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Summary 

Efficient and cost-effective mobility is a major instrument of economic growth, social well-being and 
sustainable development of any city. Well-planned urban mobility infrastructures can ensure the 
delivery of goods and movement of people within a city in a safe and efficient manner. The background 
paper looks at the current situation of urban mobility in Pakistan with a focus on Lahore. The paper 
discusses some of the major mobility challenges the country is facing, while also looking at the way 
forward for improving urban mobility and creating Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11) in 
Pakistan. 

 

 

About this background paper 

This Background Paper was commissioned by the Asia-Europe Foundation’s Education Department 
and the Hanns Seidel Foundation as part of the 23rd ASEF Summer University (ASEFSU23) on 
‘Liveable Cities for a Sustainable Future’, an international Hackathon to tackle urban challenges in 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan which took place between September and November 2021. This 
Background Paper focuses on the Hackathon challenge in Pakistan – ‘Creating Accessible Cities: 
Enhancing Urban Mobility’ – which was tackled by the young ASEFSU23 participants coming from 39 
ASEM countries in Asia and Europe.  

This Background Paper was proofread and copyedited by the Asia-Europe Foundation’s Education 
Department. 

 

Disclaimer 

The author, Syed Akhtar Ali SHAH, is working as an Associate Professor in the Department of Urban 
and Regional Planning at University of Peshawar, Pakistan. The views and opinions expressed in this 
background paper are the author’s own and do not reflect the views of the Asia-Europe Foundation 
(ASEF). 
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1. Introduction 
 
With a population of about 207 million, the 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan is ranked as the 
world’s 6th largest country and the 34th largest 
country on the basis of its areas of 796,096 
square kilometers (Pakistan Bureau of 
Statistics, 2021). It came into being on 14th 
August 1947, when the Indian subcontinent was 
split into two states, India and Pakistan. 
Pakistan has a strategic location in the South 
Asia with India in the East, Republic of China in 
The North, Afghanistan in the West and Republic 
of Iran in the South West. In the South of the 
country lies Arabian Sea with 1046 kilometers 
long coastline (Map of Pakistan is annexed as 
Annex I). 

This background paper focuses on urban 
mobility and its challenges in the context of 
Pakistan. Efficient urban mobility is directly 
linked with a better performance of the 
economy, which ensures poverty alleviation, 
social justice and an overall lift of the society 
towards peace, harmony and happiness 
(Menhas et el., 2019). It is also a key driver of 
sustainable urbanisation contributing to 
Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG11): 
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable.  

When the mobility infrastructures of a city are 
congested with all sorts of vehicles and noise, it 
seriously damages the urban environment and 
negatively impacts the citizen. Such city, no matter 
how resourceful, cannot play its role of “engine 
of growth and prosperity” (Gilles, 2008). The 
role of urban transportation is fundamental and 
significantly contributes to trade and economic 
growth, which further leads towards sustainable 
development (op cit.). Unfortunately, the 
situation of urban mobility in Pakistan is very 
concerning. Traffic mismanagement with rapid 
motorisation in almost all major cities of the 
country has surpassed the potential capacity of  

 
the urban road networks, resulting in 
congestion, delays and poor air quality (Ali et al., 
2021). This background paper discuss these 
challenges, with a focus on Lahore.  
 

2. Overview of Transportation 
System in Pakistan 

Pakistan is considered as the fastest 
urbanising country of the South Asian region 
with an annual urbanisation rate of 3% (Sadia 
Shahid, 2020). However, cities have not been 
properly managed, which has resulted in 
problems such as high density living, sporadic 
development of slums and squatter 
settlements in cities. Road congestion, limited 
availability of power, poverty, crime and social 
problems are some of the urban challenges the 
country is confronted with.  

Typical mobility problems in Pakistan are 
identified as traffic congestion, road accidents, 
traffic induced air noise pollution and an 
overall environmental degradation (Rana and 
Saad, 2018). It is argued elsewhere (Dimitriou, 
1991) that mobility problems like congestion in 
the developing world are the manifestation 
(Annexure II) of root problems such as rapid 
motorisation, higher population growth rate, 
increased urbanisation, incompatible land use, 
space encroachment by street vendors, mix 
use of road space by both vehicles and 
pedestrians, roadside parking, poorly placed 
infrastructure, poor geometry of roads, etc. 
(Rana and Saad, 2018). 

With Pakistan's growing population, traffic 
congestion has become a major issue in 
practically all of the country's major cities. The 
rise in traffic has resulted in an increase in 
traffic accidents while urban roads are 
becoming increasingly unsafe. Urban policy 
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makers and practitioners have employed 
various measures to mitigate road congestion 
by segregating different streams of traffic flows 
and providing overhead bridges or 
underpasses and, in some cases, widening the 
problematic road sections (Salman and Abbas, 
2016). In some cities like Karachi, Lahore and 
Peshawar, bypass or ring roads have also been 
constructed to move the traffic out of the city 
center. However, these attempts based on the 
policy of meeting the additional demand of 
road space to accommodate additional traffic 
have never been a sustainable solution (Down, 
2004). The relief in congestion has always 
been short lived as new facilities attract 
additional traffic. Commuter who are avoiding 
congested roads by changing route, time or 
mode of transport are attracted by newly 
constructed road facilities which become 
congested themselves. This is called the triple 
convergence phenomenon (Down, 2004), 
which has been observed in several cities of 
the world across the globe. 

Pakistan is ranked 95 in the world when it 
comes to road safety, with 17.12 fatalities per 
100,000 persons (World Health Rankings, 
2021). Nasir et al. (2018) have estimated that 
there are 10 death every day and an annual 
economic loss amounting to more than Rs. 100 
billion.1 More pedestrians and two wheelers 
are involved in road accidents in cities such as 
Lahore, Karachi, Islamabad, Peshawar, 
Rawalpindi, Quetta and Hyderabad (Shah et al., 
2018). For instance, in Lahore more than 
40,000 road accidents occur annually, causing 
hundreds of fatalities and thousands of 
morbidities and costing millions of rupees in 
damages (Nasir Ali et al., 2018). However, little 
has been done by the government to avoid 
traffic bottlenecks and address other traffic 
concerns.  

 
1 USD 822 million at a rate of 1 USD = 121.57 PKR (average) in 2018. Information retrieved from  
https://www.exchangerates.org.uk/USD-PKR-spot-exchange-rates-history-2018.html 

3. Overview of Situation in Lahore  

Lahore, with an area of 1,772 square 
kilometers and a population of 11.1 million 
people growing at an average annual rate of 
3%, is Pakistan's second largest metropolis 
after Karachi. It is the capital of Punjab, which 
is the fastest-growing province of Pakistan, and 
carries 53% of the country’s population 
(Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2021). In recent 
years, several new housing schemes have 
sporadically emerged all around the city which 
have significantly changed the travelling 
patterns of the city. This urban sprawl has also 
triggered rapid motorisation, which has 
seriously exacerbated traffic congestion and 
environment degradation with a loss of green 
spaces around the city and additional vehicular 
emissions (Rizwan, 2019). In Lahore, up to 
100,000 automobiles are registered each year 
compared to only a few hundred in other cities. 
Traffic difficulties in the city have been 
deteriorating day by day as a result of the 
practice of registering vehicles in the regional 
capital. 

The total number of vehicles in Lahore is 6.265 
million, which is almost one third of all vehicles 
registered in Punjab. There are 4.298 million 
motorcycles (68%), 1.431 million private cars 
(23%), 72,085 pickup trucks (1.1%), 58,167 
buses (0.9%), and 27,507 taxi cabs (0.4%) 
while the remaining 7% comprised other 
vehicles as shown in Table 1 (Annexure III) 
(Talib, 2020). Urban mobility within the city is 
not efficient as there is frequent traffic 
disruption, accidents and delays on the roads, 
which is worsening with the increasing vehicles’ 
registration in the city. While most of the major 
roads of Lahore are signal-free, the commute 
time for many people has increased 
significantly. In the following section, key 
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problems associated with urban mobility are 
identified and briefly discussed. The poor 
enforcement of traffic rules and regulations 
appears to be a major contributing factor. 

3.1 Key Mobility Problems in Lahore 

The major problems associated with urban 
mobility in Lahore are the following: 

Traffic Congestion 
Congestion is a phenomenon which is 
observed when traffic demand surpasses the 
capacity of the road network (Ali et al., 2021). 
Congestion is one of the nine key 
infrastructural weaknesses identified by 
experts around the world, which is a source of 
delays, increased fatalities, increased 
operational costs, increased mental stress, 
and overall diminished transportation 
efficiency (Jones et al., 2014; Kiunsi, 2013; 
Lam & Toan, 2006). Many cities in Pakistan, 
including Lahore, have either no or poorly 
operated public transportation system, which 
encourages citizen to purchase their own 
private vehicles. Traffic congestion is 
increasing with the number of vehicles on the 
roads. The current traffic volumes on all  
Lahore's major roadways is estimated as 8,000 
vehicles per lane which is a serious challenge to 
fluent urban mobility (Ali et al., 2021). Besides, 
the repercussions on the economic functioning 
of the city in terms of fuel and time loss are also 
substantial (Javid & Nizwa, 2016; Ali & Faraj, 
2013). 

Congestion is a major issue in Lahore causing 
difficulty for commuters, especially near the 
metro stops, railway station, business hubs, 
recreational centers, shopping malls, schooling 
areas and other public places. Unplanned city 
expansion, absence of adequate public 
transportation systems, poor traffic sense, 
obsolete traffic management systems and poor 
road pavement markings are some common 

and well-known factors for traffic congestion in 
Lahore (Ali et al., 2021).  

Traffic congestion is often an inevitable reality 
in many economically vibrant cities like Lahore 
(Mahendra, 2008). In the case of Lahore, the 
scarcity of transportation amenities such as 
signal control systems, parking layouts, and 
outdated traffic management systems are 
some of the problems linked with traffic 
congestion. Picture 1 illustrates a typical 
scenario of traffic congestion during the 
morning peak hours. 
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Picture 1: Morning Peak Congestion 

Mixed Use of Road Space 

Mixed use of road space causes traffic 
congestion and reduces the economic 
functioning of a city, which makes the 
management of urban mobility more 
challenging. As can be seen in Picture 2, the 
road space is jointly shared by vehicles, 
vendors and pedestrians. The traffic signal 
system in Lahore city is antiquated and 
unmanned on numerous routes (Salman and 
Abbas, 2016). The absence of appropriate 
placed and well-designed traffic control 
devices, lane marking, pavement marking, 
traffic and signals on both major and minor 
roads encourages a mixed use of road space 
that causes traffic delays. Poorly designed 
traffic signal controls, poor and overloading of 
public transportation and unloading of 
passengers and freight along the roadside, 
trading obstructions, pedestrian obstructions 
and narrow traffic lanes further encourages the 
mixed and inefficient use of road space. 

 

 

Except five major roads of the city (i.e. Canal 
Bank Road, Ferozepur Road, Mall Road, Jail 
Road and Ring Road), most of the urban roads 
portray a mixed traffic use by all sorts of 
vehicular traffic and pedestrians (Salman and 
Abbas, 2016) as shown in Picture 2. 

Picture 2: Mixed use of road space



ASEFSU23 Background Paper – Urban Mobility in Pakistan with a Focus on Lahore  

 
 

7 

Parking Problems 

Unregulated on-road and off-road parking 
causes reduction in the potential capacity of 
roadways and is regarded as one of the major 
causes of traffic congestion (Salman and 
Abbas, 2016). Curbside parking of cars and 
motorcycles along with hand carts of street 
vendors is shown here in Pictures 3a and 3b. 
In Picture 3a, parked bikes have completely 
engulfed the whole pavement area of the 
famous Shah Alam market in Lahore. As can be 
seen here, even pedestrians find it difficult to 
maneuver their way through this blockade of 
bikes. Picture 3b displays the curbside parked 
vehicles. The picture was not taken during 
peak business hours. During peak business 
hours, almost half of the three lanes roadway 
on both sides are usually occupied by the 
parked vehicles.  

Except urban highways, most of the urban 
roads portray a mixed traffic use by all sorts of 
vehicles and pedestrians (Salman and Abbas, 
2016). Picture 3b is an example of this mixed 
use of road by pedestrians along with 
rickshaws, motorcycles, street vendors and 
other commercial vehicles. 
 

 

Picture 3a: Curbside Parking 

 

 

 

 

Picture 3b: Carriageway Parking 

 

Improperly Designed Roads and Junctions 

Many roads of the old city in Lahore are not  
compatible with the present fast moving 
vehicular traffic. Poor geometric design of 
horizontal curves, no lane markings, ill placed 
signs and signals create a chaotic mobility 
situation (Salman and Abbas, 2016). Several 
road junctions are neither properly designed 
nor managed to regulate entry and exit from 
the main road (Picture 4). This not only induces 
congestion but also jeopardises road safety 
because of the increase of conflict areas. 

The development of urban highways with signal 
free mobility corridors during the last two 
decades has resulted in higher speeds on the 
roads of the city. 

The signal free highways have replaced 
intersections with dedicated U-turns, thereby 
reducing conflict points and increasing flow 
speed. However, this new arrangement has 
resulted in extra travelling to make U-turns, 
which is neither cost-efficient nor an 
environmentally friendly approach. 
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Picture 4: Improperly Designed Junctions 

 

Safety has also been compromised with higher 
speed, which is not desirable from an urban 
mobility perspective. A study (Ali, 2018) 
reveals that approximately 30,000 road 
accidents occur on the roads of Lahore every 
year with a loss of USD 15 million during the 
year 2016 alone in the form of damages to 
properties. A case study of Peshawar, a 
medium size city of Pakistan, reported 57% 
fatality rate of pedestrian in road accidents 
(Shah et al., 2017). This confirms that 
pedestrians are more prone to accident on 
high-speed roads, particularly in scenarios as 
shown in Picture 5.  

 

Picture 5: Signal-free Road causing Extra 
Speed and Endangering Pedestrians’ Life 

 

 

 

 

Poor Traffic Management 

Poor traffic management results in increasing 
crashes and environmental degradation, along 
with poor performance of the mobility 
infrastructure (Nasir et al., 2018). Institutional 
incapability with poor implementation of traffic 
rules and regulations is the main cause of 
existing haphazardness and chaos (Picture 6) 
on the roads of Lahore (Zuhra et al., 2012). The 
absence of traffic police in most of the 
surveyed places indicates a laissez-faire 
approach of traffic managers that encourages 
a disorderly movement of all road users. 
Ultimately, road spaces get choked and cannot 
ensure free, efficient and safe mobility. A study 
(Zameen Blog, 2021) reported that the annual 
economic cost because of time loss in Lahore 
is around USD 800 million. This is 14% higher 
than the annual estimated cost of traffic 
congestion in Karachi which was $688 million. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 6: Poor Traffic Management 
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4. The Way Forward 

The overall traffic congestion coupled with 
haphazard movement of vehicles, vendors and 
pedestrians indicate that the road users do not 
cooperate with the traffic managers because of  
negative perceptions about the traffic 
regulators amongst other reasons.  
Comprehensive and cross-sectoral urban 
planning and management solutions are 
needed to solve urban mobility issues of 
Pakistan, including: 

• Adoption of technology-based solutions 
• Improved traffic system management 

instead of construction of additional 
facilities 

• Devising a soft and all-inclusive 
enforcement mechanism 

• Educating people about their 
responsibilities in improving the liveabilty 
of the environment of our cities 

4.1 Technology Induction in the System-
Intelligent Transport Systems Applications   

Nowadays, road managers are using 
information, communication and sensor 
technologies to design and develop various 
applications for efficient functioning of road. 
These include various Intelligent 
Transportation System (ITS) applications for 
traffic management, traveler information, 
public transportation, incident management, 
cargo management, etc. These applications 
were initially considered too sophisticated to 
be recommended for a developing country 
(Shah and Byung Ha, 2006). However, with the 
spectacular development of information and 
communication technologies in developing 
countries, this perception has swifted and 
various application have been successfully 
adopted by different countries (Shah et al., 
2009). Some ITS tools can be explored for 
adoption if tailored for application in cities like 
Lahore. 

 

4.2 Traffic System Management Rather than 
Construction of Additional Facility 

Construction of new roads and physical 
infrastructures or expansion of existing ones is 
a supply side approach that has been 
employed for tackling urban mobility problems 
(Javed and Nizwa, 2016). However, as 
discussed earlier, this approach may not be 
considered as sustainable without  
environmentally friendly initiatives based on 
demand management. Studies can be 
conducted to ascertain the compatibility of the 
following measures: 

• Flextime or staggered working hours 
• On-street parking discouragement through 

higher parking fees 
• Corridor management 
• Preferential treatment for high occupancy 

vehicles (HOVs) 
• Provision of non-motorised modes of 

transport  
• Promotion of mass transit infrastructures 

4.3 Community Participation 

In Pakistan, appreciation of urban resilience 
and community engagement are the most 
significant but the least explored areas  in 
policy making (Latif and Yo, 2020). This 
approach of engaging the community at 
various urban design and management stages 
is called pluralism or public participation (Fung 
and Fisher, 2019).  

Rules and regulation for the betterment of 
urban mobility are generally designed in 
Pakistan without any serious involvement of 
the road users.  (Fung and Fisher, 2019) Proper 
engagement of communities in the formulation 
of traffic rules and regulation for better mobility 
management can be helpful. 
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4.4 Education 

Education, Enforcement and Engineering are 
commonly dubbed as the ‘3Es’ and are key 
factors in making urban roads safer and more 
efficient (Murungi et al., 2018). Education 
promotes appreciation of various traffic laws 
and regulations, road signs, signals and 
pavement marking for better and safer mobility 
(UNESCO, 2019). Education can be used as a 
strategic tool for promoting road safety and 
network efficiency in Lahore and other cities of 
Pakistan. Media campaigns have been 
successfully used in the past to teach 
legitimate uses of roads and can be further 
used to improve today’s situation. A pilot 
research project can be launched to fine-tune 
road safety education and training 
mechanisms to ensure safe and efficient urban 
mobility in Pakistan. 
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Annexure I 
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Urban Transport Manifestation and Root Problem (Dimitriou, 1990) 
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Annexure III 

Table 1: Comparison of Category Wise Registered Vehicle in Lahore with the Province Punjab 

Source: https://tribune.com.pk/story/2160306/traffic-problems-rising-number-vehicles 
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