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PREFACE
The congestion on 
Manila’s roads has 
gone beyond a joke – 
and commuters never 
thought it was that 
funny to start with. 
Now the government 
has decided it’s time 
to get serious.
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The new palm trees on the underpasses of 
Epifanio de Los Santos Avenue don’t offer 
much distraction from the chaos of rush hour 
on Manila’s most congested thoroughfare. 
Cars, motorcycles and lorries transporting 
hogs jockey dangerously for position in traffic 
crawling at 20km/h, while officials struggle 
to keep smog-belching buses from creating 
logjams at bus stops. 

The Metro Manila Development Authority 
(MMDA) is the agency tasked with overseeing 
traffic control. Yves Gonzalez, traffic discipline 
director, watches the above scene every day from 
his window overlooking EDSA, as the road is 
commonly known. “I chose this office so that I can 
have a real-time view,” says Gonzalez, a former 
teen television star nicknamed Manila’s “traffic 
czar” by the Filipino media. 

Manila officials are no longer ignoring the 
legendary congestion, which is estimated to have 
cost the city PHP137.5bn (€2.5bn) in lost produc-
tivity in 2011. In fact, Philippine president Benigno 
Aquino seems determined to get Manila moving 
again, with the Department of Transportation and 
Communications (DOTC) reviving a plan to survey 
the commuting patterns of residents. “The last 
comprehensive and reliable information we have 
is from a 1996 survey and the landscape has 
changed dramatically,” says Rene Limcaoco, the 
DOTC undersecretary for planning. 

Urban planners agree that a masterplan for 
a city of 12 million people is sorely needed but 
implementing one across 17 municipalities is no 
easy task. Previous governments have tried and 
failed warns Jun Castro, a transport planning 
professor at the University of the Philippines. “If 
the government doesn’t provide good alterna-
tives, people will go back to their old ways.”

For now, the government is focusing on the 
sort of piecemeal fixes that have previously failed 
– but with a smarter approach. For instance, one 

major scourge is the reckless behaviour of bus 
drivers. There are hundreds of private bus lines in 
Manila that have long paid drivers by commission. 
This encourages fierce competition for fares, 
with drivers aggressively cutting one another off 
and stopping anywhere they like for passengers. 
The government has now ordered operators to 
pay drivers a fixed wage and implemented a new 
dispatch system that keeps drivers with more 
than three violations off the road. 

The MMDA is also trying to repair the 
image of traffic enforcers, who are known to 
take bribes from taxi drivers. “We have fired 
corrupt enforcers, we have suspended some,” 
says Gonzalez. “In order to fix enforcement you 
have to prune the bad weeds.” 

Manila has three desperately overcrowded 
metro lines so a new mass transit system is on 
the way, too. Rail expansions are planned for 
suburban areas but authorities believe a more 
cost-effective solution in the urban core is a 
bus rapid-transit system with dedicated lanes 
for buses and a smart-card payment system. 

However, reducing the volume of vehicles 
on roads might require Manileños to do some-
thing drastic: give up their beloved cars. Laws 
haven’t had much success in the past: banning 
cars from major roads on certain days based 
on their number plates had the opposite effect. 
“I had one car but then, because of that prob-
lem, I bought another car,” says a shrugging 
Castro. “Everybody was doing it.” — (!)
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known as EDSA
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09 Green Frog smart-card reader
10 One of the five Green Frog buses in the  

company’s yard
11 Philip Apostol, founder of Green Frog

PUBLIC SERVICE
HYBRID BUSES

Filipino banker Philip 
Apostol rode the bus when 
he lived in Europe but it 
wasn’t an option when 
he moved back to Manila. 
“The buses are horrible,”  
he says. “I thought there 
had to be a better way.” 

Five years later, Apostol 
has launched the city’s first 
hybrid bus line: Green Frog. 
The five buses are the first 
to have prepaid smart-card 
readers, handicapped seats 
and luggage racks. His 
drivers, who must pass a 
safety-training course, are  
all women. “They’re just 
calmer,” he says.

RENEWED CYCLE
E-TRIKES

The government will soon 
start replacing the gas- 
powered three-wheeled 
tricycles that ply Manila’s 
secondary roads with a fleet 
of yellow e-trikes (above) 
powered by lithium-ion 
batteries. Approved last year, 
the €380m project will go 
beyond the capital’s limits: 
it is expected that 100,000 
e-trikes will be dispatched  
to major cities by 2018.

But not everyone believes 
the trikes will reduce air 
pollution: Greenpeace says 
the e-trikes will draw on 
coal-fired power sources, 
not renewable energy.
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FIXES
There are far too many bus operators in the 
city; old coach buses should be replaced with 
modern city buses. Manila should also follow 
Singapore’s lead by instituting a congestion 
road-pricing scheme.


