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Abstract
There is an increasing concern about the growth of car dependence in the Middle East and its
associated negative impacts on cities, including economic and environmental factors, urban form, and
lifestyle. Kuwait, having undergone massive infrastructure developments after the discovery of oil, is
considered a prime example of an automobile-dependent city-state in the region. Public transportation
is irregular and limited and has been traditionally aimed at the lower-class migrant population rather
than the residents of the country as a whole. Planning and regulating for the existing public
transportation is minimal and siloed.
Against this background, this thesis evaluates the current state of public transportation in Kuwait and
develops a framework to assess industry structure models for the regulation of public transportation.
Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh are used as cases representing a unified public model, closely
supervised private model, and loosely supervised private model, respectively. Using the framework
and the cases, it recommends the adoption of the closely supervised private model for the Kuwaiti
context.
This thesis also provides five recommendations on how to push for regulatory change for
KuwaitCommute, a local social initiative intent on bringing awareness to Kuwait’s public
transportation system and the country’s traffic epidemic. However, further research is still required
when looking at how various industry models enforce their respective regulatory regimes.
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INTRODUCTION
“Why have the legislative and executive authorities failed to provide
effective solutions to the traffic crisis in Kuwait? How long will the traffic
crisis continue and why are there no solutions? Are the responsible bodies
waiting for more incidents due to the destruction of the streets?”
-Mona Al-Fuzai, 2019
The revision of the 3rd Kuwait Master Plan (3KMPR) published in 2005 estimated that the
predicted vehicle registrations in 2015 would be 1,379,000 vehicles. In 2015, Kuwait had a record
number of vehicle registrations: 1,837,372; 80.87% of these registrations were issued for private cars
and the rest for “other vehicles” (Dar Al-Handasah & Perkins+Will, 2018, p. 44). The 2005 estimate
was off by 458,372 vehicles, a difference of 33%. Between 2008 and 2017, the numbers of vehicles
operating in Kuwait has increased at an average pace of almost 5%. Given that the population in 2015
was 3,935,794, this means that there were approximately 466.7 cars for each 1,000 persons in the
population. There are enough privately registered cars in Kuwait for every 1 in 2 people. This is the
highest rate of motorization in Middle East and North Africa. If we were to exclude North America,
Europe, and Oceania, Kuwait would have the highest motorization rate in the world (OICA, 2013),
no small feat for such a small yet populous country.
Today, this substantial motorization is visible on the roads in Kuwait where the average
additional time vehicles spend on the road due to congestion can range anywhere from 10 minutes to
45 minutes depending on the time of day (Dar Al-Handasah et al., 2018). What is concerning is that
3KMPR also projected that in 2030 the vehicle registration would be around 2,177,000 vehicles.
However, extrapolating from the actual growth trend of the past 10 years, a more accurate projection
would be one with approximately 3,040,000 vehicles on the road by 2030. Despite the fact that Kuwait
is one of the richest countries in the world, thanks to its oil reserves and its high currency value, it has
an aging transportation infrastructure that cannot accommodate its growing population and their
growing car ownership rates.
Almost all Kuwaiti citizens in the country rely on automobiles as the main mode of
transportation. If they are not “driving themselves, [they are] being driven” (Al-Naqi, 2019). This has
left little public awareness of the state of deteriorating public transportation for the large working
migrant population that need and depend on it. According to the 4th Kuwait’s Master Plan (2018), the
existing public transportation system does not address the needs of the population, does not have
adequate bus passenger infrastructure, lacks pedestrian connectivity, does not have a concrete or
8

unified timetable or schedule, and does not serve all of Kuwait’s metropolitan area, which only
accounts for approximately 5% of Kuwait’s total area. Please refer to Figure 1. From a regulatory
perspective, although the country established a Public Authority for Roads and Transportation
(PART) back in 2014 to handle all transportation-related matters including mass transit, regulation of
critical performance dimensions such as fares, routes, and schedules is nonexistent.
Figure 1. Kuwait metropolitan area versus total national territory

Source: Rode, Gomes, Adeel, Sajjad, & McArthur (2017)

Considering the strength of the economy as well as the limited metropolitan area that public
transportation needs to serve, why does the current public transportation system have so many
weaknesses that the government and its relevant ministries have not yet addressed? How can a country
so dependent on automobiles take concrete tangible steps towards investing in public transportation
and changing a country culture of shunning the ordinary act of waiting at a bus stop and riding the
bus? How can this be done in a way that is efficient and effective for rider, operator, and regulator?
Since a governmental solution has not yet materialized, KuwaitCommute, a social initiative intent on
“bringing awareness to Kuwait’s public transportation system and [the country’s] traffic [epidemic],”
is committed to coming up with a feasible solution.

KUWAITCOMMUTE
I first came across KuwaitCommute through social media in November 2018. I reached out
to them and immediately connected with the founder and lead organizer, Jassim Al-Awadhi. He told
me how the idea for the initiative came about. He was in downtown Kuwait City in his office when
he had to head to a meeting around a 10-minute drive away. If he were to have taken his car out of
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the parking garage, driven, and found another parking spot close to his meeting, it would have doubled
his commute time. Instead, he knew that there was a bus stop right outside his office and he decided
to give riding the bus a try – for the first time after 29 years of living in Kuwait. He was able to get to
his meeting on time and with minimal effort. It only cost him less than USD 1.5 (KWD 0.5) to get to
his meeting and return back to his office.
After his positive public transit experience, he began to shun conventional driving, opting to
take the bus instead – a rarity, especially for an individual who has the financial means to drive, even
rarer for a Kuwaiti. In fact, when he would get on the bus, several of the riders would stand up and
offer their seat as a sign of respect “because they had never seen a Kuwaiti taking public transit in the
country before” (Al-Awadhi, 2018). When Al-Awadhi met four students in the College of Architecture
at Kuwait University who had won a design competition for producing a Kuwait-tailored bus stop,
the idea for the KuwaitCommute initiative was born.
Since the formation of KuwaitCommute, the initiative has accomplished a lot in 9 months.
They have spoken with members of parliament, held meetings with bus operators, conducted TV and
radio interviews, amassed a following of almost two thousand on Instagram, organized “public bus
days,” among a myriad of other things. Thus, the recommendations that this thesis comes up with will
be geared towards KuwaitCommute, an already established organization with a strong base.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
I attempt to answer three main questions during the course of this thesis:
1. What does the current public transportation landscape look like in Kuwait?
2. What would be an appropriate regulatory structure for public transportation in Kuwait?
3. What strategies can KuwaitCommute use in order to build a more capable regulatory body?
The first question provides a look at operators, riders, and public entities involved in the public
transportation system and conclude that regulation is sorely lacking. The second question utilizes a
World Bank industry model framework to assess regulation in Kuwait. I provide a portrait of a “wellimplemented” scenario for regulation in the context of London, and also look at the more directly
comparable examples of Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Riyadh, and recommend a model for the Kuwaiti
context. Finally, using the information gathered in the first two questions, I provide a set of
recommendations that KuwaitCommute can use to help push for and build an appropriate regulatory
body for the Kuwaiti context.
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CONTEXT AND POSITIONALITY
I was born and raised in Kuwait. I went to kindergarten, attended high school, and started my
first job all in Kuwait. Although I do not identify as Kuwaiti, Kuwait is my home and the country I’m
most familiar with. Collectively, I have spent approximately 21 out of my 26 years living in the country.
Before going back in December 2018 to begin work on this thesis, I had never in the entirety of those
21 years ridden the bus (currently the only form of public transportation found in the country). If you
were to have asked me how much it cost to ride the bus, where the nearest bus stop to my home was,
or even where to look for this information, I would not have been able to give you a correct answer,
or even fathom a guess. For the first 18 years, my parents took me to school, to my friends’ houses,
and anywhere else I needed to go in their own cars. If they were not able to, I would have to rely on
my friends and their drivers1 to pick me up or take me back home. Those were the only options
available to me considering that my parents did not want me riding around in a taxi cab. Again, public
transportation was not even an option that I, or my parents, considered.
At 18, I moved to Montreal and lived there for 4 years. Although I did obtain my first driver’s
license there, I did not own a car. My main form of transportation was walking followed by using the
metro and the bus. As a student, it was too expensive to take a cab or an Uber, and I found myself
for the first time, experiencing what it was like to wait for a bus or to miss a metro connection. This
was the norm Canada and I quickly adapted.
After obtaining my Bachelor’s degree, I moved back to Kuwait to start work. I did not have a
Kuwaiti driver’s license and Kuwaiti laws restrict residents from driving without a license. It took me
13 months to get my license due to strict laws making it difficult for non-Kuwaitis to obtain a driver’s
license.2 During that time, I again relied on parents and friends and now that I was older, taxi cabs.
After living in a country where I had used walking and public transportation as the main forms of
mobility, again, I did not consider public transportation to be a viable option in Kuwait. Looking back,
I believe that this is a testament to a lack of public transportation culture in Kuwait.
However, once I began my degree in City Planning here at MIT, I began understanding the
importance of public transportation for everyone – not just to reduce traffic congestion, but also to

The legal driving age in Kuwait is 18. Most Kuwaiti households have drivers to run errands and drive those under 18
years of age. Due to the cheap cost of labor, having a driver is not typically seen as a status symbol amongst Kuwaiti
household as it might be in the West, but rather a very normal arrangement.
2 In an effort to reduce congestion, the state has made it extremely difficult for non-Kuwaitis to obtain their driving
licenses, requiring them to hold certain job titles or certain degree requirements. Often, traffic violations, including driving
without a license or even not wearing a seatbelt result in deportation.
1
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stimulate development, improve the environment, and create more equity. This is what drove me to
explore the sub-par public transportation system in Kuwait. I wanted to understand why it was not a
priority for the Kuwaiti government to improve its public transit, and what could be done about it.
Thus, the partnership with KuwaitCommute was a great fit because they wanted to explore those very
same ideas as well.

THESIS STRUCTURE
This thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a background into Kuwait’s political
system and a demographic and economic snapshot. It then moves into the history of urbanization of
Kuwait and provides context for the growth of the city-state. Finally, it reviews literature on the
importance of transit-oriented development for a city. Chapter 3 provides a look at the legal and
regulatory framework surrounding public transportation in Kuwait and the country’s history of mass
transit. It then highlights the operators and the riders of the system. Finally, it argues that the reason
behind the low ridership in the country due to cultural rejection and inadequate public transit overall.
Chapter 4 utilizes a World Bank framework to assess the regulatory state of public transit in Kuwait,
providing an example of “well-implemented” example in London as well as three case studies from
the region: Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, and Dubai. It also uses the framework to suggest a recommended
industry model for the Kuwaiti context. Finally, Chapter 5 provides a set of recommendations to help
KuwaitCommute move towards building a more capable regulatory body, highlights the political
limitations of a public transit solution in Kuwait currently, and presents a brief conclusion of the
thesis.
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BACKGROUND
“The lightning and masculine development of Kuwait, todate may be
considered the first Chapter – the first scene – of a fast unfolding epic
urban drama enacted on the face of a small part of the vast Arabian
desert.”
-Saba George Shiber, 1964

A POLITICAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, AND ECONOMIC SNAPSHOT
Prior to understanding Kuwait’s public transportation landscape, it is important to grasp the
lay of the land from a political, demographic, and economic perspective as they all play an important
role in the matter of public regulation. Politically speaking, unlike many of its Middle Eastern
counterparts, Kuwait is a relatively recent constitutional monarchy and a thriving semi-democracy
through its parliamentary system embodied in the National Assembly. The Emir is considered the
chief of state, while the head of government is the prime minister. The Emir appoints the prime
minister and the prime minister appoints the Council of Ministers, a cabinet made up of all the heads
of the ministries in the country. The National Assembly is made up of 65 seats. Fifty members of
parliament are elected by popular vote while the other 15 are from the Council of Ministers. The
Ministries and Authorities answer to the National Assembly and the Emir. Elected members serve
four years. The Emir has a right to dissolve the parliament and has done so most recently in 2016.
The formation of political parties is illegal, however there are several de facto political parties in
existence. Only Kuwaiti males and females over 21 are allowed to vote in parliamentary elections.
The latter point is important because non-Kuwaitis make up the majority of the nation’s
population. As of December 2018, the current population of Kuwait was recorded at 4,621,638
persons, of whom 1,403,113 were Kuwaitis compared to 3,218,525 non-Kuwaitis (of whom 58%are
Asian and 39% are Arab (PACI, 2018)).3 As a result of this demographic makeup, more than 70% of
the country has no voting power or political representation. In Parliament, expats are often blamed
for many of the social ailments in Kuwait, even being called “opportunistic bacteria” (Ibrahim, 2018).
Political exclusion has been a part of the migrant narrative for non-Kuwaitis, and there is an
overwhelming out-of-balance power dynamic between Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis in several other
aspects of daily life.

These top seven nationalities make up 90% of the foreigners in Kuwait (in order): Indians, Egyptians, Bangladeshis,
Filipinos, Syrians, Saudis, and Pakistanis.
3
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In 2013, the Household Income and Expenditure Survey carried out by the CSB found that
based on 1,226 Kuwaiti households and 1,735 non-Kuwaiti households, the average monthly income
per Kuwaiti household is approximately USD 11,000 (KWD 3,340) and per non-Kuwaiti household
is USD 3,000 (KWD 911). For Kuwaiti individuals, the average monthly income is approximately
USD 1,500 (KWD 456) and for non-Kuwaiti individuals is approximately USD 750 (KWD 228) (CSB,
2013). However, the survey did not include single-person households, of which a majority are nonKuwaitis. Since most non-Kuwaitis are considered to be migrant labor, they make considerably less.
Kuwait does not have an aggregate minimum wage, but since 2016 has instated one for domestic
workers (Al Jazeera, 2016). The minimum wage is set to approximately USD 200 (KWD 60) a month,
more than 16 times below the average income of a Kuwaiti household. Thus, there is a large divide
between Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis from a political, demographic, and economic standpoint.
However, in order to better understand the reason for the transportation-related challenges
currently occurring in the country, a greater amount of information is needed. Thus, it is important to
understand how Kuwait, a state that did not exist 100 years ago, urbanized and motorized,
transforming into what it has become today.

THE HISTORY OF URABNIZATION IN KUWAIT
Kuwait, one of the few modern city-states, with a total area of 17,399 km2, has undergone a
transformative urban boom from a small Arab maritime town to a modern-day metropolis in less than
half a century. Its rapid urbanization is directly linked to the discovery of oil in 1938, with its first
export shipment in 1946. The discovery of oil marked a turning point in the country’s history as it
contributed to the modernization of society and catalyzed the redistribution of new-found wealth.
With the sudden overflow of oil revenues – Kuwait currently has the sixth largest oil reserves in the
world (Dillinger, 2019) – a welfare state was established to share the wealth among Kuwaiti citizens
and improve their quality of life during the reign of Abdullah Al-Salem Al-Sabah, the country’s first
ruler after its liberation from British colonialism and one of the main authors of Kuwait’s constitution
(Bishara, 2008). Together with free healthcare, free education, and extensive subsidies, generous
housing policies were put in place, and a modern master plan was created in 1952 to translate these
new welfare provisions into physical reality. Figure 2 illustrates the plan that set the tone and pattern
of the post-oil development in Kuwait.
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Figure 2. The development plan prepared by Spencley, Monoprio, and MacFarlane in the early fifties

Source: Shiber (1964)

From the outset, land availability in the country aided the state’s aspirations to redistribute
wealth: the vast spread of desert beyond Kuwait’s Old Town walls provided a clean canvas for new
housing, health, educational, and industrial areas. As per the master plan, strict land use zoning was
introduced, and residents of the walled town had to move out so that the area within could become
an entirely redeveloped commercial and business center, the 1950s ideal image of a modern
metropolis. Image 1 illustrates the wall being taken down to make way for the development in line
with the approved master plan. For this purpose, the state utilized land acquisition schemes to acquire
people’s homes. In exchange, it provided them with plots and built homes in new urban areas. The
redesign of the city under the 1952 master plan was based on a set of radial roads that were built from
the new city center outwards and intersected with ring roads, still the same set of radial and ring roads
that are used to maneuver around the city today.
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Image 1. Residents taking down the Old Town wall in 1957

Source: Sout Al Khaleej (2017)

These roads served as the organizing principle for the new plan, and were designed with the
intention of “enabling motor vehicles to move across town with speed and safety” (Minoprio &
Macfarlane, 1951, p. 5). The roads also supported a series of mainly detached single-family housing
neighborhoods for Kuwaitis (in contrast to closely knit courtyard houses in the Old Town), in what
were described as the “neighborhood units” (Buchanan, 1969, p. 5; Shiber, 1964, p. 219). Kuwaitis
whose land had been expropriated in Kuwait Town were given plots that ranged in size from 750 to
1,000 m2, and Kuwaitis with limited incomes were provided built homes on 250 to 500 m2 plots
(Shiber, 1964, p. 224). Housing for the non-Kuwaiti population was developed by the private sector
on private land and predominantly comprised small apartment-type buildings. Over time, a series of
new master plans were created to accommodate the growth in population, using similar planning
principles to those implemented through the first plan (Shiber, 1964). Variations in housing
distribution and plot sizes also took place over time. This slowly spurred the growth of the nonKuwaiti population. Table 1 provides a look at the growth of the Kuwaiti vs. non-Kuwaiti population
in the 5 decades since 1957.

16

Table 1. Population of Kuwait, 1957-2005
Kuwaitis
Date of
Census

Population

Feb. 1957
113,622
May 1961
161,909
April 1965
168,793
April 1975
307,755
April 1985
470,473
April 1990
599,610
April 1995
653,616
April 2005
860,324
Source: Hill (1975); CSB (2005)

Annual
Intercensal
Growth Rate
-10.00%
1.09%
8.23%
5.29%
5.49%
3.89%
3.16%

Non-Kuwaitis
Annual
Population
Intercensal
Growth Rate
92,851
-159,712
16.94%
298,546
22.23%
687,082
13.01%
1,226,828
7.86%
1,541,854
5.14%
921,954
-2.49%4
1,333,327
4.46%

After the discovery of oil, the state also began to heavily subsidize energy for industrial and
domestic use. As there were minimal natural fresh water resources in the country, funds were also
invested in modern water production facilities, helping to meet the rise in demand for water in the
city-state. Additionally, land was indirectly subsidized through the Land Purchase Program. Under this
program, the state purchased land from nationals at high prices, utilized it for public buildings or other
purposes and at times sold the remaining land back to the public at low prices (Herb, 2014). As such,
Kuwait experienced uninterrupted growth in both population size and urban expansion from the early
1950s to the mid-1980s. The urban area grew more than 50 times. In 1951, Kuwait Town covered
only 4.9 km2of the vast desert, surrounded by some small settlements farther south and west. By 1977,
the urban living area had reached over 143 km2, as Figure 3 illustrates.

The invasion of Iraq was responsible for the fleeing of more than half of the non-Kuwaiti population living in Kuwait
(Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018).
4
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Figure 3. Kuwait urban living area 1951-2015

Source: Rode et al. (2017)

As the city expanded with new roads and modern infrastructure, and the economy flourished,
the quality of life substantially improved for Kuwaitis, who were able to live with their families in new
and modern housing. During this time, the immigrant population also started growing, and a high
number of migrants from South Asia, Iran, Iraq, and Egypt found work in the construction industry
and aided the state’s infrastructure development. Some (including Palestinians, Lebanese, Egyptians
and South Asians) found work as “technicians, schoolteachers, nurses, doctors, and dentists”,
professions in which Kuwaitis needed further training (Al-Nakib, 2016, p. 95). By 1961, the nonKuwaiti population comprised almost 50% of the total population, and by 1965 it had surpassed the
local population (CSB, 1990, p. 21). To accommodate incoming groups, new housing was developed
in the form of multi-family units. This created clusters of high-density living for the non-Kuwaiti
population within the expanding metropolitan area. Figure 4 illustrates today’s spatial distribution as
a result of such housing policy.
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Figure 4. Spatial distribution of residential densities for the Kuwaiti and non-Kuwaiti population

Source: Rode et al. (2017)
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At the same time, generous housing welfare provisions were maintained for the local
population in the form of villas and plots. In 1974, a Housing Authority was established to develop
and build homes for Kuwaiti citizens, and to accommodate the increase in demand for housing
(partially caused by the increase in population growth). During this period, the oil industry was
nationalized, and with global increases in oil prices, oil revenues for the state almost quadrupled,
leading to an increase in GDP per capita between 1973 and 1974 alone of USD 5,953 to USD 13,479
in current USD (World Bank, 2017). This influx of oil wealth allowed for the continuation of the
heavy subsidization of the housing scheme, and meant that land was provided to citizens at nominal
rates, while loans to buy or build the homes were provided with no interest.
As the city expanded further and housing development continued, energy consumption
increased in parallel. Electricity tariffs, however, remained constant with the last increase taking place
in the mid-1960s. In addition, the state subsidized – and continues to – 95% of the cost of producing
and delivering electricity, resulting in consumers paying less than 1 US cent per kWh (Krane, 2013).
Partially as a result of this policy, energy consumption is one of the highest in the Middle East.
Today, the city has grown approximately a hundredfold in area since the discovery of oil, and
the cost of privately owned land is among the highest in the Middle East region. While the city has
some iconic high-rise buildings and high-density neighborhoods (particularly in the central
neighborhoods, and the edges of the city), it remains a sprawling low-density city dotted with vacant
plots frequently used for parking cars. As such, since the country’s urban boom, Kuwait has been
designed first and foremost for cars with little to no pedestrian infrastructure. Weather conditions,
cultural housing preferences, the absence of efficient public transport, and the availability of cheap
petrol, among the cheapest in the world, have all contributed to car-dependent sprawl and long
commuting distances.
Unlike some Middle Eastern cities, non-Kuwaitis live in central neighborhoods. However,
there is limited interaction between Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis, and there are clear differences in the
way in which Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis live and travel in the city (a direct result of the state’s policies
on land, housing, and energy). The Kuwaiti population lives in low-density housing homogenously
distributed along the urban living area (peaking at 9,888 persons/km2). In contrast, the non-Kuwaiti
population lives in high-density apartments (peaking at 51,582 persons /km2) in the city, a major
contributor to the city’s higher overall density as
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Figure 4 illustrates.
These characteristics spillover into mobility behaviors as well. There is a clear division between
the modes of transport used by Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis to travel to and from work. Kuwaitis use
almost exclusively private vehicles for commuting purposes (99% of total trips), while non-Kuwaitis
primarily use public transport (49% of total trips). According to a survey conducted by Atkins Parsons
Brinckerhoff, and Gulf Consult (2010) for the Kuwait municipality, residents prefer not to use public
transport for work trips if they have a car available at home. Thus, broadly, non-Kuwaitis live in highdensity clusters, and are relatively more dependent on public transport (primarily buses), especially in
instances where they earn low incomes. In contrast, Kuwaitis live in large single-family homes and are
dependent on private vehicles. As a result, the Kuwaiti population enjoys a high standard of living but
also consumes significantly more land and energy resources than the non-Kuwaiti population. This
stark contrast between the lives of the citizens of the country and its residents sets the tone for the
need for transit-oriented development in the country.

THE ARGUMENT FOR PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION
Public transportation can bring a range of advantages to cities, from economic to social,
including reduced congestion costs for business and households as well as enhanced city business
growth. In examining objectives for development of new public transport systems, Mackett and
Edwards (1998) find that the most direct objective of developing these systems is to improve public
transport, and that is usually linked to a social objective such as supporting mobility needs.
Weisbrod, Cutler, and Duncan (2014) revisit some of the advantages of investing in public
transport, which include improved mobility, reduced congestion and carbon emissions, and air quality
improvements. Public transport also facilitates mixed land use, and can enable economic growth and
increase property values and generate jobs (Litman, 2015). Cervero and Kang (2011) argue that a range
of impacts on city forms associated with improved public transport, such as increased residential and
commercial property values, density, and land use have also been found in studies of San Francisco’s
Bay Area Rapid Transit, Chicago’s Midway Line, and in Seoul’s new subway line
From an economic perspective, Aschauer and Campbell (1991) indicate that public transport
concentrates economic activity and generates high productivity and economic growth. In Weisbrod et
al.’s 2014 study, they assess the economic impacts from investing in public transport in American
communities. Their study maintains that in addition to city mobility and expansion of service, public
transport can potentially affect the economy by lowering costs of travel and reducing vehicle
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ownership. They find evidence that users experience savings from reduced travel costs as well as
reduced travel time by switching to public transport from a private vehicle.
Litman (2015) argues that public transport would support city economy by providing more
jobs and local business activity, increase productivity by improving access to education and jobs, and
save expenditures associated with accidents and pollution. The role of public transport in facilitating
more sustainable urban environments has also been examined. Mackett et al. (1998) argue that if the
most common reason for developing a public transport system is to reduce car use and traffic
congestion, an improvement in the quality of the environment is also expected to be an outcome. The
authors add that there is evidence of car use reduction in Lausanne, Manchester, Sheffield and
Toulouse after developing new public transport systems. Table 2 presents a summary of objectives
for developing public transport systems across different cities, illustrating the broad range of potential
benefits.
Table 2. Examples of objectives of developing public transport systems
City

Reduce traffic
congestion

UK
Birmingham
✓
Bristol
✓
Leeds
✓
London
✓
Nottingham
✓
Europe
Athens
✓
Copenhagen
✓
Stockholm
✓
USA
Dallas
✓
Kansas City
Miami
✓
Australia
Brisbane
✓
Sydney
Asia
Nagoya
✓
Dubai
✓
Abu Dhabi
✓
Riyadh
✓
Source: AlOtaibi & Potoglou (2018)

Improve public
transport

Serve the city
better

✓

✓

Improve the
environment

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓

✓

Stimulate
development
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓

✓

✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
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✓
✓
✓

A study by Zavitsas, Kaparias, Bell, and Tomassini (2010) reveals that the concerns of cities
with environmental and sustainability issues related to transport emissions and noise are increasing
while many authors comment that the annual increase in private car ownership is a threat to the human
environment (Bamberg, Fujii, Friman, & Gärling, 2011; Gärling & Schuitema, 2007). Despite the range
of evidence supporting investments in public transportation and its related infrastructure, obstacles
remain, including the fact that people might not actually make the switch to public transport use.
Beirão and Cabral (2007) raise the need to classify the main social or cultural barriers that prevent use
of public transport as an important step towards moving people to switch from current travel modes
by helping them to perceive public transport as a viable alternative.
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PUBLIC TRANSIT IN KUWAIT
“Turns out the bus stop next to my apartment could take me all the way
to my office in the city, and even though I would not take the bus (I love
driving), I did consider it for a second. I’m sure a lot more people would
use the bus if they had route and schedule information on their phones.”
-Mark Makhoul, 2017
This Chapter will begin by presenting the relevant public entities involved with Kuwait’s public
transportation sector. It will discuss the legal and regulatory setup of public transit and then highlight
the numerous government-requested studies that have focused on public transportation and its need
in the country. It will then explore the early beginnings of public transit in the city-state as well as the
overall performance of the sector given the automobile growth rate and congestion. The Chapter will
then present the current bus system supply for both public and private operators and conclude with
the demand characteristics in the country, which are very low. I provide evidence that this is due to
the cultural rejection of public transportation as a viable option, and the lack of adequate and up-tostandard public transport service.

REGULATORY SETUP
Under Law 115 of 2014, the Public Authority for Roads and Transportation (PART) was
established to manage, supervise, and maintain “a modern, safe, and economic land transportation
system” (Article 3, Law 115 of 2014). It was as an overall governing Authority for the operation and
planning of land-based transport provisions within Kuwait. Prior to the establishment of PART,
infrastructure and routes for public transport were planned, authorized, and regulated by a mixture of
public authorities – namely the Ministry of Communications, Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Public
Work, Kuwait Municipality – and Kuwait’s three bus operators. PART was established to be the sole
governmental authority for all transportation-related matters. It was set up as an independent authority
that answers to a “Minister-in-Chief,” one of the ministers in the Council of Ministers. However,
despite the establishment of PART, which should have been able to “improve public transportation
services, and reinforce its role to comply with the requirements of social and economic growth”
(Article 3.2, Law 115 of 2014), in practice the various responsibilities related to public transit remain
in the hands of the other public authorities. Table 3 provides a matrix of the current transportation
roles and responsibilities.
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Table 3. Summary of current public transport roles and responsibilities
Urban passenger transport
Planning, policy,
Transport policy
Highways and
and strategy
and strategy
traffic
Metro
Bus
Taxi
§ Implementation § Through master
§ Identification,
§ Specification of proposals for improved public
of national
planning process,
planning and
transport under master planning process, focused
objectives
identification of
approvals for
principally on a new rapid transit network for the
through the
key transport
strategic and local
metropolitan area.
structure
priorities and
roads, pedestrians
§ Specification of location and design of bus
planning process
specification of
and public realm,
interchanges, stops and shelters. Ownership of bus
projects
including traffic
§ Detailed master
stops/interchanges (except KPTC). Public Authority
management
and
planning for city, § Transport
for Housing and Welfare considers public transport
traffic signals
metropolitan
planning and
issues for New Towns.
Kuwait
area, new
highway
§ Parking strategy and
Municipality
development
infrastructure
location of public
areas
approvals for new
car parks
developments and
incorporated within
new development
master planning
areas
process.
§ Planning of
§ Operation of the
parking provision
Public Utilities
Management
Company (PUMC).
§ General
§ Licensing of freight § Development § Licensing of bus
§ Licensing
responsibilities for
vehicles
of proposals
operators
of taxis
national transport § Development and
and
and taxi
policy, including
procurement
operators
planning of strategic
Ministry of
Kuwaiti
of Kuwait
transport
Communications
agreement and
Rapid Transit
infrastructure
(MoC)
compliance with
System
including key
international
priorities for
treaties and
national highways
obligations

§ Network
§ Licensing and
management and
testing of drivers
traffic control
and vehicles
policy
§ Traffic management
§ Road safety policy,
(including design of
enforcement and
local highway
Ministry of
prosecution
schemes,
Interior
(including Traffic
maintenance and
(MoI)
Police)
management of
signals and ITS).
§ Planning of future
bus routes and
§ Highway and
stopping
parking
arrangements
enforcement, road
safety
§ Detailed
§ Major road projects
planning, design
and mega projects
and construction
(including transport
of a range of
infrastructure)
Ministry of
public buildings
§ Detailed planning,
Public Works
and utilities,
design,
including
construction,
transport
maintenance and
operation of all
state roads
§ Incorporation of § Development and
§ Potential
public transport
operation of bus
partners for
provision into
routes, bus bays,
operating
new
and stops
consortium
Operators
development
(separated by
of Rapid
(KPTC, Citybus,
areas (Required
operator with no
Transit
KGL)
for KPTC Only
requirements for
System
– Others on
integration or
commercial
coordination)
basis)
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§ Planning and
approval of bus
routes and
infrastructure
§ Licensing of bus
routes and drivers

§ Operation of bus
routes; fares and
ticketing; provision of
bus
stops/interchanges
(separate for each
operator)
§ Operation of longdistance cross-border
coach services

§ Licensing
and
regulation
of taxi
drivers

Ministry of
Finance/
Kuwait
Investment
Authority
§ Coordinating with the relevant
authorities in the state to utilize the
territories owned by the state to
undertake road networks, metro,
Public Authority
railways, and rest areas, etc.
for Roads and
Transportation § Planning, designing, implementing,
(established in
developing, managing, operating, and
2014)5
maintaining the roads networks and the
land transportation system according to
the latest international measures and
standards.
Source: Atkins et al. (2011); Al-Awadhi (2019); Al-Naqi (2019)

§ Funding of specific
transport
infrastructure
projects, including
PUMC
§ Encouraging
investment and
competition, and
prevention of
monopoly, and
reinforcing the role
of the private sector
in the
transportation
sphere

§ PPP funding § Funding of specific
for Kuwait
transport projects
Rapid Transit
with KPTC
§ Providing subsidy for
KPTC
§ Performing inspection and monitoring of the activities
of any licensed operators
§ Receiving complaints submitted about breaches and
crimes stated in the current law
§ Conducting, supporting, and encouraging scientific
studies and research, and the preparation, training and
qualifying of national manpower to be capable to
manage and operate the land transportation system
§ Spreading awareness among the individuals of society
in the field of roads and transportation, and rooting the
culture of public transportation.

The responsibilities outlined in PART’s section are what the Authority is de jure responsible for. However, they have not been able to gain control of these
responsibilities from other Ministries and Authorities.
5
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In an interview with Al-Naqi, the vice chairman of PART, he speculates that PART has not
taken on most relevant responsibilities because the different public authorities did not want to give up
their authority and responsibility when it came time to “pass on the baton” to PART. He believes that
this has to do a lot with the way that the budgets of the different public authorities are structured as
well as the number of employees that would have to navigate over to PART. After 4 years of PART’s
establishment, Al-Naqi states that they were unable to complete most of the assigned tasks that they
had set out to do due to resistance in the government itself. 4KMP states, “The development of the
transportation sector in Kuwait is hindered by a lack of clarity in agency … The role of [PART} is still
unclear” (Dar Al-Handasah et al., 2018, p. 57).
The government, through the KIA, is the current owner and chief investor in the publicly
owned public transport operator, KPTC, approving policies, routes, fares and investment in vehicles
and facilities. However, no additional government investment is made in terms of catering for public
transport operations on the wider transport network, evidenced by the lack of bus priority measures
either on the carriageway or at junctions. In planning terms, the regulation and enforcement of issues
associated with the licensing and operation of buses and taxis also suffers from lack of government
financing as the capacities, competencies and skills of the Ministries and departments responsible for
these activities varies considerably (Al-Naqi, 2019; Atkins et al., 2011). Al-Naqi insisted that several
key technical, administrative, and support areas are under-staffed and under resourced relative to the
scale and nature of challenges which exist.
These challenges can be categorized as twofold. The first set of challenges focuses on the
urban transport system itself. The biggest of these challenges is the increasing number of private
vehicles operating on the roads, as is evidenced by Table 4. Due to this increase, traffic congestion is
relatively high and is considered problematic by many of those living and traveling in the country (AlAwadhi, 2019). Additionally, because Kuwait has spent the last half-century building infrastructure
geared towards the automobile, residents of the country are inherently dependent upon that one mode
of travel. This increase in car usage and reliance on it as the main form of mobility has thus led to an
increase in car accidents. According to the CSB (2017), 1.16 people die every day on Kuwaiti roads
while another 28 people are injured. Approximately 196 accidents occur every day. From a public
realm perspective, another issue that affects, in particular, the public transport sector, is Kuwait’s lack
of complete streets. Urban development has neglected streetscapes, pavements, and street frontages
(Dar Al-Handasah et al., 2018). It is difficult and dangerous to cross the street and cycling is nearly
impossible due to the indifference towards the safety of other users on the road (Al-Rashed, 2019).

Table 4. Vehicles Operating by Year, 2008-2017
Year

Private cars

Other vehicles

Total

% increase in total

1,353,390

% increase in
private cars
-

2008

1,088,801

264,589

2009

1,141,191

273,734

1,414,925

4.81%

4.55%

2010

1,193,085

284,684

1,477,769

4.55%

4.44%

2011

1,256,655

298,082

1,554,737

5.33%

5.21%

2012

1,331,703

312,611

1,644,314

5.97%

5.76%

2013

1,411,372

337,052

1,748,424

5.98%

6.33%

2014

1,485,926

351,446

1,837,372

5.28%

5.09%

2015

1,552,738

372,430

1,925,168

4.50%

4.78%

2016

1,612,131

389,809

2,001,940

3.83%

3.99%

2017

1,670,335

409,181

2,079,516

3.61%

3.88%

-

Source: Central Statistical Bureau (2017)

The second set of challenges relates to the existing technical and administrative capacity
available for the relevant ministries and authorities to carry out their respective transport
responsibilities. Throughout several of the interviews I held for this thesis, there was a recurring theme
of “not having the right people in the right place,” especially when it came to leadership positions in
the transportation industry. (Al-Rashed, 2019). Al-Naqi, the vice-chairman of the Public Authority for
Roads and Transportation, stated that because so much of ministerial responsibility becomes shrouded
with bureaucratic politics, there is no clear, overarching goal the urban transport system is trying to
achieve. “People become too vested in their own interests that nothing gets done and capabilities are
not built or maintained” (Al-Naqi, 2019). Many ministries in Kuwait have resorted to procuring
consultants for a particular project or study, but often-times, the consultants do not have the local
knowledge and cultural understanding to develop a solution that is sustainable or at times even
applicable to the problem at hand. (Martin, 2019).

PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION STUDIES
Since the late 1970s, Kuwait has outsourced several public transportation-related studies at the
request of different entities, e.g. the Ministry of Interior, Kuwait Municipality, Ministry of
Communications, etc. Table 5 provides a list of all studies officially conducted with public
transportation recommendations. Every study listed recognizes the problem of increasing road
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congestion and concludes that measures to improve road transport, through highway construction
would not deal effectively with the problem of road congestion because of the expected continuous
growth in car ownership in the country (Al-Awadhi, 2019).
Table 5. Overview of Studies on Public Transport in Kuwait
Study Title
Kuwait Transportation
Study
Automated Transit in
Kuwait City
Public Transport Kuwait
Town & Urban Areas
Development of Traffic
Models & Public
Transport Corridors Study

Year
1978
1978
1984
1989

Kuwait Metro Study

2004

3 KMPR

2005

Parking Supply & Demand
with Modern Mass Transit 2007
Study
Kuwait Rapid Transit &
Railroad Systems Master
Plan (INECO/KUD)

2008

Kuwait Public Transit
Master Plan (KPTMP)

2010

4 KMPR
Source: Atkins et al. (2011)

2019

Main mass transit recommendations

Estimated cost
LRT: KWD 138.74
88 KM (45 stops) as light rail transit (LRT) or
mil; segregated: KWD
a segregated system
429 mil
7.9 KM (14 stops) of an automated transit
KWD 39 mil
system
24 KM + 5.3 KM segregated system

N/A

AGT: KWD 159.4
28 KM (33 stops) of automated guideway
mil; ABS: KWD 11.1
transit + accessible busway system
mil
High track: KWD 322
High track light rail system + underground
mil; underground:
system
KWD 610 mil
At-grade, bus-based system (5 routes) +
study of 28 KM twin track + test personal N/A
rapid transit (PRT) concept
33 KM of an underground rail transit system
(RTS) + 40 KM of a bus rapid transit (BRT) Total: KWD 1,908.1
+ 86.5 KM of LRT + 21.5 KM of PRT + 140 mil
KM of HOV lanes + 40 KM of a “fast ferry”
Metro lines: KWD
4 metro lines covering 165 KM underground
1,300 mil
+ 245 KM of heavy rail line and park and ride
Railway: KWD 1,800
(P&R) + future extensions
mil
Hybrid solution that includes BRT, a metro
Total: KWD 3,257
+ an express bus + tram + bus feeders + city
mil
distributer
TBD
TBD

Many of the transit systems identified in the aforementioned studies are very similar to the
1978 Kuwait Transportation Study, the first study conducted on the matter in Kuwait. Figure 5
provides a look at some of the proposed public transportation systems superimposed on top of each
other for reference. KPTMP (Atkins et al., 2010) states, “There is a great degree of similarity in the
outcomes of previous public transport studies in Kuwait.” However, despite the mass transit
recommendations issued by each of these studies, the State of Kuwait has not implemented any. The
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study of metro and railway projects was approved by the National Assembly in July 2008. The
necessary studies were completed 10 years later in May 2018. (Al-Naqi, 2019).
Figure 5. Mass transit recommendations from previous studies

Source: Atkins et al. (2011)

EARLY BEGINNINGS & KPTC TODAY
As mentioned in Chapter 2, Kuwait’s oil economy, which first prospered in the 1950s, brought
in waves of immigrant labor, and demand for public transport derived from the fast increase in
population. In 1961 alone, the annual rate of increase among non-Kuwaitis was more than 20% (AbuAyyash, 1980). Immigrants came from poverty-stricken surrounding areas and needed cheap public
transport. Other factors previously discussed such, such as expanding land uses and activities,
strengthened respective the demand for public transport.
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Thus, the Kuwait Transport Company (KTC) was established by Amiri decree6 no. 60 of
1962, and the company was considered the backbone of the public transport system in the country.
The company was jointly owned by the public and the private sectors with the government controlling
50% of the shares. Private shareholders were guaranteed 5% annual dividend on their capital. It was
initially formed as a privately-owned enterprise. However, due to continuous losses, as is common for
most public transit entities around the world (Basso & Jara-Díaz, 2010), under Amiri decree no. 34 of
1980, the government bought all shares of KTC and transferred the company into a public service,
renaming it into its current moniker KPTC (Abu-Ayyash, 1986).
Despite being established in 1962, KPTC only began its operations in 1966 with a fleet of 172
buses covering 17 routes. The system transported 25.8 million revenue passengers during its first year
of operation (KPTC, 1980). In 1980, out of its 1,612 buses, 592 were for the general public – operating
40 routes – with 945 buses chartered by the Ministry of Education for student transport, and 75 buses
chartered by other government organizations (KPTC, 1980). Of these, five were express bus services
serving long routes. By 1989, the system had expanded to meet the dramatic growth in demand from
low-income expatriate laborers to a fleet size of 2,441 buses serving 59 routes. More than 150 million
revenue passengers were transported by the system in 1989.
The Iraqi invasion of 1990 brought the system’s operation to a halt. When the invasion ended
in 1991, the total fleet size was reduced to 827, and operations resumed with only 71 of those buses
providing services to the general public on 10 routes. The 10 routes were considered “emergency
operation” routes, just until KPTC was able to regain its momentum after the Iraqi invasion. During
that first post-invasion year (part of the year 1991), the buses carried 7.135 million revenue passengers.
Table 6 provides the number of revenue passengers and fleet size for KPTC since its inception and
prior to the introduction of private contractors.

An Amiri decree is one of the many legislative instruments that falls under the jurisdiction of the Emir, the head of the
monarchy in Kuwait. This tool is used, for example, to establish or amend institutions or form boards of directors.
6
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Table 6. Trends in KPTC revenue passenger, scheduled routes and fleet size (1966–2001)
Year

Revenue passengers (in
millions)
1966
25.8
1970
33.4
1975
30.9
1980
83.8
1985
112.7
7
1990/1991
80.6
1992
40.4
1993
59
1994
70.6
1995
69.6
1996
72.1
1997
72
1998
65.4
1999
64.3
2000
64.1
2001
63.7
Source: Koushki Al-Saleh, & Al-Lumaia (2003)

Number of routes

Fleet size

10
21
20
40
51
59/15
34
35

172
758
1,074
1,612
2,634
2,288/827
1,280
1,505
1,602
1,624
1,637
1,718
1,690
1,124
1,119
1,056

The company's main income comes from two sources: the first, the fares charged to its riders
and, the second, contracts with government bodies to transport employees (or students in the case of
the Ministry of Education). The fare structure is very simple and fares are low, a fixed rate of USD
0.82 (KWD 0.250) per ride today with monthly or weekly passes that allow for a discount of up to
50% in pricing. A 30-day pass for all routes would cost USD 30 (KWD 11), approximately 1% of a
non-Kuwaiti household’s monthly income.8 KPTC has always experienced losses on buses used for
the general public, and the Kuwait Investment Authority, the country’s sovereign wealth fund, covers
these losses (Naser, 2019).
In more recent years, however, the revenues of the company and its ridership has dropped,
mostly due to the introduction of private operators, Citybus in 2002 and KGL in 2004. Table 7
illustrates the contrast in profitability between KPTC and the private contractors, Table 8 the contrast
in ridership, and Table 9 the contrast in fleet size and drivers. In an Al-Qabas article (2019), senior
financial sources from the KIA have indicated that “privatization is one of the options, and not the
only option, to avoid some investments.” They added that the KIA is working on restructuring some
7
8

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait took place on 2 August 1990 and was declared by the UN as ended on 11 April 1991.
Refer to Chapter 2.
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companies “such as KPTC” in order to be able to separate themselves while producing an optimal
outcome for the KIA, the public, and the companies.
Table 7. Operating Revenues and Expenses (in 000s) for KPTC & private operators
KPTC
Year
Expenses
Revenues
2008
21,511
10,313
2009
22,184
9,153
2010
24,323
8,271
2011
24,077
7,992
2012
26,507
8,545
2013
25,750
8,310
2014
24,119
7,667
2015
21,755
4,999
2016
23,487
4,135
2017
22,796
4,099
Source: Central Statistical Bureau (2017)

Profit
(11,198)
(13,031)
(16,052)
(16,085)
(17,962)
(17,440)
(16,452)
(16,756)
(19,352)
(18,697)

Citybus & KGL9
Expenses Revenues
46,870
65,436
44,339
61,163
48,204
54,160
45,544
49,944
41,275
45,939
33,470
44,101
9,290
13,682
9,908
15,812
12,165
17,789
10,165
16,708

Table 8. Number of bus passengers (in 000) by year for KPTC & private operators
Year

KPTC

2008
65,238
2009
60,932
2010
58,632
2011
59,165
2012
58,768
2013
46,400
2014
33,765
2015
25,368
2016
19,457
2017
19,458
Source: Central Statistical Bureau (2017)

9

% change

Citybus & KGL

% change

--6.60%
-3.77%
0.91%
-0.67%
-21.05%
-27.23%
-24.87%
-23.30%
0.01%

39,767
37,960
41,574
47,883
47,426
54,015
55,805
64,286
67,893
63,897

--4.54%
9.52%
15.18%
-0.95%
13.89%
3.31%
15.20%
5.61%
-5.89%

All reports examined for this thesis lumped the private operators Citybus & KGL together.
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Profit
18,566
16,824
5,956
4,400
4,664
10,631
4,392
5,904
5,624
6,543

Table 9. Number of drivers and buses owned by year for KPTC & private operators
Year

KPTC
Buses

2009
-2010
493
2011
483
2012
483
2013
483
2014
467
2015
456
2016
455
2017
460
Source: Central Statistical Bureau (2017)

Drivers
-440
446
444
444
445
460
457
450

Citybus & KGL
Buses
Drivers
721
660
721
695
695
482
472
599
567

2,822
3,041
3,052
2,679
3,056
929
936
956
1,048

PRIVATE OPERATORS
Ten years after the Iraqi invasion, KPTC could not manage to be the sole public transport
operator. Because of its inability to remain profitable, it had to cut routes that still had social value,
and did not have the resources to be able to supply the needed routes at the needed time (Naser,
2019). Thus, the government allowed the introduction of the private sector into the public transport
domain. Two companies were able to obtain the required licenses from the MoI. In 2002, Citybus
became the first privately held public transport operator in Kuwait. It was joined by KGL in 2004.
The growth of the private operators’ ridership illustrated in Table 8. Both of these companies do not
receive operating subsidies aside from fuel subsidies (Malik, 2019).

CITYBUS & KGL PASSENGER TRANSPORT SERVICES
Citybus is the largest division of City Group Co., a Kuwaiti company focused on
transportation and logistics. After the introduction of Citybus in 2002, overall ridership almost
doubled in the period to 2005 including an increase in KPTC ridership. In 2013, Citybus had 40% of
the market share from its operated routes, but a little over two years later in 2015, the company had
70% market share in its operated routes (City Group Co, 2015). Citybus had a newer fleet of buses
and introduced benefits such as free WiFi and mobile charging stations. Additionally, it is seen as more
reliable in terms of timing when compared to KPTC (Tolentino, 2019). As of March 2018, the
company has the largest route network in Kuwait with 36 routes, and five of them being express
routes. The company employs 1,670 employees and undertakes 70 million passenger journeys in a
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year. Citybus charges its riders USD 0.66 up to USD 3.24 (KWD 0.2 up to KWD 1) depending on the
route. It is the only operator in Kuwait that provides information on fare structure and routes on its
website, although the last time a full route network was published by the company was in 2012 (see
Appendix A). Citybus started the publication of fare structure and routes once again in February 2019.
Citybus is also the only bus operator in the country to have active social media accounts on Facebook
and Instagram with a following of 17,000 and 3,000, respectively.
KGL Passenger Transport Services is a subsidiary of the Kuwait Gulf and Link Transport
Company, another company also focused on transportation and logistics. It does not have the same
visibility as Citybus with no information on routes or fares on its website and no active social media
accounts. When questioned about this lack of information, a representative from KGL indicated that
they were “afraid of [their] competitors” and did not want to publish their routes (Al-Awadhi, 2019).
Currently, KPTC, Citybus, and KGL, are the only companies licensed to be bus operators in
Kuwait. There is no one regulatory body that each of them must report to. The routes that each
company wants to run is decided upon internally within each company, but all three operators use
KPTC-established routes. Because KPTC is subsidized by the KIA, the company is able to offer a
number of non-profitable services that satisfy a social need for access compared to its private
counterparts. Citybus & KGL, on the other hand, operate on a purely commercial basis, and only run
their services on the routes where there is a demand to cover commercial operations rather than
providing a public service. Altogether, 46 distinct routes are operated currently, and around 50% of
buses are devoted to the nine busiest routes on which all three companies run on. Figure 6 provides
an illustration circa 2011 of the duplication of the routes.
Despite the entry of Citybus and KGL into the bus market, there has yet to emerge an effective
regulatory framework for the promotion of safe, efficient and equitable competition, in the interests
of passengers and public policy. For example, coordination and operational integration between the
operators is extremely limited. Each bus company provides flags and information for its own stop
locations, and whilst KPTC owns a significant number of bus bay facilities, shelters and interchanges,
these cannot be used by Citybus or KGL which consequently stop on the street. Tickets are also not
interchangeable between operators even where they run on common routes.
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Figure 6. KPTC bus route network illustrating overlap for all three operators

Source: Atkins et al. (2011)

THE IMAGE OF PUBLIC TRANSIT
As has been said previously, Kuwait is a car-dominated country. The private vehicle is the
most commonly used form of transportation in the country and the increase in private vehicles alone
for the ten years since 2008 has averaged at 4.87% a year. Table 4 illustrates the vehicles operating by
year. The growth in vehicle fleet has caused major traffic congestion throughout the country with peak
travel times exceeding estimated free flow times by up to 600%. Table 10 illustrates examples of the
estimated differences in travel times with and without congestion. However, despite this, there has
been no real shift by the population to using public transit. I believe that this is because of two interrelated factors: 1) a cultural rejection of public transportation as a viable option, and 2) the lack of
adequate and up-to-standard public transport service.
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Table 10. Travel Time With vs. Without Congestion
Destination
Bneid Al Gar – Shuwaikh
Fahaheel - Shuwaikh
Sha’ab Seaside – Shuwaikh
Sheraton Kuwait - Shuwaikh
Al Jabriya - Shuwaikh
Salwa - Shuwaikh
Al Salmiya - Shuwaikh
Ministries Complex - Shuwaikh
Source: Al-Qabas (2012)

Distance (in
KM)
11
34.09
13.2
3.78
7.88
13.9
23.3
6.3

Travel Time
Without
With
congestion (noncongestion
rush hour)
(rush hour)10
11 min
65 min
30-35 min
130 min
60 min
12 min
8 min
45 min
20-30 min
90 min
80 min
30 min
25-30 min
120 min
15 min
90 min

% increase in
travel time
591%
400%
500%
563%
360%
267%
436%
600%

CULTURAL REJECTION
Most of the residents of Kuwait use private vehicles as their main form of transportation with
53% of total trips being taken by private vehicle. For the Kuwaiti population, 99% all trips taken by
Kuwaitis use private vehicles as their only form of transport with 1% of trips using arranged transport,
e.g. GoCity Cab11. In comparison, for non-Kuwaitis, 44% of trips by non-Kuwaitis use private
motorized transport while 49% of trips use some form of public transport, with 30% being taken on
public bus (KPTC, Citybus, KGL). The “other” category utilized by 6% of the total population
describes active transport such as walking or biking. Figure 7 illustrates the transport mode share of
the total population and of the Kuwaiti versus non-Kuwaiti population.

10
11

Rush hours were defined as the hours between 7-9 AM and 2:30-4:30 PM.
GoCity Cab is a local version of Uber and allows you to book a cab via an application.
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Figure 7. Transport mode share by nationality
Total population
Taxi
2%
Arranged transport
7%

Other
6%

Employer bus
7%

6%

41%

53%
Private vehicles
53%

Public bus
25%

Kuwaiti population

Non-Kuwaiti population

Arranged
transport
1%

Taxi
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8%
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Private
vehicles
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Public bus
30%

Private
vehicles
99%

Source: Kuwait Municipality (2017)

In an online survey conducted by Jamal (2015) where 385 residents in Kuwait were asked
about their attitudes towards using public transportation, 18% of participants stated that the number
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one reason for not using public transit was that it is considered socially unacceptable. The second and
third reasons were the poor quality of the buses (11%) and the driver’s professionalism (8%).
However, even after the survey went on to say that required transit improvements would be made,
the number one reason again was that it is considered socially unacceptable to use transit. More than
23% of respondents put that down as their number one reason. The second and third reasons were
that the respondent or his or her family has a private car (17%) and that they simply “do not need it”
(15%). The fourth reason, interestingly, was that the respondent loves driving his or her car (13%).
In a second survey disseminated by KuwaitCommute after a public presentation on the
importance of public transportation, 40 individuals between the ages of 16 and 40 were asked, “Would
you use the bus in Kuwait if the system was efficient, clean, and safe? If not, why?” Despite the fact
that 61.54% of the survey’s respondents said that they spent at least 30 minutes a day in traffic (with
some spending to 120 minutes), many of them still preferred to use the private vehicle. Some of the
answers to that question are as follows12:
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

“Probably because of the people [and] parents’ concern”
“My parents would not allow it” [translated from Arabic]
“I would rather use my car”
“I’m not really a bus person myself, like to travel in my own cars”
“U can’t trust the people who are there it’s not safe or clean at all”
“Because I have a car”
“Because it’s embarrassing” [translated from Arabic]
“Never want to ride a bus but if there are improvements in hygiene yes”
“I love cars”

These answers illustrate a culture dominated by a love for driving and cars, a preconceived notion
about who rides public transit and its conditions, and a very present social stigma for those who
choose to ride the bus.
Finally, the anecdote below, from an elementary private English school teacher, illustrates the
mindset of Kuwaitis and wealthy expats in the country:
Most teachers who are contracted to work in a private school in Kuwait usually have
accommodation and transportation covered by the school. Every day the private bus picks me
up from my teacher’s housing, drops me to school, and then takes me back at the end of the
school day. I teach third grade English and one of my [Kuwaiti] students saw me getting off
the bus one day. In class, he asked me, “Miss, are you poor?” I was quite surprised by that
question and asked him, “No, not at all. Why would you think that?” He responded, “Oh, I
12

All responses were received in English unless otherwise indicated

40

saw you getting off the bus [and my parents say] only poor people ride the bus (Reisdorf,
2019).
The culture of using public transit and riding the bus on a day-to-day basis is simply not cultivated in
Kuwait, mostly in the Kuwaiti population, but for the wealthy expat population as well.

INADEQUATE PUBLIC TRANSPORT
The barrier to a higher use of public transit is not, however, just a cultural one. In a survey
that targeted KPTC passengers, a high percentage of KPTC's of them was not satisfied by the quality
of service (KPTC, 2016). About 59% of passengers complained of unreliable schedules and timing.
Those who complained about the crowdedness of the buses accounted for 47% of the total
passengers. The percentage of passengers who were dissatisfied with bus stops was about 22%. Also,
about 40% of the surveyed passengers complained about the lack of bus shelters. Image 2 and Image
3 illustrate the state of some of Kuwait’s bus stops. Drawing from this survey, my interviews, and my
own experience of taking the bus, several aspects of the public transportation system have shown to
be inadequate, including important factors such as timing, reliability, and speed. Additionally, it is
difficult to obtain information on how to use public transit and how to get to various areas. Google
Maps does not offer public transit-related information in Kuwait. Furthermore, KPTC and KGL do
not publish route, schedule, or fare information on their websites. Citybus has route and fare
information, but none about schedules. In fact, many residents in Kuwait have taken it upon
themselves to map and publish route and schedule information online,13 although, the accuracy of this
information can be called into question. The three different operators are not under a cohesive system
so any potential user must attempt to extract information from three different sources.

Please see the following websites for reference: https://www.edarabia.com/bus-routes-kuwait-guide/;
http://kuwaitbus.blogspot.com/; https://248am.com/mark/information/local-bus-routes-on-google-maps/
13
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Image 2. Bus stop conditions around Kuwait

Image 3. Bus stop conditions around Kuwait

Public transport infrastructure does not only suffer from poor quality of the bus stops, but
also their location and convenience of access that also presents an issue. Figure 8 illustrates the
residential and workplace accessibility for Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis. 37% of the non-Kuwaiti
population lives less than 500 m from a bus stop, while only 16% of the Kuwaiti population lives at a
similar distance from a bus stop. 59% of Kuwaitis live more than 500 m away from a bus stop
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compared to 31% of non-Kuwaitis. Despite this, Kuwaitis can nevertheless access a few bus stops
close to their places of residence, as bus access is provided for non-Kuwaitis who work as domestic
staff in Kuwaiti houses. However, even bus stops that are located in close proximity to Kuwaiti
households are not in their neighborhoods but along adjacent major roads or highways. Public
transport access to and from workplaces shows that Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis both have similar
access as most workplaces are concentrated in the same area, Kuwait City, considered the CBD.
Nevertheless, 51% of the population in the country works more than 500 m away from a bus stop. In
the hot months of the summer, where temperatures can reach up to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, even a
5-minute walk could discourage a potential public transit user.
Figure 8. Kuwait accessibility to bus stops by nationality, 2015
Residential accessibility
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Source: Rode et al. (2017)

Additionally, because the bus route network in Kuwait has grown organically over a period of
time with minimal regulation, the introduction of private bus operators has resulted in a significant
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increase in the number of buses, frequency of services, and additional bus routes. Although this has
resulted in some improvements for bus users, there are still a number of issues with the existing bus
service provision in Kuwait (Naser, 2019) including:
§
§
§
§
§
§

Too many buses at key locations and along key routes, causing congestion for all traffic and
reductions in operational efficiency (see Image 4);
Too many buses trying to stop at the same bus stops, creating safety hazards, congestion, and
inconvenience for passengers;
Over-competitive practices on the part of drivers because they are remunerated on a perpassenger basis, again leading to reduced safety and inconvenience;
Curtailment of less busy routes (which may have social value) by KPTC, owing to financial
pressures and no service provision by private operators for nonprofitable routes;
Financial pressures on operators leading to reduced spending on maintenance and new
investment, and higher fares than would otherwise be the case; and,
A lack of transfer tickets, with most bus users forced to pay another fare when boarding a new
bus service.

Image 4. Bus congestion in morning rush in Kuwait City

Source: Atkins et al. (2011)

Both the cultural rejection of public transit and the lack of adequate and up-to-standard public
transport service needs to be improved if Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis alike are to adopt public transit
as a viable choice for daily mobility.
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KUWAIT’S REGULATORY REALITY
During a lengthy conversation with Abdullah Naser, the ex-CEO of KPTC, in January of
2019, he declared that prior to the Iraqi invasion, KPTC was the service provider to 7-8% of the
population in Kuwait. This was the largest percentage of ridership that the country had ever seen. At
the time, the company was responsible for all operational public transportation matters. It would set
routes and dictate prices. However, after the Iraqi invasion in August 1990 and for the following nine
months until the country’s liberation, most government-provided services were suspended. The
provision of public transportation by KPTC was one of the services that was shut down. When the
invasion ended, the Kuwaiti government wanted to “bring everything back to Kuwait as quickly and
as naturally as possible” (Naser, 2019). The idea was to reintroduce normalcy into the lives of the citystate’s inhabitants who were still in the country and to coax those who had left to return.
For KPTC, this meant putting in place an “emergency plan.” Prior to the invasion, KPTC was
operating 40+ routes. However, this emergency plan condensed the route network into the most
essential routes, approximately 20 of them. These routes ran on the main transit corridors, those that
connected the south of Kuwait (Ahmadi) to the CBD (Capital) and the east of Kuwait (Jahra) all the
way to west of Kuwait (Hawally).14 This emergency plan was designed for buses to have long routes
with minimal stops, primarily to ensure the rapid movement of migrant labor in an efficient and
effective manner (Jamal, 2015). The emergency plan was supposed to have run for a maximum of
one-year post-invasion. However, the emergency plan remained in place and the routes in place in
2019 are routes in the original emergency plan in addition to routes that built upon the 1991 emergency
plan.
Rather than designing routes after assessing Kuwait’s current and projected population postinvasion, the needs of the different demographic groups, the existing transportation infrastructure,
the future plans for development, and the overarching vision and goals of public transportation, it was
easier for KPTC to build off the existing emergency network rather than design a network from
scratch, the “network that Kuwait needed at the time” (Naser, 2019). There was no official,
consolidated national bus strategy for Kuwait. According to Naser, this was the first of two large
mistakes, which has led to a sub-par public transportation sector for the country today.
The second mistake was introducing the private sector without the proper regulatory and
monitoring infrastructure in place. As Table 3 has summarized, many entities are involved in various

14

Appendix B provides a map of Kuwait and its transportation infrastructure.
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elements of transportation, broadly, and public transportation specifically in Kuwait. Even with the
establishment of PART, politics and bureaucracy have gotten in the way of an authority that was
specifically created to handle all transportation-related matters in the country, including public
transportation. This lack of regulation has meant that the private sector has been able to function as
they please. They are able to set their own routes, their own fares, and their own schedules (Malik,
2019). The only requirement they have to meet, and the only hurdle they have to overcome, is to
obtain the correct licensing to run their operations. Furthermore, they are under no obligation to look
at the service that they are providing as a public good, and so have been molded into profit-focused
entities by the environment around them. As Naser says, “Nobody is telling them no.”
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AN IDEAL (REGULATORY) ENVIRONMENT
“Lack of enforcement [in Kuwait] is the result of government authorities
not being provided with the appropriate legal and regulatory powers to
undertake the task of enforcement.”
-Kuwait Public Transport Master Plan, 2011
The previous Chapter depicted the challenges public transportation in Kuwait faces and argues
for the city-state to develop a regulatory environment. This Chapter provides a framework for
assessing regulatory models of public transportation and looks at a “well-implemented” scenario from
London. It also examines three different examples cases of the regulatory structures in the region:
Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh. These three cities were chosen because of their similarities to Kuwait
in terms of demography, geography, and overall cultures and customs, and also because they each fit
into a different model according to the framework. The Chapter will conclude by providing a
recommended regulatory structure for the case of Kuwait.

THE IDEAL
The move from a public sector provision of public services to an agreement where the private
sector provides these services under some form of franchising or public-private partnership has been
a well-documented trend of the past two decades (Sohail, 2006). Indeed, this movement represents
one period in a much broader sweet of public transport history dating back to the early 1900s.
Gwilliam (2008) highlights the cyclical tendency in bus regulation to move from a public monopoly
to a private regulated monopoly. Gomez-Ibanez and Meyer (1993) suggest that privatization is a
feasible solution, when all else being equal, the private sector is inherently more efficient than the
public sector. They also describe the most common forms of private participation in public
transportation as the sale of a state-owned enterprise to the private sector, the use of private funding
and management rather than public for new capital development, or the contracting out of public
services previously provided by government employees to private service providers. Thus, it has been
fairly common for the private sector to be involved with the provision of public services in some way
or form.
With the introduction of the private sector into the public realm, there has also been an
associated, parallel introduction of regulation by the public sector, largely to maintain service quality,
but also to ensure that the service being provided to the public was not hindered in any way by
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practices that might be deemed damaging to the welfare of the public. The public interest theory of
regulation explains, in general terms, that “regulation seeks the protection and benefit of the public at
large” (Sohail, 2006, p. 178). The usual aim of a regulatory regime is the protection of customers’
collective interests through the government-organized regulation of private companies. Governments
want to ensure that firms will not attempt to gain market advantage by cutting costs associated, for
example, with essential maintenance or indulging in unsafe operating practices. However, the level of
regulation has differed depending on the involvement of the private sector, the political structure of
the public sector, the type of service being provided, the bundling of services, among others
(Vickerman, 2008).

PRINCIPLES
Before implementing any laws or regulations, a city’s transport system needs to consider the
principles upon which these laws or regulation will be based. A key aspect for mobility is universal
access, defined by Project Universal Access15:
Universal access is the goal of enabling all citizens to reach every destination served by their
public street and pathway system. Universal access is not limited to access by persons using
automobiles. Travel by bicycle, walking, or wheelchair to every destination is accommodated
in order to achieve transportation equity, maximize independence, and improve community
livability.
People need transport to help them access jobs, education, health care, and other day-to-day needs.
Lack of access to transport can lead to exclusion from economic and social opportunities
(Kamruzzaman, Yigitcanlar, Yang, & Mohamed, 2016). Integrating the social dimensions into a
regulatory regime requires that four main principles be considered. The World Bank (2014) has
summarized them as affordability, accessibility, personal security, and quality.
First, affordability: can users afford to use the system and pay the fares? Different cities define
affordability in different ways. Considering Kuwait’s demographic make-up, this question is vital. Most
studies on poverty and transport estimate the percentage of monthly income or expenditure devoted
to transport by poor families and compare this figure to a benchmark considered ‘affordable’ for
households (Serebrisky Gómez-Lobo, Estupiñán, & Muñoz-Raskin, 2009). Armstrong-Wright and
Thiriez (1987) consider public transit to be unaffordable when more than 10% of households spend

15

The definition used can be found here: http://www.humantransport.org/universalaccess/page3.html.
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more than 15% of their income on work related trips while Gomide, Leite, & Rebelo, (2004) use a 6%
limit to estimate the affordability of public transport in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. Comparatively the
South African government established 10% of income as an acceptable policy benchmark
(Department of Transport, 1996). Thus, affordability differs from on city to city. Given the wide
discrepancy between income of Kuwaiti vs. non-Kuwaiti households, and the latter’s relative
dependence on public transport, the principle of affordability holds great importance.
The second principle that should be considered is accessibility: does the land use and mobility
system enable users to access the opportunities they need when they need them? For public
transportation, accessibility can be measured by the distance between a destination and public
transport stops or by the length of a journey from an origin to a destination via public transportation
(Weber, 2003). Figure 9 reveals the results of a survey conducted by Atkins et al. (2010) with regards
average public transportation travel time in Kuwait. For all trips, the average total travel time is 69
minutes, with 19 of those minutes spent on waiting and transferring.
In Kuwait’s context, there are entire predominantly Kuwaiti neighborhoods such as Sabah AlSalem for example, that do not have bus stops inside the neighborhood, but rather solely on the
highways adjacent to them, potentially alienating an entire demographic of riders because of
preconceived notions that Kuwaitis do not use public transportation (Al-Awadhi, 2019). For other
neighborhoods such as Abdullah Al-Salem, Nuzha, Faiha, and Shamiya, KPTC routes did exist but
have been suspended due to low ridership (Al-Awadhi, 2019). When questioned about the limited
routes options aimed at the Kuwaiti population, Jamil Malik, the current COO of Citybus, answered
“Kuwaitis do not use public transportation, so the government does not have the incentive to improve
or regulate it” (2019). Here, he lays the blame on the government, but Citybus has the jurisdiction to
design its own route network, and most Citybus routes do not run through Kuwaiti neighborhoods.16
Figure 8 further supports this notion by illustrating how 84% of Kuwaitis live more than 500m away
from a bus stop. It is a cyclical assumption: Kuwaitis do not use public transport and thus bus routes
do not accommodate them, which further pushes them away from public transport.
Thus, accessibility is limited. If one of the goals of promoting public transportation is to
decrease congestion, mass transit should be accessible to, and provide accessibility to, different
segments of the population, whether they are current users or not. However, a tradeoff exists between
investing to increase accessibility for segments of the population who are higher-income and less

16

All 38 routes for Citybus can be found on the homepage of their website located here: http://www.citybuskw.com/
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transit dependent and investing to improve the quality of public transit by increasing frequency or
extending operational schedules for lower-income and more transit dependent segments. This choice
must be made by a regulatory authority, based upon the goals it would like its public transportation
system to achieve.
Figure 9. Components of public transportation travel time
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The third and fourth principles to be considered are quality and personal security: do the
transport services meet agreed upon standards, and are they safe to use? As seen in Image 2 and Image
3, some of the bus stops in Kuwait are in terrible shape, and comments on a public form reveal “bad
exhaust system[s], leaking or damaged radiators, non-functioning A/Cs (definitely need these in
Kuwait with peak temperatures hitting 50+ degree Celsius) and [an] overcrowding during peak
hours.”17
As for personal security, Kuwait is a relatively safe country with very low levels of crime
(OSAC, 2019). However, according to a survey conducted by Atkins et al. in 2010: looking at gender,
90% of all bus riders are male; looking at nationality, 53% are Asian expatriates and 46% are Arab
expatriates; and, looking at employment levels, 95% are unskilled labor. These raise potential safety
17

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZLROgZy78wo

50

questions for women and for Kuwaitis who choose to ride the bus. An appropriate regulatory regime
must address the fact that there are certain quality and safety standards that must be implemented in
order to attract a large enough ridership to be able to have an impact on the current state of congestion
in Kuwait during peak hours.

PERFORMANCE DIMENSIONS
In addition to the aspects of affordability, accessibility, quality, and personal security, the
World Bank (2014) also identifies seven crucial performance dimensions that are often incorporated
into the regulations managing public transportation. We are able to categorize them under each of the
aforementioned principles. The seven dimensions are safety, emissions, route authorization, fares,
route and network design, schedules, and detailed vehicle specifications. However, I would also like
to argue that the dimension of data collection and analysis should also be added. For public
transportation, data can help drive decisions related to travel behavior and patterns and can assist
operators in gaining a deeper understanding of the makeup of their ridership among other things. It
can ensure that operations are designed, implemented, regulated, and enforced for the public good.
Because of its importance, data collection and analysis should also be included with the list of
performance dimensions that should be considered for regulation.
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Figure 10 provides a Venn diagram highlighting under which principles the performance dimensions
fall.
1. Safety: the security of using mass transit and associated actions, e.g. maneuvering of the route
safely by the driver, creating an atmosphere where riders feel safe whilst using mass transit
(especially for more vulnerable groups such as women or more vulnerable times such as night),
constructing mechanisms to report an unsafe behavior or atmosphere, etc.
2. Emissions: the amount and types of harmful emissions that are released into the environment as
a direct result of using mass transit and associated actions, e.g. monitoring emission levels,
implementing emissions testing, choosing a specific fuel type for a bus fleet, etc.
3. Route authorization: the permission and approval process for establishing bus routes and
associated actions, e.g. designating areas of authorization, creating criteria for authorization,
identifying the entity or entities responsible for authorization, etc.
4. Fares: the structure of the prices that are charged to the riders and associated actions, e.g.
implementing maximum or minimum charges, providing subsidies to operators, developing
subscription packages, etc.
5. Route and network design: the process of designing route layouts and their operational
characteristics and associated actions, e.g. developing overarching goals for the route network,
conducting route optimization studies, researching prime service coverage, transfers, and desirable
route shapes, etc.
6. Schedules: the process of determining bus schedules and associated actions, e.g. setting
frequencies, scheduling drivers, coordinating between bus operators, etc. This element is highly
dependent upon the route and network design element, but is more operational in nature.
7. Detailed vehicle specifications: the dimensions by which vehicles are approved for public transit,
e.g. number of wheelchair positions, engine size, number of seats, air conditioning capability, WiFi availability, etc.
8. Data collection and analysis: the process by which data is collected and analyzed on and for public
transportation and associated actions, e.g. who is able to collect the data, how the data is collected,
the reasons for collecting the data, what are the privacy concerns, what the data can be used for,
etc.
The appropriate regulatory regime should also include who has jurisdiction over the following eight
performance dimensions and clearly outline their respective responsibilities as they relate to public
transportation.
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Figure 10. Principles and performance dimensions of a public transportation regulatory regime
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MODELS
Finally, the World Bank (2014) also presents three different industry structure models that
incorporate the four principles and eight performance dimensions summarized by Figure 10: the
unified public model, the closely supervised private model, and the loosely supervised private model.
1. Unified Public Model: this is a monolithic public entity that owns and operates public transport
services in the city. This entity organizes and operates all the modes of public transport. It plans
all services; decides the routes, frequencies, and service levels; and also manages the entire
associated infrastructure. Most cities in the United States and some in Canada have this
arrangement (Boisjoly, Grisé, & Maguire, 2018). Dubai also uses this model. At least seven out of
the eight performance dimensions are being regulated.
2. Closely Supervised Private Model: the planning and coordination functions are separated from the
operations functions. The planning functions are generally with a public entity responsible for
making decisions on the kind of service the consumers need. Operations are carried out by a
separate agency (public or private) typically under structured contracts. The planning entity does
not have to worry about the day-to-day operational concerns, such as availability of buses and
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crew, scheduling, and so forth. In this context, the operator concentrates only on keeping the
operations going and does not have to make decisions on the routes to be served and on the
service levels. These are done by the planning entity and given to the operator to carry out. This
industry structure reflects “competition for the market” (World Bank, 2014). Examples of this
model are found in London, Lyon, and Curitiba, and Abu Dhabi (Wright & Fjellstrom, 2003).
Similar to the unified public model, at least seven out of the eight performance dimensions are
being regulated.
3. Loosely Supervised Private Model: there is no centralized or coordinated planning, and there are
multiple independent operators. Each of the operators undertakes its own service plans and carries
out operations as per its own plans after obtaining a permit from a regulatory authority. There is
no integration in their services. Each owns the infrastructure, equipment and support systems that
it needs for its own operations. Generally, there are no common facilities or services across
operators. This model reflects “competition in the market” and leads to the kind of “penny wars”
witnessed in many cities. This is a common structure in cities in Africa and Asia, including Riyadh
in Saudi Arabia. Here, at most four of the performance dimensions are being regulated, however,
in some instances, as little as one or two of the dimensions are regulated.
Table 11 presents three examples of how regulation could fall under the three models. There
are different combinations of performance dimensions that are regulated that can also fall under each
of the three models. Currently, Kuwait is not operating according to any of the models. The only
element that is regulated is the route authorization, which is not the location of where the buses are
allowed to run, but rather that they are allowed to run at all, i.e. the license to operate.
Table 11. Performance dimensions regulated by a public agency in different public transport industry models

Safety
Emissions
Route authorization
Fares
Route and network design
Schedules
Detailed vehicle
specifications
Data collection and
analysis
Source: World Bank (2014)

Unified
Public Model

Closely Supervised
Private Model

Loosely Supervised
Private Model

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
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LONDON AS AN IDEAL
London’s public transportation system is considered by many to be one of the most successful
public transportation systems of the world (Williams, 2018; Stone & Aravopoulou, 2018; Walter &
Scholz, 2007). It is currently operating as a closely supervised private model. With the exception of
London Underground, which is wholly owned and run by TfL, the network is run on a concession
system: TfL plans and manages the network, while private companies run the service. For example,
Transport for London will stipulate a bus services’ route, frequency and service hours. The private
company will run the buses, employ the bus drivers and supervise the depot for a fee. London will
carry the revenue risk, the risk that fare income will not cover the cost of the service provision. By
taking on that risk, TfL reduces the cost of the service provision. All buses, the Docklands Light
Railway and the London Overground are provided in this way. Even though TfL does not run the
service, TfL branding is used on all concessions and worn by staff to present an integrated and
recognizable network to the passenger.
In TfL’s 2017-2018 report, the lowest customer satisfaction score for operational performance
out of a maximum of 100 was an 83, with buses and the London Underground receiving a score of
86 and 85, respectively (TfL, 2018a). Since 2000 the percentage of people who use a private vehicle as
their main form of transport has dropped by 11 points, from 47% to 36% in 2017 (TfL, 2018b).
Similarly, the percentage of people who use public transport as their main form of transit has grown
by 9 points, from 28% to 37%. Since 2015, more people use public transport in London as their main
mode of transit than private vehicles. Considering a percentage gap of more than 12 points in 1997,
this is one of public transit’s success stories and speaks to the power of strong, efficient, and
enforceable regulation.

THE FRAMEWORK IN PRACTICE: THREE CASES
To assess the possibilities for regulatory reform in the Kuwaiti case, I chose to examine the
frameworks for public transport regulation from three cities in the Arabian Gulf. Each illustrates a
different regulatory model, while the cities also share key characteristics (see Table 12). Aside from
their economic and demographic similarities, there are several similarities in terms of car culture
between Kuwait and the three cases as well. First, buying and driving a car is seen as an affordable
expenditure for Kuwaitis, Emiratis, and Saudis who tend to enjoy a much higher income due to fuel
prices, zero tax policy, and low interest rates on car loans. The expansive city structures of all four
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cities tend to favor the automobile as the preferred choice. Third, there is a distinct split in the resident
population. Most local families and expatriates living in these cities have affluent lifestyles where car
ownership is seen as a status symbol. Simultaneously, each city has a high number of migrant workers
who live a much simpler lifestyles and cannot easily afford to buy a car or pay for gas. Third, the
summer temperatures make forms of transport such as walking, cycling, or waiting for the bus
extremely challenging. Finally, multimodality is an unknown concept to most residents livening in the
Arabian Gulf. If you have a car, you drive. If you do not, you hail a taxi. If you cannot afford one, you
take public transit. Thus, the question here becomes how do you regulate in such a way that pushes
and promotes multimodality? What might we learn from other cases in the region?
Table 12. Comparison of general characteristics in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Riyadh, and Kuwait

Government type

Dubai
Federal and
constitutional
monarchy

Metropolitan GDP per
$24,866
capita
Gini coefficient
-Population
3.1 million
Population density
19.6
(persons/ha)
Motorization rate
526
Public transport mode
10.9
split (% of all trips)
Average public transport
-user trip distance (km)
Source: De Gruyter, Currie, & Rose (2017)

Abu Dhabi
Federal and
constitutional
monarchy

Riyadh

Kuwait

Absolute
monarchy

Constitutional
monarchy

$61,009

$22,139

$29,000

-3.0 million

45.9
7.0 million

-4.1 million

5.3

44.0

2.3

255

203

453

4.9

1.27

2.5

4.6

10.35

--

DUBAI
The first case is Dubai, which embodies the unified public model. Dubai’s Roads and
Transport Authority (RTA) was established in 2005 by Law No. 17 of 2005 with the mission of
developing integrated, sustainable and world-class transportation systems for residents of Dubai. In
its first strategic plan for 2007-2009, the Authority developed the following guiding principles:
integrated land use and transportation plans; optimal, integrated, and balanced transportation system
that meets the needs of all social sectors; world-class transportation service and safety levels which
meet user expectations; and, high transportation awareness and education among Dubai residents
(Kaiser, 2007).
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In order to fulfill its guiding principles, the RTA had to have jurisdiction over most
transportation matters (RTA, 2016). Thus, it is responsible for planning and executing transport and
traffic projects in Dubai, preparing legislation and strategic plans, and planning and constructing the
Dubai Metro, which is now fully operational. It also develops other integrated solutions for road
systems and marine networks that aim to be safe and in line with the city’s economic development
plans. The agencies that fall under the RTA are the Public Transport Agency, Traffic and Roads
Agency, Dubai Taxi Corporation, Rail Agency, and Licensing Agency.18 Each of the agencies has a
Chief Executive Office, a Quality, Health, Safety, and Environment Office, and an Investment Office.
The Public Transport Agency (PTA) is responsible for all matters of public transport within
the RTA. Under its current organizational structure of the PTA has seven functions: planning and
business development, transport activities monitoring, buses, transportation systems, maintenance
and services, marine, and drivers’ affairs. Referring back to the “ideal” regulatory framework, the RTA
implements all eight performance dimensions. The Quality, Health, Safety, and Environment Office
within the PTA regulates the performance dimensions of safety and emissions. The transportation
and strategic planning function under Strategy and Corporate Governance is responsible for the
performance dimension of route authorization. The transportation systems function regulates the
performance dimension of route and network design. The buses function regulates the performance
dimension of schedules. The Licensing Agency regulates the performance dimension of detailed
vehicle specifications. Finally, the Corporate Technology Support Services regulates the performance
dimension of data collection and analysis, in line with Dubai Data19’s principles (RTA, 2016).
The most important functions required for a planning and regulatory authority can be found
within the RTA: legislation and policy, planning and regulation, and operations. The legislation and
policy function is responsible for overseeing the public transport legislative initiatives, for setting
policies to guide the development of a “world-class system”, and for ensuring these policies are in line
with other policies in Dubai and the UAE, such as, for example, other environmental policies or the
Smart Dubai initiative (Ngah, Tai, & Bontis, 2016). The planning and regulation function is
responsible for implementing the public transportation policies and enhancing the smooth integration
between transportation planning and urban planning. This function also ensures that public transport

Appendix C illustrates the organizational structure of the RTA.
Dubai Data is Dubai’s data initiative to have open data be freely available and to collaborate amongst all city stakeholders
(both public and private).
18
19
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modes are being adequately monitored. Finally, the operations function is responsible for overseeing
daily operations. Through this, Dubai has embodied the unified public model.

ABU DHABI
The Abu Dhabi case represents the closely supervised private model. Abu Dhabi’s
Department of Transport (DoT) was established in 2006 by Law No. 4 of 2006. It was later amended
by Law No. 5 of 2008 to cover the entire value chain and ensure fully coordinated planning in all
aspects of transport policy and development in the Emirate, in cooperation with all relevant local,
regional and international stakeholders and partners. Some of these stakeholder agencies include the
Urban Planning Council, the Department of Municipal Affairs, and the Integrated Transport Center
(ITC), the regulatory body established by the DoT. The mission of the Department is “organizing,
planning, developing, operating and maintaining a safe, smart, integrated and efficient transport sector
for a sustainable environment that creates a happy society and stakeholders” (DoT, 2019).
Similar to Dubai’s RTA, in order to ensure its mission, the DoT was granted jurisdiction over
almost all transportation-related matters. It is responsible for the planning, development, and
regulation “transport system in its entirety” (DoT, 2018) whilst handling much of the transport
system’s operations. It has four main sectors: support services, aviation, maritime, and surface
transport, which includes the public transport division (encompassing walking and cycling) and a bus
office.20
Similar to Kuwait, when it comes to public transportation, Abu Dhabi currently only relies on
a bus system, headed by its bus office. However, public bus transport was only introduced to the
Emirate 2008, two years after the DoT itself was established, unlike Kuwait which began operating its
public buses in 1965. Nevertheless, according to the 2017 Capital Surface Transport Master Plan, in
addition to the current bus service, the DoT plans to add light rail transit, commuter rail service, tram,
and ferry service as part of the public transportation in line with Plan Abu Dhabi 2030 (DoT, 2017).
When evaluating the performance dimensions from the framework, we can see that the DoT
is responsible for seven of these eight dimensions: safety, emissions, route authorization, fares, route
and network design, schedules, and detailed vehicle specifications. This is because it is the primary
entity responsible for planning the transport network and responsible for the development of the
public transport infrastructure, including bus stations and the tram, metro and LRT lines. From an

20

Appendix D illustrates the organizational structure of the DoT.
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operational perspective, the DoT has traditionally operated the buses for public transport, however,
the ITC has taken over all operational aspects of the bus system in addition to its operation and
regulation of the taxis since 2016 (The National, 2016). The DoT no longer manages the day-to-day
operations, such as providing or training the drivers, cementing Abu Dhabi’s place in the closely
supervised private model.
As for the final element, data collection and analysis, as part of the Capital Surface Transport
Master Plan, the DoT plans to establish a “robust, centralized data system that manages data capture,
licensing, sharing and analysis in a safe manner that protects user rights” (2017). Similar to Data Dubai,
the Abu Dhabi government’s data management standards provide government-wide direction on how
data should be managed. The standards provide principles around ownership, data descriptions, data
quality, data accessibility, use of data, data sharing and data management implementation (DoT, 2017).
This document will form the basis of the DoT’s approach to data management, which the DoT
estimates can be implemented before the end of 2020.

RIYADH
Riyadh is the third case, representing the loosely supervised private model. Unlike Dubai and
Abu Dhabi, stakeholder agencies are much more fragmented in Riyadh’s context. There are three
overarching government stakeholders addressing transportation issues. The Ministry of Transport
(MoT) was established in 1953 to be responsible for building, maintaining and operating roads and
bridges in and between major cities and villages (Al-Fouzan, 2012). The General Administration for
Traffic (GAT) is a national department linked to the Ministry of Interior and is responsible for the
operation, control and management of traffic in Saudi cities. The Public Transport Authority (PTA)
is a new national authority established by a cabinet decree in October 2012. The PTA is responsible
for the design, construction and operation of all public transport systems in Saudi Arabia. It also aims
to organize public transport services (train, metro and bus) for passengers “within cities and between
cities, supervising and providing them at a good level and appropriate cost, and encouraging
investment in accordance with the objectives of economic and social development in the Kingdom”21
(AlOtaibi et al., 2018). There are five associated sectors that report directly to the Head of the
Authority: land transport, rail transport, marine transport, planning and development, and
administrative and financial affairs.

21

Appendix E illustrates the organizational structure of the PTA.
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The current public transport system in Riyadh comprises buses run by the Saudi Public
Transport Company (SAPTCO) in addition to privately-owned 25-seat minibuses. SAPTCO started
operation in 1979 with the aim to provide high-level bus services locally and across countries such as
Jordan, Syria, Turkey and the Arab Gulf countries. It is a publicly-listed company on the Saudi stock
market where the government is the majority shareholder. The private minibuses are under the
jurisdiction of the MoT but are not bound in their permits by specific routes or required levels of
service. Additionally, there is no coordination between SAPTCO and the minibus services, which
results in intense competition between modes (Al-Fouzan, 2012). As a result, this competition forced
SAPTCO to decrease the number of routes and limit the service to high-demand routes. Both
SAPTCO and the minibuses provide irregular, limited coverage and poor-quality public transport
services (Al-Fouzan, 2012), even after the introduction of the PTA.
Nevertheless, since its formation, the PTA has set policies around the best fare structure for
public transportation in Riyadh specifically and in the Kingdom generally. It has also set safety and
quality standards as well as required detailed vehicle specifications for all public transport vehicles.
However, there is still a fragmentation of responsibilities across governments and ministries and from
an operational perspective, the Authority continues to have the private sector operate the buses.
According to a Minister of Councils decree No. 538 in 2015, SAPTCO’s contract was renewed to
provide public transportation services for an extended five years. SAPTCO remains in charge of its
route and network design, schedules, and data collection. Although there appears to be a more
consolidated, integrated, and regulated future for public transportation given the recent changes in
Riyadh, the situation today reflects a much more loosely supervised private model.
Table 13. The regulation of the “ideal” framework’s performance dimensions in each of the case cities and Kuwait
Dubai

Abu Dhabi

✓
✓
Safety
✓
✓
Emissions
✓
✓
Route authorization
✓
✓
Fares
✓
✓
Route and network design
✓
✓
Schedules
Detailed vehicle
✓
✓
specifications
Data collection and
✓
analysis
Source: AlOtaibi et al. (2018); DoT (2019); Naser (2019); Ngah et al. (2016)
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Riyadh

Kuwait

✓
✓
✓

✓

✓ (partial)

LESSONS LEARNED
Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh, all cities located in the Arabian Gulf with key
similarities to Kuwait demonstrate how the three industry models might play out in a country like
Kuwait. Referring back to Table 13, Kuwait is currently operating in its own unique model. The
government does not regulate any of the eight performance dimensions found in our framework save
for partial route authorization, and only when it comes to issuing the license to operate public
transport buses. We can use the case studies mentioned and explore each of the three industry models
previously outlined to see the best fit for Kuwait.
First and foremost, the presence of a regulatory agency is necessary. As Gwilliam (2008) states,
“Whatever the origin of the issue, the absence of a metropolitan multi-modal passenger transport
agency makes it difficult for any stable regulatory regime to emerge” (p. 1190). The loosely supervised
public model, although a fraction better than Kuwait’s state of regulation and monitoring of public
transport, is still not a recommended outcome due to the lack of centralized or coordinated planning.
In Riyadh’s case, Al-Fouzan (2012) identifies several barriers that constrain the effective delivery of
public transportation services, including existing transportation policies that do not discourage car use;
a lack of coordination between SAPTCO, minibus services, and other services resulting in intense
competition; and, “little enforcement of regulations, [causing] market fragmentation and duplication”
(p. 207). Similarly, this model does not address Kuwait’s lack of integration between the services of
each operator. Thus, the loosely supervised public model will not be considered as an ideal model for
Kuwait to aspire towards.
When examining the unified public model, it seems that without the presence of strong
political leadership or support, the model is unlikely to work in the Kuwaiti context. PART was
designed and built to operate under a unified public model. However, due to bureaucratic selfpreservation of other public entities like the Kuwait Municipality, Ministry of Interior, or the Ministry
of Communications, the Authority was unable to assume its legal responsibilities from these entities.
Even in the near future, any entity in the country currently would not have the human and
organizational capacity to be in charge of planning, operating, and regulating the public transport
sector (Naser, 2019). As Gwilliam (2008) notes, this situation is not unique. “Even where there are
appropriate institutions, they may be too weak for the tasks which they have to perform. For example,
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in many multi-municipality conurbations the regulatory power rests with the individual municipality
which does not have the requisite skills to perform the function adequately” (p. 1191).
Additionally, considering the two private operators – Citybus and KGL – have been operating
for more than 15 years and have heavy political clout, it would be quite difficult to buy them out or
suspend their licenses. Regarding the possibility of having public transportation become a public
monopoly, the COO of Citybus said, “That would never happen. The government doesn’t have what
it takes” (Malik, 2019). Thus, the unified public model would not be best suited to Kuwait’s context.
When examining the closely supervised public model, a public transportation entity could still
ensure that the aspects of affordability, accessibility, quality, and personal security are present within
the regulatory regime. However, the entity is not concerned with the day-to-day operations of the
buses and everything that comes along with that like training bus drivers or maintaining buses. Like
in the cases of London and Abu Dhabi, the entity is able to define responsibilities, roles, market access,
and rights of initiative through the establishment of contractual or agreement-based relationships.
However, as with the unified public model, the closely supervised private model still poses the same
issue of ensuring that all transport responsibilities are handed over to a single entity. This was the
inherent problem with PART.
PART attempted to gain control of the entire transportation ecosystem – from roads and
highways to signage and traffic infringements. Given the defensive political climate in Kuwait, this
appears to have been too much too soon. However, if PART could solely focus on public transit
rather than having public transit be a part of one division inside a mammoth organization, the model
might be able to find more success. This is where the role of KuwaitCommute is imperative.
KuwaitCommute is a grassroots movement that can eventually help fill the void currently present in
the model. It can push for the needed regulatory change. However, this push by KuwaitCommute
needs to happen in a gradual, yet timely manner, which will be explored in the final Chapter.
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A RECOMMENDED STRATEGY
“I want KuwaitCommute to be the reason behind why people wake up
and actively choose to take public transportation to work even though
they have a car.”
-Jassim Al-Awadhi, 2019
After examining the current public transportation landscape in Kuwait and examining an
“ideal” regulatory framework along with associated industry models, I provide a set of
recommendations for KuwaitCommute which will help it in its push for regulatory change.
1. Speak with regulatory agencies both regionally and globally.
KuwaitCommute should speak directly with representatives of public transportation regulatory
agencies. This thesis, for example, presented the three case studies of Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and
Riyadh and laid out the cities’ current regulatory structures. However, it did not examine the
measures of actual performance vis-à-vis the performance dimensions or understand how these
regulatory structures came to place. Furthermore, given the similarities in context, potential issues
might be avoided if they are understood beforehand.
2. Put one regulatory performance dimension in the forefront.
It will be difficult to fight for the effective regulation of all eight performance dimensions of the
“ideal” framework. Thus, if KuwaitCommute were to focus their attention on just one, then they
would be able to center their message early on. I would recommend the route and network design
to be at the forefront. There needs to be a better assessment of the mobility requirements of
residents, i.e. where they are and where they need to get. Putting that dimensions at the forefront
might also be able to help garner political support from the public. It is a dimension can be easily
explained and the public will be able to see a direct effect of its regulation.
3. Establish and maintain real consultation and collaboration with the key stakeholders.
One of the unique points of KuwaitCommute is its ability converse and collaborate with key
stakeholders across the public transportation industry, from members of parliament to public and
private operators to the local ministries and authorities. KuwaitCommute’s message is one
embedded in the betterment of the country and the improvement of quality of life, something that
hopefully all stakeholders can stand behind. Therefore, the organization must attempt to bring
everybody to the table. Through this, the organization will be able to understand the ultimate goals
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and pain points and try to manage or propose a solution that keeps all stakeholders engaged in the
process of improving the public transit system in the country.
4. Engage in a public campaign, focusing on the current state of regulation or lack thereof.
KuwaitCommute has already amassed a large public following, especially among young liberals in
the country. Given that Kuwait is one of the few semi-democratic countries in the Middle East,
the organization should use that to its advantage. Public dialogue should highlight the lack of
regulation with emphasis that regulation and consequent enforcement will organically improve the
public transportation system if based on the right principles.
5. Embed itself as part of the solution in order to become part of the process
Through discussions with Al-Awadhi, it became clear that he wanted KuwaitCommute to be more
than just a social initiative that raises awareness. He wanted it to become part of the solution and
the overall public transportation system. Thus, I suggest that KuwaitCommute market and present
itself as an actor in the public transportation system. They could become consultants for PART
for example.

LIMITATIONS & FUTURE WORK
Although a large amount of work went into this thesis, it is not without its limitations.
However, limitations here leave room for future work moving forward. First and foremost, the
complex political nature of Kuwait was not fully discussed. There is a lack of political representation
of the non-Kuwaiti segment of the population. When 70% of the population of a country lack such
representation, many issues that they face are marginalized. This warrants further study, especially in
the context of public transportation.
The second limitation looks at the case studies presented in Chapter 4. This thesis presents
the regulatory layout of the different entities in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Riyadh. However, it has not
delved into studying how each entity transformed into their respective industry models. This is an
important key to understanding, for example, why the PART counterpart in Dubai, the RTA
succeeded and why PART in Kuwait failed. However, this requires a study of the governance and
leadership styles of the respective cities. In addition, the relationship between the regulatory and actual
outcomes, e.g. system performance, has not been studied here.
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Finally, the third limitation I would like to address is the enforcement of regulation. This thesis
approaches the context of public transportation regulation through the “ideal” framework presented.
However, it does not address the issue of enforcement. Even the most detailed of regulation can be
ignored or pushed aside, without the appropriate monitoring and enforcement processes in place.
Further study of enforcement vis-à-vis the aforementioned framework would provide much needed
understanding of the way different regulatory regimes enforce their regulations. For example, how
does a unified public model monitor and enforce regulation than the closely supervised public model?
And how does this ultimately translate into quality performance?

CONCLUSION
An understanding of the importance of public transportation is finally taking off in the Arabian
Gulf. Countries like Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates have begun investing billions of
dollars in aging public transportation infrastructure or in constructing completely new systems. Kuwait
lags far behind despite the large amounts of congestion and traffic-related consequences that range
from health to environmental to economic. This thesis examined three questions: What does the
current public transportation landscape look like in Kuwait? What would be an appropriate regulatory
structure for public transportation in Kuwait? What strategies can KuwaitCommute use in order to
build a more capable regulatory body? Through these questions it examined the operators, riders, and
public entities involved developed a framework to assess regulation and potential industry models
while using three other case studies in the region as examples; and provided recommendations to
KuwaitCommute based on the findings. My hope is that this thesis will be a foundation for more
concrete and tangible steps to improving the public transportation system in Kuwait.
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APPENDIX C. Organizational Structure of Dubai’s Roads and Transport Authority
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APPENDIX D. Organizational Structure of Abu Dhabi’s Department of Transport
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