing funds such as the Green Climate Fund (GCF), Global Environment 

Facility (GEF) or green bonds to modernize fleets and strengthen institutional 
capacities.


