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Abstract
Constraints on public transport during the Covid-19 pandemic pushed many urban residents to travel in
overcrowded vehicles, and even take to clandestine means.
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Public transportation is an essential service, with both social and economic functions. In Brazil, access
to transportation was recognised as a social and fundamental right by the Constitutional Amendment
No. 90,2 acknowledging the importance of people’s urban mobility. The Institute of Applied Economic
Research (Ipea) found that 65.9% of the population living in state capital cities rely on public
transportation for travel.3 During the pandemic, there has been a decrease in the number of passengers
using public transportation4 in some areas as well as a fleet reduction, which limited transport options.
Federal and state agencies assumed that by reducing the supply of regular public transportation,
people would move less, thus minimising viral spread.5 In the city of São Paulo, city officials reduced
the bus fleet to 40% in March 2020.6 Additionally, there was a decrease in demand in some areas, but
the changes were not homogeneous and occur differently depending on local cirumstances. In fact,
some bus lines that serve peripheral areas in major cities registered an increase in demand.7
Although it may be argued that it is sensible to reduce public transport fleets from an economic point
of view, excessive and widespread fleet reduction across Brazil’s major cities failed to consider that
there is higher demand for public transportation in urban peripheries than in the central area of cities.8
While there has historically been greater demand for public transportation in urban peripheries, that
has corresponded with less reliable options available to people living there.9 Workers living in
peripheral regions depend on public transportation to reach the central area of cities where they work.
With limited reliable transportation, people are forced to travel standing up in overcrowded vehicles
daily. Shortage of public transportation in the peripheries has intensified during the pandemic, posing
additional challenges and health risks for poor working-class people. A research study conducted by
the Federal University of São Paulo (Unifesp) foud that most Covid-19 victims in the city resided in
peripheral neighbourhoods, where the population depends on public transport. Workers who depend on
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mass transit are the most common victims of Covid-19 related deaths. On the other hand, in parts of
city where private car ownership is greater, there have been less deaths by Covid-19.10
People living in peripheral neighbourhoods are forced to move around more to earn a living due to the
nature of their employment and lack of financial assistance. Most workers in these regions are also
occupied with informal jobs, such as domestic aid and street vending, requiring them to continue
circulating throughout the city.11 Despite risks, a significant part of the population has been forced to
continue taking public transport to go to work throughout the pandemic.12 Shortages in services then
means that the sizeable share of residents who rely on them have to travel in overcrowded vehicles 13
and may even be forced to take clandestine transport.
Clandestine transport
Clandestine transport within cities has intensified during the pandemic.14 Media outlets and the public
refer to this type of unofficial, or informal, transport as illegal, ‘pirate’, complementary or alternative
because it operates without substantial government oversight to carry paying passengers within cities,
or across city and state lines.15 Clandestine transportation has long been carried out in Brazil and started
to intensify in the late 1980s and 1990s.16 Violation of the laws that prohibit clandestine transportation
is a serious offence, subject to hefty fines and state-led seizure.17 In Alagoas, a north-eastern state, the
number of vehicles offering clandestine transport options to the population grew by 40% in the first
eight months of 2020.18 Similarly, in Brasília, shortages of reliable, less crowded public transportation
forced people to travel on clandestine vehicles because they were left without options.19
Clandestine passenger transport can be offered by any individual or any company that has a vehicle
and the willingness to provide service. Providers of clandestine transportation generally charge less than
official transport, but the value of fares vary depending on location and circumstances.20 While buses
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may be the most common type of vehicle used, vans and small vehicles offer this service as well.21
Drivers of clandestine transport vehicles may stop at key bus stops or similar locations to offer their
services to potential passengers, who often wait for a long time to enter an overcrowded formal bus.22
Users of clandestine transportation have long argued that this type of transport is serving a need, cheaper
and that the government should recognise it as legitimate.23
Clandestine urban transport has been regulated in the past. In October of 1992, Luiza Erundina, then
mayor of São Paulo, signed a decree incorporating clandestine buses into a new type of system. This
historic move was a recognition that clandestine buses, clearly responding to significant population
demand, were a force to be reckoned with.24
Interstate and intercity clandestine transport
In June 2020, the National Land Transport Agency (ANTT) published guidelines setting out measures
limiting the interstate transport of passengers during the pandemic.25 Transport companies were advised
to reduce the frequency of interstate bus services to each of their destinations, without risk of being
fined even if their services went below the minimum frequency.26 Mobility restrictions across city and
state lines were implemented in March 2020, leading to a 70% drop in passengers boarding formal
travel buses. Then, when more restrictive mobility measures were adopted in some regions, there was
a 95% drop in the sector's revenue.27 As early as March 24, states such as Goiás prohibited the entry of
passengers by bus or plane from states with confirmed cases of coronavirus.28 Formal intercity and
interstate bus companies had to abide by these measures imposed by federal and local governments,
reducing their services. Due to the scarcity of affordable, regular interstate and intercity transportation
options, people seeking to leave the industrial centres such as São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro to reach
other regions of the country, saw in clandestine transport an opportunity.
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Although some cities and states implemented restrictions suspending intercity and interstate
transportation to help contain the spread of the coronavirus, clandestine transport such as buses, SUVs
and smaller cars have continued taking passengers all over the country.29 Interstate and intercity
clandestine transport has long happened in Brazil, but it is generally as camouflaged as possible.
However, due to mobility restrictions, it became easier for the ANTT to spot and apprehend the
offenders. In the context of the pandemic, clandestine transport was portrayed as posing significant
public health risks.30 The media focused on how clandestine transport has contributed to the rapid
spread of the virus ,31 when contaminated passengers travelled from cities with higher cases of
infections to other parts of the country that had been less exposed to the coronavirus.32
After an increase in reports of illegal transportation during the pandemic, the ANTT started a task
force (Operação Pascal) focused on combating clandestine transport of passengers and monitoring all
road systems.33 When the ANTT apprehends a clandestine transport vehicle, the passengers have their
journeys interrupted and may ultimately be returned to the city of departure. In addition, state
surveillance agencies, such as ANTT and the police, seize the vehicle(s), apply fines and may seize
passengers’ merchandises, too.34 Despite the attempts from agencies to control clandestine mobility,
this service has continued to function. While at São Paulo’s Tietê Bus Terminal, the largest in Latin
America, the movement fell to as low as 93% as compared to last year, while in other parts of the city,
clandestine agencies continue to sell tickets for long journeys freely.35 The ANTT and local state
surveillance have been unable to control informal transport precisely because it is feeding a demand,
and surveillance overall is poor.
Clandestine transport and internal return migration
Historically, there has been a great flow of people from the north and northeast regions to the
southeastern region of the country in search of work opportunities.36 During the pandemic, there has
been a reversal. Many migrant workers who had been working in the southeastern region of the country
lost their jobs at factories, restaurants and shops. Due to economic uncertainty caused by job losses,
29
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these workers had to return to their home states. In Brazil, return migration occurs mainly through
clandestine routes.37 Many migrant workers see clandestine transportation as their most viable and
affordable option, which can be 60% cheaper than formal transportation.38 Passengers trying to reach
their homes and families in faraway locations are the most affected by the lack of appropriate transport
options.
Clandestine transport and international land border crossings
In Corumbá, a city in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso do Sul, which borders Bolivia, the local
authorities were concerned with stopping all clandestine transport and preventing people from crossing
the border. Due to the pandemic, the border was closed and Bolivians living in Brazil were not allowed
to cross over into Bolivia, but local government authorities in Mato Grosso do Sul stated that Bolivian
nationals were still crossing the border irregularly.39
Bolivians may travel on clandestine transport from Brazil to Bolivia and vice versa. In December
2020, the Brazilian Traffic and Transport Agency (Agetrat) seized two vehicles and charged two
Bolivian drivers for operating clandestine passenger transport in Corumbá. Three passengers revealed
that one of the bus drivers charged them 2,000 Bolivianos (Bolivian currency) to transport them from
La Sierra (Bolivia) to Corumbá. The passengers said that they did not know they were using clandestine
transport but admitted that it was not the first time they had used the services of the driver. Around the
same time, another Bolivian vehicle was intercepted by authorities when the driver was trying to pick
up passengers in Corumbá with the purpose of taking them back to Bolivia.40
Undoubtedly, precarious public transportation and some patterns of immobilities in Brazil pre-date
Covid-19. However, working-class people’s immobilities have only intensified due to socio-economic
barriers and mobility restrictions imposed by government and formal transport company providers in
the effort to curb the pandemic nationwide. Planning decisions must bare this in mind going forward.
Because as a population disproportionately afflicted by the virus, they have the most to lose.
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