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Resumo
O objetivo deste artigo é estabelecer as contenções 
políticas geradas na governança de mobilidade ur-
bana a partir da implementação da plataforma 
Uber. Analisamos o caso de Bogotá, Colômbia, por 
se tratar de um processo de tensão na construção 
da regulação. O caso foi explorado a partir de uma 
análise documental envolvendo decretos, leis, pro-
jetos de lei, decisões judiciais e informes oficiais. Os 
resultados confirmam o modo de operação empre-
gado em outros países pela empresa de gerar uma 
conformidade contenciosa com os modelos regula-
tórios. Contudo, a governança de transporte esta-
belecida na capital Bogotá com a regulamentação 
do transporte público no sistema integrado coope-
rou para a escalada do enfrentamento judicial até a 
proibição das operações da empresa.

Palavras-chave: Uber Bogotá; Uber Colômbia; re-
gulação Uber; mobilidade inteligente; economia de 
plataforma.

Abstract
This article addresses the political constraints 
generated in urban mobility governance by the 
implementation of the Uber platform. We analyzed 
the case of Bogotá, Colombia, due to the tension 
involved in the creation of regulation. The case 
was explored based on the analysis of documents 
such as decrees, laws, bills, court decisions, and 
official reports. The results confirm the operating 
method used by the company in other countries to 
generate contentious compliance with regulatory 
models. However, the transportation governance 
established in Bogotá through the regulation of 
public transportation in the integrated system 
contributed to the escalation of legal confrontation 
until the prohibition of the company’s operations.

Keywords: Uber Bogotá; Uber Colombia; Uber 
regulation; smart mobility; platform economy.
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Introduction

Smartphone technology has provided the 
ability to communicate almost anywhere, at 
any time, and to represent users and vehicles 
as geolocated points on a city map in real 
time. This technology has inspired initiatives 
by public agents, such as tracking bus fleets 
through apps and monitoring the flows and 
routes of public transport users based on 
user data. The private sector has also taken 
advantage of these possibilities for urban 
mobility, offering everything from ride- 
-sharing services mediated by smartphones 
to a model similar to taxis. One of the main 
innovations was the incorporation of private 
agents – vehicle owners – in the provision of 
individual mobility services through service- 
-offering platforms and payment services. 

The largest and most emblematic 
company exploring this dynamic as a business 
model is Uber, founded in 2009 in the United 
States as an urban mobility startup and 
expanding its operations globally from 2012 
onwards. This company’s operations are 
characterized by not owning the cars used, 
not operating within the limitations of private 
vehicle permits legally required by public 
transport authorities for taxi services, and not 
providing fixed employment contracts to its 
drivers. Instead, the company is registered in 
the technology sector and operates within 
a flexible employment contract regime, 
supported by the concept of the “gig economy”. 
This perspective maintains that service 
mediation platforms based on Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and 

the Internet can connect people and enable 
the optimization of underutilized resources 
through the digital negotiation of sharing these 
resources, such as taking advantage of empty 
spaces in cars during journeys to generate 
extra income through monetized ride-sharing 
(Kenney and Zysman, 2016).

This new technological environment 
transforms the mobility scenario in urban 
contexts. The flexible nature of the platform 
creates ambiguity in the traditional forms of 
offering transportation services, generating 
tension with established patterns of urban 
governance. With Uber having been in business 
for just over a decade, and having reached 
several legal impasses regarding urban mobility 
legislation and very similar labor contract issues 
in the United States and around the world, it has 
become clear that the company’s operations 
are far from just facilitating ride-sharing through 
an app.

In this paper, we want to understand how 
these tensions are structured by reconstructing 
the process of the app’s implementation in 
the city of Bogotá, Colombia. We want to 
examine the negotiations between agents in 
the dynamics of the process of legalizing this 
company in the local and national legislative 
spheres. Based on this work, we want to link 
the field of studying platform economies with 
the literature on governance, understanding 
that the management of urban mobility is 
characterized by a process of contentious 
coalition between national and international 
public and private actors that varies in each 
local context. We use Valdez's (2023) concept 
of “contentious compliance” to understand 
how Uber establishes its operation in a 
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contentious manner, combining economic and 
political influence with a strategy of legislative 
disobedience to the existing mobility model 
structured by city governance.

To trace this process, we first identified 
three t ime per iods  according to  the 
negotiations between the agents involved, 
in addition to regulatory responses. We then 
conducted a qualitative documentary analysis, 
based mainly on regulations, lawsuits and press 
reports that were produced between October 
2013 and December 2021. We consider that 
the results demonstrate a regulatory and 
oversight environment that is highly hostile 
to the platform and strongly favorable to 
the protection of the traditional taxi market. 
Our hypothesis is that the introduction of 
technological innovation implies a contentious 
process between different local agents. The 
legislative impact of Uber will be different 
in cities with stronger taxi regulations and 
where the political strength of representatives 
of private transport interests can veto the 
company than in cities where these agents 
have less political influence. We understand 
that in Bogotá, the taxi drivers' lobbying 
power to maintain their market proved to be 
stronger than Uber's, partly due to the political 
and economic strength of the taxi companies 
established in the Bogotá transport coalition 
and partly due to increased monitoring and 
combating of irregular transport with the 
implementation of the Integrated Public 
Transport System, which aimed at integrating 
fares.

The work is divided into three parts. The 
first part presents a brief bibliographic review 
on platform economies and Uber's forms of 

operation in relation to urban governance. The 
second part describes the methodologies used 
to analyze and structure the results, dividing 
Uber's contentious process with respect to 
urban governance into three periods. The third 
part summarizes and discusses the results.

Literature review

The first concept that we consider central 
to this work is that of the “gig economy”. 
This concept has been incorporated into 
the academic literature to describe the 
organization of companies like Uber. More than 
a transportation company, it has been defined 
as a technology application that facilitates 
connections between drivers willing to give 
rides and share space in their vehicles, and 
passengers willing to pay for such rides. In this 
arrangement, Uber would be an application 
that would help monetize rides. However, 
authors such as Rogers (2015), Pasquale (2016), 
and Kenney and Zysman (2016) problematize 
the disconnect between the concept of the gig 
economy and the reality of aggressive market 
competition which is radically averse to adapting 
to any local urban mobility legislation. Far from 
organic growth, Rogers (2015) points out that 
Uber has a modus operandi that combines high 
investment in marketing with political lobbying 
to operate outside the legislative dictates that 
transportation companies operate under.

According to Pasquale (2016), the 
optimism surrounding the gig economy 
discourse quickly proved to be naïve, since it 
conceals a complex capitalist market of digital 
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platforms that is increasingly stratified and 
without the solid ties that would guarantee 
labor protection. For Collier, Dubal and Carter 
(2018), this is a model that offers flexibility in 
exchange for transferring responsibilities from 
the company to the workers, in addition to 
promoting class fragmentation and frustrating 
any chance of unionization. Kenney and 
Zysman (2016) point out that the gig economy 
represents a sporadic source of income, which 
is unlike what happens with the Airbnb and 
Uber platforms: a large part of those registered 
on such platforms seek to consistently earn 
a living by renting spaces and transporting 
people. These companies obtain advantages as 
guarantors of service agency and information 
exchange, and as producers and processors 
of operational data and payments. For these 
reasons, the authors differentiate these services 
from the gig economy by using the term 
“platform economy”.

Thus, the gig economy that Uber and 
several other companies based on social 
networking technology claimed to advance 
has instead produced new markets which 
mediate services based on digital technologies. 
According to Rahman and Tellen (2019), the 
platform economy reiterates elements that 
were already part of the global financial 
capitalist labor market, such as generating value 
for shareholders, financialization, seeking to 
make contracts more flexible, and reducing 
labor costs. What is new is that these services 
guarantee a level of dominance and market 
concentration as fundamental infrastructure 
for a sector, such as private mobility of public 
interest in the case of Uber. This market 

concentration is related to the effects of 
the network configuration of the platform 
economy: the more people use it, the more 
valuable the platform becomes, especially if 
this growth can be on a large territorial scale 
and users can travel to other territories in the 
country or in other countries and use the same 
service (Srnicek, 2017).

[...] In contrast to the classic model of 
the vertically or horizontally integrated 
monopolistic firm that achieves and 
maintains its power through mechanisms 
of ownership or acquisition, the platform 
firms—although often built through 
mergers and acquisitions as well—
exercise market power by controlling 
other participants on either side of the 
platform. (Rahman and Tellen, 2019, p. 9)

Based on this network effect, the 
platform can define the rules for distributing 
value within its market. The investment 
required to achieve this scale takes time; 
investors accept this, and allow the company to 
expand without generating profits, absorbing 
its losses and focusing on medium- and long-
term gains. The authors call these advantages 
of network effects “infrastructural power.” 
This power involves the power to control 
the entry and exit of freelancers to and from 
the platform, the power to organize and 
manipulate the information flows and the 
activity of platform users, and the power to 
rank drivers and users (Valdez, 2023).

In summary, the literature states that 
modern ICTs, such as smartphones, digital social 
networks, and mobile and broadband internet, 
have set precedents for new forms of organizing 
services and the workforce. The power of 
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platform companies like Uber comes from what 
the authors call “infrastructural power,” which 
translates into the implementation of various 
strategies that seek to create a monopoly 
through the expansion and standardization of 
operations in the main urban centers of several 
countries. Among the most relevant strategies 
identified in the literature are the following: 
a) the organization of all supply and demand 
flows; b) the large-scale standardization of the 
service and the transfer of responsibilities for 
the physical infrastructure of the service to the 
cities and to drivers hired through flexible work 
contracts; c) the introduction of the service to 
a city without seeking compliance with the 
current legislation for taxi services, instead 
using marketing strategies, political lobbying 
and driver and customer loyalty to advocate 
in favor of new legislation that benefits the 
operation.

Thus, companies operating in the 
platform economy system seek to standardize 
their services, compete for independent 
workers in large cities, and comply with as 
little regulation as possible. However, their 
success depends on how strong their lobbying, 
marketing, and “loyalty” of drivers and 
customers are, as their interests clash with the 
complexity of collaborative governance in cities. 
Uber’s entry will generate potential conflicts 
with various agents in the different cities in 
which the company operates.

The second concept we address in this 
paper is governance. With this concept, we 
seek to analyze political decision-making from a 
more complex perspective, which incorporates 

other actors from the private sector, civil society, 
and multilateral organizations. These agents can 
influence decision-making and regulation of 
politically relevant issues (Nuissl and Reinrichs, 
2011). According to Stoker (2018), governance 
in urban policy involves achieving collective 
action in state management under conditions 
in which the exclusivity of state authority can 
no longer be relied upon. In its broadest sense, 
“the defining feature of urban governance is 
that the management of cities is not the sole 
preserve of government or the private sector, 
but is the preserve of a wide variety of actors 
that interact with one another to govern cities” 
(Obeng-Odoom, 2012, p. 206).

Contemporary urban governance occurs 
in a context in which large cities embrace 
“entrepreneurial urban management”. For 
Brenner (2004), this management is oriented 
towards a new scale of global investments. 
It contrasts with the national and territorial 
equalization of the welfare state model, where 
significant aspects of economic regulation 
are devolved to subnational institutional 
levels and the main socioeconomic assets 
are concentrated in the most competitive 
urban regions. In this scenario of urban 
entrepreneurship, public management practices 
are impacted by the incorporation of business 
management models, reducing the decision- 
-making power of public bodies and promoting 
greater deregulation, greater planning flexibility 
and greater involvement of the private sector, 
but where regional policy actors still have the 
capacity to impose an agenda (Da Cruz, Rode 
and McQuarrie, 2019).
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According to Le Galès and Vitale (2013), 
governance in large cities is related to the 
capacity of a political regime to provide services 
and to produce and maintain collective goods, 
thus ensuring its legitimacy. Le Galès (1998) 
points out that local governments seek to 
establish regulations around what emerges as 
a passive object, that which is “governable”. 
He also points out that regulations can be 
seen as governance mechanisms defined in 
three dimensions: the manner of coordinating 
various activities or relationships between 
actors; the allocation of resources in relation 
to these activities or actors; and the structuring 
of conflicts (prevented or resolved). This leads 
to three “typical” forms of regulation: (1) state 
regulation (often identified with hierarchical 
or political regulation), where the national 
government structures conflicts, distributes 
resources and coordinates activities and groups; 
(2) market regulation, in which supply, demand 
and profit values are the focus; (3) cooperative/
reciprocal regulation (sometimes called 
regulation through social or political exchange), 
based on values and norms, a unique approach 
which expresses trust-based forms of exchange.

Specifically in the case of the sharing 
economy, governance takes on new contours. 
Valdez (2023) considers that it is necessary to 
observe the strategies used by companies of 
this type in a context characterized by flexibility 
and the use of technology. To this end, she 
uses the concept of “contentious compliance”, 
within which she analyzes the forms of 
urban governance from the perspective of 
the dimension of political negotiation in 
the platform economy. According to Valdez, 

the relationship between the company, the 
regulatory bodies and the coalition in power 
will always be one of contentious negotiation, 
until the platform achieves the legislative 
arrangement that best favors it, using marketing 
and lobbying to build support with relevant 
actors, such as mayors, legislators at the 
municipal or national level, local business 
community, self-employed drivers and citizens 
(understood as consumers of the product) to 
legitimize its irregular operation.

According to Valdez, companies ignore 
the law for as long as possible and even break it, 
occasionally giving in to regulatory battles when 
under the most pressure. This is only possible, 
in her words,

[...] because of the inherent flexibility of 
their business model. Those changes, 
in turn, allow the firms to offer their 
services with the hope of becoming 
ubiquitous. Still, these firms never cease 
to push for deregulation to be able 
to offer their preferred version of the 
service. (Valdez, 2023, p. 183)

The company will then push the limits of 
minimum regulation as far as possible, but will 
also give in to the regional arrangement to some 
extent, by registering as a company, operating 
with legally accepted categories of luxury taxis, 
having its own offices and workshops, etc.

Valdez identifies a great local diversity in 
the development of this contentious process. 
While cities like New York have shown room for 
operational freedom and company expansion 
due to the absence of stricter rules for entry 
barriers for new companies in individual 
transportation and the popular perception 
that taxi services are quite limited, in cities like 
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Berlin and Madrid, several legislative barriers 
have been created against their expansion, and 
temporary bans have even been put in place 
(Valdez, 2023).

From th is  perspect ive  of  urban 
governance of shared economies, it is possible 
to analyze the local forms that are configured 
according to the power relationships between 
the different agents. We believe that, even 
with all the persuasive force it has in its favor, 
this does not mean that Uber will translate 
this effort into immediate success. It will clash 
with the existing coalition of urban political 
and business governance which structures and 
provides individual transportation services. 
The case of Bogotá offers a relevant example 
for understanding the dynamics of contentious 
negotiation that configure the provision of this 
type of service, in contrast to the “pacification” 
that has occurred in other urban contexts 
where Uber has managed to legalize its service, 
as has been the case in Brazil.

Methodology

The main methodological strategy used is 
documentary analysis. To this end, we identified 
the main arrangements that structured urban 
mobility in Bogotá during the period studied. 
We then reconstructed the process of Uber’s 
entry into and expulsion from Bogotá and 
Colombia based on documentary analysis 
of these arrangements. Among the official 
documents, we analyzed the Uber process 
published by the Court of Cundinamarca, 
legislative and legal documents including six 
decrees, two laws, two resolutions, one circular 
and one memorandum, both of the latter from 
the Superintendence of Ports and Transport. 

In addition to this material, we analyzed the 
management reports of the public transport 
company TransMilenio and the analysis of the 
General Comptroller’s Office regarding the 
operation of TransMilenio. We also analyzed 
11 bills from both the Chamber of Deputies 
(Consejales) and the Senate that dealt with the 
Uber platform.

A total of 188 news articles from the 
Colombian newspapers El Tiempo, El Espectador 
and La Republica were analyzed between May 
5, 2014 and December 30, 2022. Five interviews 
from the media outlets La Republica, El Tiempo 
and Radio Caracol were analyzed, as well as a 
speech by then presidential candidate Iván 
Duque on his official channel. Twelve posts 
from the official blog of Uber in Colombia were 
analyzed between November 1, 2015 and 
June 19, 2020. Among the official statements, 
five statements from the Superintendence of 
Transportation of Colombia and the Judiciary 
were selected for analysis. These works 
were organized using the qualitative analysis 
software Atlas.TI for easier access and thematic 
coding. An analysis methodology was used to 
classify the documentary sources based on the 
most relevant themes, reduce categories by 
coding these themes and subsequently identify 
the main points under debate regarding Uber's 
contentious compliance.

We procedurally structured the results 
into three periods. The first, between 2013 and 
2015, covers Uber’s arrival in Bogotá and its 
first points of contention with taxi drivers and 
regulatory agencies, and the first legislative 
efforts to create a category favorable to Uber. 
The second period covers the years 2015 to 
2019, when the Colombian national executive 
branch was under pressure to generate a 
regulatory response to Uber, structuring the 
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minimum requirements for the company to 
operate legally. The third period, from 2019 to 
2021, is when the municipal executive branch 
of Bogotá and the national executive branch 
of Colombia escalated the regulatory pressure 
on Uber for not adapting to the new individual 
mobility legislation, until the company was 
banned and returned to operating with car 
rental contracts.

Results

The arrival of the platform: 2013-2015

The individual public transport system at the 
time of Uber's arrival in Colombia (2013) was 
divided at the regulatory level into yellow taxis, 

equipped with taximeters for providing rides 
to destinations chosen by the customer, and 
white luxury and corporate taxis, regulated 
together with other private transport vehicles 
for commercial purposes, such as school bus 
vans and tourist minibuses. In Bogotá, these 
elements comprise a rigid system with strong 
barriers to new entrants. These individual or 
collective transport services of public interest 
in Bogotá are defined based on two national 
decrees: National Decree n. 172 of 2001, which 
defines the conventional taxi service (i.e., 
yellow); and National Decree n. 174 of 2001, 
which defines special taxi services (i.e., white) 
and other collective transport services.

To operate within the conventional taxi 
system, taxi drivers need “cupos”, taxi badges, 
which are issued by the Colombian National 
Ministry of Transportation. These cupos are 

Legislation Issuing Body What it determines

National Law n. 105
of 1993

Presidency of the 
Republic

Defines public transport in Colombia as an industry that aims 
to guarantee the mobilization of people or things, through 
suitable vehicles, under conditions of freedom of access, quality 
and safety for users and subject to economic compensation.

National Law n. 336,
of 1996

Presidency of the 
Republic

It establishes the Transport Statute and defines private 
transport as that which meets the needs of mobilizing people 
or things within the exclusive activities of natural or legal 
persons.

National Decree n. 172 Presidency of the 
Republic

It establishes that only accredited companies may operate in 
the taxi system, with a limited number of permits (coupons) 
and a fleet proportional to the territorial population. It requires 
individual owners to obtain a license and companies that wish 
to set up teams to comply with labor obligations regarding 
hiring, as well as an operating license for drivers.

National Decree n. 172 Presidency of the 
Republic

It establishes that only accredited companies may operate in 
the special individual or collective transport system (white taxis 
for luxury mobility, school vans and tourist buses). It requires 
individual owners to obtain a license and companies that wish 
to set up teams to comply with labor obligations regarding 
hiring, as well as an operating license for drivers.

Chart 1 – Individual transport legislation before Uber’s entry into Colombia

Source: prepared by the authors based on data from the Legal Secretariat of Bogotá.
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obtained by taxi companies and purchased by 
taxi drivers to operate in their city. Drivers can 
also resell or “rent” their cupos to other drivers, 
thus creating an additional informal business 
around these badges. While the supervision 
of drivers’ operations is the responsibility of 
municipal and metropolitan authorities, the 
supervision of companies is the responsibility 
of the national authority. According to the 
Bogotá District Mobility Secretariat, between 
2010 and 2015 a fixed number was maintained, 
with an average of 52,500 licensed taxis 
circulating in Bogotá (Secretaría Distrital de 
Movilidad, 2017). This number remained more 
or less fixed until the imbroglio with the entry 
of Uber. According to data from the National 
Association of Sustainable Mobility (Andemos), 
Bogotá had 82,719 taxis in 2022 (Andemos, 
2022). The impact of both Uber and the new 
dynamics of transportation through apps 
that have been incorporated by existing taxi 
companies has generated an increase of more 
than 30,000 new cupos.

The Uber app was registered in Colombia 
on October 15, 2013 as a technology company 
(Villa, 2014). This type of company has its 
functions governed by National Law no. 1,341 
of 2009 (Colômbia, 2009), which provides for 
activities related to the information society 
and the organization of ICTs. The app became 
available for download and driver registration in 
2013, offering a single “luxury car” option via the 
app, with the only option being “Uber Black”, a 
service more expensive than a conventional 
taxi, initially only in Bogotá, with a price ranging 
between 30% and 50% more than the typical 
fare for a taxi in the Colombian capital. 

In 2014, the extent of the app's impact 
on urban mobility began to be felt in Bogotá, 
based on the perception of local stakeholders 

that it was not a luxury mobility facilitator, 
but a competitive company that aimed to 
enter the individual mobility of cities in a way 
that disrupted the commercial models of taxi 
companies. While taxi driver protests began in 
May 2014 against Uber's operation in special 
taxis, in August 2014 Uber began offering 
the “UberX” service in Bogotá, at a cheaper 
rate in direct competition with taxis and with 
a contract through individuals and not with 
licensed taxi drivers for special vehicles, further 
aggravating the conflicts between taxi drivers 
and the platform (Villa, 2014). 

Uber’s connection to luxury taxis was 
the first target of action by the Colombian 
government, with the legal change in Resolution 
no. 3,068 of the Ministry of Transport, which 
modifies a paragraph of National Decree no. 
174, requiring all luxury taxi drivers to carry 
a document of contract with the company, 
called “Unified Format for Contract Extracts” 
(Fuec). In parallel with the responses from 
government, taxi drivers in Bogotá organized 
contentious movements through their unions, 
taking direct action by closing access roads to 
traffic, led by the union Asociación Nacional 
de Propietarios y Conductores de Taxi and taxi 
companies based and operating in the capital 
Bogotá, such as Táxis Libres and Táxis Imperiais 
(Redação El Espectador, 2014). They carried 
out intermittent cycles of protests against 
Uber between April and December 2014, with 
the first major national protest taking place on 
November 24, in line with the announcement 
of the legality or otherwise of the application by 
the authorities, with blockades of traffic lanes 
on the main roads of cities.

These cycles of protest not only indicated 
dissatisfaction among taxi drivers’ unions, 
but also began to reflect, from 2014 onwards, 
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cycles of social and political pressure whenever 
decisions favorable to the app’s legislation 
came under consideration in the Legislature 
or were proposed by the Executive, which 
continued until the end of the period studied 
(2021). In response to the first contentious 
national act, on November 24, 2014, the 
Ministry of Transportation issued an official 
statement (Colômbia, 2014) declaring the 
mobility app illegal. According to the Ministry’s 
understanding, Uber constitutes a technology 
platform operating as a transportation company. 
In order for a transportation company to use a 
technology platform to provide public services, 
it would need to be previously authorized 
by the competent authority according to the 
modality for which it was established. Likewise, 
the vehicles would need to be authorized for 
each modality and their drivers legally linked to 
the authorized companies.

In the legislative sector, during 2014, a 
debate took place in the Colombian Senate 
between September 23 and December 8 to 
draft a bill to create a special category for 
Uber. The debate centered on the proposal by 
senators Oscar Arango and Andrés Zuccardi, 
both from the same party as then-President 
Juan Manuel Santos. According to the Gazette 
of Congress (official internal publication of the 
Chamber of Deputies in which initiatives, votes, 
dictamens and other matters of interest that 
are debated in the Congress are published), 
Bill n. 93 proposed “[i]mproving the quality 
of the individual transportation service using 
taxi-type vehicles, improving the conditions for 
hiring drivers, regulating a luxury taxi system 
and creating a technical training fund for the 

provision of a better service (Colômbia, 2014).” 
The bill focused on Uber, still considering 
the platform’s model as a luxury taxi service. 
However, it was not approved by the Senate.

The conflict surrounding individual public 
motor transport in Colombia ended in 2014 
with the issuance on the last day of the year 
of “Circular 024” by the Superintendence of 
Ports and Transport, the national transport 
oversight body, authorizing the competent 
authorities to seize all cars providing services 
that did not comply with Decrees n. 172 and n. 
174, whether they were white taxis that did not 
carry the Fuec, or were operating through the 
UberX service.

Creating a regulatory framework: 
2015-2017

In 2015, the Uber service continued to operate 
despite the arrests of drivers. In March, the 
Ministry of Transport released a video on 
its official social media channels in which 
the Minister of Transport, Natalia Abello, 
announced that Uber was illegal in the country 
and that the government would launch a project 
to create a category of “luxury taxis” through 
apps to make yellow taxis more competitive 
(Redação El Tempo, 2015a).

In the first half of 2015, an investigation 
into irregular transportation services was 
begun by the Colombian Transportation 
Superintendence, which envisaged the 
possibility of blocking all transportation 
application platforms considered “illegal”, 
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although the Ministry of Information and 
Communication Technologies from Colombia 
(MinTIC) itself denied the possibility of blocking 
the applications (Redação El Espectador, 
2015b). Feeling that they were not being served 
by the government in restricting Uber and 
other platform-based mobility applications, 
the unions and business representatives of the 
taxi drivers called for a new national protest 
with blockades on July 29, 2015, in line with an 
international protest by taxi drivers against Uber 
on the same day (Redação El Tiempo, 2015c).

These protests continued into the second 
half of 2015, with access blocks being set up in 
important service areas, such as access roads to 
El Dorado International Airport. In addition to 
these contentious actions, there were also some 
acts of violence reported in the press, with taxi 
drivers using intimidation against drivers and 
passengers of services such as Uber (Redação 
El Tiempo, 2015d) and the announcement by 
taxi leaders of the creation of “search groups” 
to intimidate drivers and users of apps, working 
with the police to incriminate irregular drivers 
(Redação El Tiempo, 2015e). 

Although the dispute with Uber occurred 
at the municipal level in Bogotá, the authorities 
responsible for regulating or prohibiting 
individual transportation are at the national 
level. In light of this scenario, the executive actor 
who took the lead in the process of regulating 
Uber and taxis, the then-Vice President of the 
Republic under Juan Manuel Santos, Germán 
Vargas Lleras, promised to structure, based 
on the implementation period of the National 
Development Plan, the regulation of a special 
individual transportation service via app for 

taxi drivers in September (Redação El Tiempo, 
2015f). This is because the plan of the then-
-President Juan Manuel Santos Calderón, of 
the Partido Social de Unidad Nacional, which 
was implemented based on National Law no. 
1,753, included the following article: “Within 
six (6) months after the enactment of this law, 
the national government must regulate luxury 
services in the individual passenger mode” 
(Congreso de la República de Colombia, 2015, 
authors’ translation).

Given the delay in reaching a decision, 
the taxi drivers' union filed a class action 
lawsuit on November 13 in the Administrative 
Court of Cundinamarca, demanding a ten-day 
deadline for the President of the Republic, Juan 
Manuel Santos, or the Ministers of Transport, 
Minister of ICTs or Superintendents of Ports and 
Transport to present a solution. Although the 
legal action for protection was not accepted, 
the Court complied with the deadline for 
clarification (Colombia, 2022). This pressure 
resulted in the drafting of National Decree n. 
1,079, which signaled a legislative alignment 
and political commitment to the interests of taxi 
drivers, seeking to create a category of luxury 
taxis and digital applications that would require 
a link with the already existing model of cupos 
and taxi companies.

At the end of 2015, a new decree was 
published, National Decree n. 2,297, which 
reworded National Decree n. 1,079 and 
stipulated a six-month deadline (counting 
from the date of its publication, November 
27) for ride-hailing companies operating in 
the country to adapt. Despite this deadline for 
Uber to operate in a manner regulated by the 
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National Ministry of Transport, the company 
continued to operate irregularly according 
to the standards established the following 
year, without complying with the stipulated 
deadline (May 27, 2016). Taxi driver protests 
continued, as did search groups, with illegal 
raids and intimidation of drivers and passengers 
of the app, including widely publicized cases 
of an intimidating blockade of the daughter of 
a former vice-president Redação El Tiempo, 
2015g) who used the service. 

At the end of the stipulated period, 
on May 27, 2016, Resolution n. 2,163 of 
the Ministry of Transportation was issued, 
regulating National Decree n. 2,297. This 
resolution created a category of “luxury taxis”, 
structured ways to integrate individual mobility 
applications with legalized taxis, and thereby 
stipulated that Uber must register with the 
Ministry of Transportation in order to have a 
legal status. The company rejected the proposal 
and did not join, while several platform mobility 
companies linked to taxis were integrated 
into the resolution, such as Comunicación 
Tech y Transportes, Transportes Especiales 
Acar, Etaxi Colombia, Farley ETC, Cooperativa 
de Transportes Tax Coopebombas, Taxis Ya, 
Digimarketing, Widetech, Mobility Solutions, 
Eleinco, Mi Águila Group, Heinsohn Business 
Technology, Webnet, Processoft and Mega Taxi 
VIP Redação Portafolio, 2017). 

During this period, several bills were 
being processed to effectively create a category 
for Uber, both in the House of Representatives 
– Bill n. 044 of 2015 (Colômbia, 2015), authored 
by Congressman Alfredo Deluque, of the 
Partido de la U, and Bill n. 204 (Colômbia, 2016), 

authored by Olga Lucia Velásquez Nieto, of the 
Partido Allianza Verde, in 2016 – and in the 
Senate – with Bill n. 126 of 2015 (Colômbia, 
2015), and Bill n. 198 of 2016, the latter a 
popular initiative. Again, none of these bills 
received a favorable vote.

Platform prohibition

In March 2017, Uber was sentenced for the 
first time, with the Superintendence of Ports 
and Transport issuing Resolution No. 07838, 
which fined Uber 700 times the minimum 
wage, totaling 450 million pesos, and a second 
fine to Uber in the amount of US$344,727,000 
for “facilitating and promoting, through 
the media and advertising, the provision of 
unauthorized transport services in the country” 
(Superintendence of Ports and Transport, 2016). 
Uber’s legislative limbo became part of the 
agenda of the presidential election campaign, 
and candidate Iván Duque, from the Democratic 
Center, adopted the agenda of regulating 
the app in favor of taxi drivers’ unions during 
his campaign (Duque, 2018). In 2019, during 
his term in office, more emphatic measures 
emerged to classify the app and the company as 
irregular services.

In April 2019, the Special Group for 
Illegality and Accidental Control (Cecis) 
(Bejarano, 2019) was created, an initiative 
of President Iván Duque and the Ministry of 
Transport in partnership with the police, which 
sought to criminalize irregular transport, citing 
a correlation between irregular transport and 
traffic accidents. Although both President Iván 
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Duque and the Minister of Transport, Ángela 
Orozco, denied that the initiative was a way 
to combat the company Uber (Castilla, 2019), 
between April and June, Cecis suspended 
6,408 vehicle transport licenses for irregular 
app-based transport and revoked 75 driver's 
licenses in Bogotá because drivers were using 
apps (Bedoya, 2019).

 In this escalation of conflicts between the 
District (headed at the time by Mayor Enrique 
Peñalosa, from the Cambio Radical party) 
and national powers against Uber, an Uber 
service center was closed during an inspection 
by agents from the Bogotá District Mobility 
Secretariat due to alleged irregularities with 
automatic doors in July 2019 (Marenco, 2019). 
Regarding this incident, the company issued an 
official statement, on the Uber Colombia blog, 
regretting what happened and claiming that it 
had presented all legal documentation attesting 
that the establishment operated within the 
requirements mandated by law (Bell, 2019).

O n  D e c e m b e r  6 ,  2 0 1 9 ,  t h e 
Superintendence of Ports and Transport 
requested a response from Uber regarding the 
continuation of services considered irregular, 
such as advertising, consulting and affiliations 
of non-approved vehicles for public transport, 
services under conditions that would have 
generated competitive advantages for the 
benefit of providers linked to the platforms, 
and, subsequently, on December 18, it applied a 
new fine of USD 414 millions (Bell, 2019).

The Superintendence of Industry and 
Commerce (SIC) also opened proceedings 
in December 2019 against the platforms 
Uber, Cabify and Didi for engaging in unfair 
competition in the individual transport sector 

(Bell, 2019)25. On December 20, 2019, based 
on Minute n. 2,383, the SIC ordered the 
suspension of Uber services in Colombia. Based 
on an unfair competition claim filed in 2016 by 
the company Cotech, which provided platform 
technology services to the Colombian taxi 
company Taxis Libres, the SIC determined that 
the companies linked to Uber engaged in unfair 
competition by violating rules and diverting 
customers (articles 8 and 18 of Law n. 256 of 
1996), by irregularly providing the individual 
public transportation service, and thus violated 
the principle of fair competition enshrined in 
National Law n. 1,341 by competing without 
the same tax and legal obstacles as the 
transportation companies in Colombia. The SIC 
established that the companies linked to the 
Uber application provide an individual public 
passenger transportation service, by creating 
the offer and making the service available to 
users, thus violating the rules that regulate the 
market and generating a significant advantage 
for Uber (Colombia, 2022).

With this, the SIC ordered the immediate 
closure of the “Uber”, “Uber X” and “Uber VAN” 
services in Colombian territory. The decision to 
close Uber services contained in the minutes 
also orders the Colombian telecommunications 
companies  Comcel  (C laro) ,  Colombia 
Telecomunicaciones (Movistar), the Colombian 
telecommunications operator Tigo and the 
Empresa de Telecomunicaciones de Bogotá to 
suspend the transmission and hosting of Uber 
data, effectively prohibiting the download 
and use of the application on smartphones 
(Colombia, 2022). The circular set the deadline 
for the closure of Uber in Colombia for February 
1, 2020.
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Uber’s impending exit from Colombia 
in early 2020 became a catalyst for the debate 
about the nation’s own regulation of the 
platform. A variety of projects emerged in 
the House of Representatives, such as Bills n. 
174, 185, 199, 242 and 446. All of these were 
combined in Bill n. 003, of 2020 (Redação El 
Espectador, 2020).

After the issuance of Minute n. 2,383 
by the Superintendence of Industry and 
Commerce and the determination of the 
closure of the activities and banning of the 
Uber application for February 1, 2020, the 
company appealed and sent a letter to then-
-President Iván Duque. In this letter, the fact 
that the SIC's decision occurred on December 
20, the last day of the country's judicial 
calendar — creating an apparent impediment 
to immediate review — and simultaneously 
with a sanction by the Superintendence of 
Ports and Transport, was assessed. Taking 
these elements into consideration, the 
company asserted that this ban violated 
Colombia's Free Trade Agreement with the 
United States (Redação El Espectador, 2020).

On January  10,  the  Min ist ry  of 
Transportation issued a press release. In this 
statement, the Ministry justified the decision to 
block the application by arguing that Internet 
neutrality is established by Law n. 1,450 of 2011, 
while the provision of passenger transportation 
services corresponds to Laws n. 105 of 1993 and 
336 of 1996, and transportation applications are 
regulated by Decree n. 1,079 of 2015 (Rincón, 
2020). In the face of the controversy over Uber's 

exit, President Iván Duque took a stand in favor 
of taxi drivers, stating that they pay for cupos, 
insurance, and inspections to the detriment of 
Uber's partner drivers (Arbeláez, 2020).

Although Uber drivers filed a request for 
legal protection and made several protests, the 
app was effectively taken offline on February 
1, 2020, making Colombia the first country 
in Latin America to expel the transportation 
company from its territory over the issue of 
unfair competition. However, the exclusion was 
short-lived, with the app returning to Colombia 
on February 20, 2020. The company changed 
the hiring method upon its return, with a 
vehicle rental modality in which one person 
can rent their vehicle to another, through a 
contract. In this change, instead of the driver 
being a “partner” providing services with 
the platform, the driver creates a temporary 
rental contract for their own vehicle with the 
passenger who booked the ride. Although the 
return of the app in February 2020 established 
Uber as a transportation company, the issue of 
the status of self-employed drivers began to 
arise, since they were no longer in the limbo 
of illegality and remained without any labor 
rights; this was the case of 88,000 registered 
drivers in Colombia, according to data from 
the platform (Arbeláez, 2020). Bill n. 190 
(Colômbia, 2019), Bill n. 085 (Colômbia, 2020a) 
and Bill n. 221 (Colômbia, 2020b) in the Senate, 
and Bill n. 388 (Bogotá, 2020), in the Chamber 
of Representatives, aimed to link Uber workers 
to the Public Social Security System. None of 
these bills were approved.
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On June 18, 2020, based on Ruling n. 
02106, the Superior Judicial Court of Bogotá 
reversed the decision to prohibit the service 
under the SIC action supported by the 
Cotech complaint. According to the Court's 
understanding, there was an issue around 
the statute of limitations, because the term of 
the unfair competition process was to take a 
maximum of two years; having started in 2012 
and ended in 2016, it had already expired. 
Therefore, the process was closed.

Discussion of results

The results point to the confirmation of the 
modus operandi of contentious compliance 
proposed by Valdez (2023), where the company 
first conformed to the category of luxury taxis 
existing in the city of Bogotá (its preferred 
market due to the high concentration of 
population and independent labor) while 
waiting to introduce the UberX model, which 
represents its global category of services and 
linkage of independent drivers. What was 
observed, however, is that, unlike a liberal or 
free-market regulatory model, it was a highly 
political and hierarchical model of regulation 
of urban mobility governance, in the sense 
of regulation proposed by Le Galès (1998, 
2013). Not only was Uber's preferred category 
rejected, but the possibilities of conforming 
the platform to local categories were also 
systematically blocked in favor of taxi drivers.

It is undeniable that the lobbying power 
of taxi drivers in Bogotá prevailed and proved 
to be stronger than that of Uber in its capacity 

to nationalize the local demands of companies 
and taxi unions. Individual transportation in 
Bogotá is structured around yellow taxis, which 
represent 4.9% of the 13,359,000 daily trips in 
the city, adding up all modes, according to the 
Origin–Destination survey by the Secretariat of 
the District of Mobility (Secretaría Distrital de 
Movilidad, 2019). When we remove all private 
vehicle options (car, motorcycle and bicycle) 
and foot transport, this figure rises to 9.9%, 
behind only the buses of the BRT TransMilenio 
system (with 37.3% of trips) and the buses of 
the Integrated Public Transportation System 
(36.1% of trips).

Thus, in addition to the bus system, a 
considerable portion of trips in Bogotá are made 
by private individual transport in the public 
interest, with taxi cooperatives having a strong 
presence in the transport provider coalition in 
Bogotá supported by strong legislation that 
structures the individual transport market. 
When Uber targeted the city of Bogotá as a 
potential market to introduce its strategy, it 
came across these two limiting factors that 
clashed with its operations: a movement to 
formalize public transport in order to combat 
the loss of revenue to informal transport, and 
the political strength and legislative robustness 
of the taxi system operating in Bogotá.

From the moment Uber entered Bogotá, 
it encountered strong resistance from agents 
in the city, but resolution of the situation came 
from the national executive branch. The well-
-established forces of taxi drivers, especially 
business groups such as Taxis Libres and unions 
that are concentrated in Bogotá, have gained 
political strength in the structured transport 
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coalition to the point of mobilizing promises of 
support in presidential campaigns, as was the 
case of President Iván Duque. The transport 
oversight bodies of the municipal and national 
executive were also keen to protect current 
legislation for taxi drivers, and legal decisions 
were favorable to guaranteeing the taxi 
drivers’ market share, unlike cities such as São 
Paulo, where the legal decisions in the dispute 
between taxi drivers and Uber resulted in an 
outcome favorable to Uber and the free market 
(Zanatta and Kira, 2018). Figure 1 details the 
first year of Uber’s arrival in Bogotá, outlining 
all the possible obstacles to the minimum 
terms of a contentious compliance of Uber in 
conventional categories.

Mounting political pressure resulted in 
a joint escalation in 2019: police inspection 
agencies seizing vehicles, and fining Uber drivers 
and establishments; agencies that ensure fair 
regulation of commercial disputes in Colombia 
imposing fines and sanctions; impositions by 
the legislature; and incisive protests by taxi 
drivers and business owners. This created a 
scenario that led to Uber ceasing business in the 
country and download of its app being blocked 
by technology providers, an unprecedented 
case in Latin America. Figure 2 shows the end 
of the period under consideration, with the 
accumulation of penalties and rulings against 
the company.
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Decree 172 to provide 
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transportation service

UBER BLACK

Decree 174 to provide 
special transportation 

for luxury taxis
White Taxis

Yellow Taxis
(conventional)
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under Law 1341, offers 
urban mobility services

Companies and unions 
associated with taxi 
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Resolution n. 3068
Ministry of Transport
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Superintendence of Transport

Bill n. 93

National Decree  n. 1047

Figure 1 – Impediments to the contentious compliance of Uber in Bogotá in 2014

Source: authors’ own elaboration.
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A second important element that 
explains the greater rigor in monitoring 
irregular transportation in Bogotá, relative 
to other nations, is the implementation of 
an Integrated Public Transportation System 
(Sistema Integrado de Transporte Público - 
SITP). The local government seeks to control 
the expansion of individual transportation and 
strengthen public transportation in order to 
reduce the serious problems of congestion 
and pollution. From the 1960s, Bogotá's 
transportation system (Transporte Público 
Colectivo – TPC) was structured around private 
bus companies that operated under a vehicle 
affiliation scheme. These private vehicles owned 
by third parties ran on routes authorized by the 

District Mobility Secretariat and allocated to the 
affiliated companies, creating a fierce dispute 
over fares and service provision between these 
affiliates and generating not only price wars, but 
also serious problems with safety and quality 
of services, especially between the 1980s 
and 1990s (Amézquita, Durán-Matiz, Fajardo-
Morales, 2016).

The movement for the government to 
once again play a central role in planning and 
providing transportation occurred between 
1999 and 2000, with the implementation of 
a bus system under state control with a BRT 
(bus rapid transit) system inspired by the 
model implemented in the 1970s in Curitiba, 
Brazil, with exclusive lanes and stations for 
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technology company under 
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mnobility service

UBER X
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of Transport
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Failure to comply with the Resolution set  a 
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Superintendence of Industry and Commerce to 
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individual
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Figure 2 – Impediments to the contentious formation of Uber in Bogotá in 2021

Source: authors’ own elaboration.
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bus circulation (trunk network) and zonal 
networks connecting to the system. The 
BRT system was implemented during the 
administration of Mayor Enrique Peñalosa, then 
of the Liberal Party. To manage this mode of 
bus transportation, a mixed-economy company 
called Empresa de Transporte del Tercer Milenio 
(TransMilenio S/A) was created. Phases 1 and 
2, which occurred between 2000 and 2002, 
involved the construction and expansion of 
the BRT trunk network and the concession of 
stations to private entities responsible for their 
maintenance (Montero, 2017).

Based on the Bogotá Mobility Master 
Plan, implemented by Municipal Decree 
no. 319 of 2006, a medium- and long-term 
plan was established for the creation of an 
integrated public transportation system 
(Bogotá Integrated Public Transportation 
System - SITP) integrating the BRT system 
with other conventional TPC buses and future 
mod.– es with a single fare, paid electronically. 
Article n. 15 of this Decree, which deals with 
the implementation of the SITP, determined 
that TransMilenio would be the manager of 
the entity, being responsible for integration 
through a process of operational, fare and 
institutional integration. The SITP system 
divided the city into 13 zones that could 
be served by nine operators, two of which 
represented existing bus owners, and bus 
owners could participate as shareholders 
in the new operating companies or be 
compensated by selling or leasing their buses 
to new operating companies until the end of 
the fleet's useful life. This operational design 
transformed some 700 routes and 16,000 
urban buses from the old system into 450 
routes and a fleet of around 10,000 buses, 

supported by 6,700 fare points with 4,600 
card recharge locations, which integrated fares 
(Rodriguez et al., 2017). 

The implementation of the SITP, which 
was scheduled for 2011, faced several delays 
involving corruption issues and suspicions about 
the bidding process, resulting in the removal of 
Mayor Samuel Rojas and his replacement by 
acting Mayor Clara López. The SITP had been 
implemented by the end of her term, in addition 
to the beginning of phase 3 of the expansion of 
TransMilenio. However, the completion of the 
works and the start of the system's operations 
only occurred during the administration of the 
next mayor, Gustavo Petro, between 2012 and 
2015, a period that coincided with the entry of 
Uber (Escallon Arango, 2014).

The public and private governance of 
Bogotá's public transportation seeks to (re)
modernize and advance the BRT system, which 
is already showing signs of wear and tear and 
limitations including high ticket prices, a collapse 
of supply in the face of growing demand, and 
accusations of corruption surrounding the hiring 
of private entities (Rodríguez et al., 2017). Thus, 
between the governments of Samuel Moreno, 
Gustavo Petro, Enrique Peñalosa, Cláudia López, 
and the current government of Carlos Galán, 
the objective of this coalition is to advance the 
integration of bus systems and the construction 
of new modes, such as the TransMicable 
cable car system, implemented in 2018; the 
construction of a subway system, which began 
in 2020; and the future construction of an 
urban rail system.

Based on these data, we can summarize 
that the capital Bogotá has a public transportation 
system almost entirely dependent on buses. The 
government, through the TransMilenio company, 
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has structured a coalition of bus companies for 
a long-term project to expand the TransMilenio 
trunk network, formalize the routes operated 
in the public transport system outside of 
TransMilenio, and integrate the zonal and trunk 
networks based on the SITP project. It has also 
implemented a rotation system for private cars 
for 22 years to promote the use of the public 
system.

The movement for modal integration and 
tariff unification aims precisely at reducing gaps 
in the provision of urban mobility and reducing 
revenue losses due to irregular transport, 
especially vans and motorcycle taxis that 
operate in the city of Bogotá, filling these gaps 
with public transport (Rodríguez et al., 2017). 
The increased tax persecution of Uber, the 
arrest of drivers and the creation of a Special 
Group for the Control of Illegality and Accidents 
(Cuerpo Especial de Control de la Ilegalidad y la 
Siniestralidad) to regulate clandestine transport 
need to be read within the local historical 
context of greater efforts by the state to control 
urban mobility, separating more strictly legal 
transport (linked to the SITP or taxi legislation) 
from illegal transport, which does not belong 
to this system. Thus, one element that helps to 
clarify why even the non-contentious element 
of Uber's compliance encountered obstacles in 
Bogotá and Colombia is the general context of 
the implementation of the SITP.

Final considerations

The aim of this article is to use the governance 
framework to complement studies on the 
platform economy with elements of urban 

policy. There is evidence in previous studies 
that Uber structures its market based on 
various operations involving persuasion 
through marketing. While creating a market 
separate from conventional urban mobility 
and in defiance of current legislation, it 
uses lobbying to develop favorable political 
arrangements. In addition, Uber represents 
the spearhead of the platform economy, 
opening the way for other companies to use 
the same model to compete for labor from 
informal workers in large urban centers.

However, to consider that Uber begins 
and ends the process of platformization of 
urban mobility without obstacles and without 
considering the political and social context 
in which it occurs is to ignore the complexity 
of local arrangements in the management 
of urban mobility and the debates on the 
platform economy. This is far from being 
a homogeneous process that makes all 
labor relations with drivers flexible and 
dominates all individual transportation offers 
(ultimately taking over the logistics and public 
transportation sectors). This universalizing 
perspective becomes problematic to the 
extent that it ignores local resistance, strong 
legislation and lobbying against platform 
mobility. It is also problematic to the extent 
that it considers this platform economy model 
as a finished process and not as something 
that is in constant negotiation and conflict with 
other regional actors.

The case of Bogotá is emblematic 
because it represents one of the urban centers 
most targeted by Uber in Latin America and 
a perfect candidate to host the app. Bogotá 
currently has a dense population of almost 
eight million inhabitants and a large number 
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of informal workers available. It is also a 
city with a limited supply of transportation 
modes, beyond buses and taxis, and a 
large presence of informal transportation, 
with unregulated van and motorcycle taxi 
services operating throughout the city to fill 
the gaps in Public Collective Transportation 
and its replacement, the Integrated Public 
Transportation System.

However, it was precisely these elements 
that caused local agents to be so resistant to 
the platform's entry. The coalition formed 
for the integration of public transportation, 
involving national and municipal actors, bus 
companies, consortiums that manage stations 
and managers of the unified electronic 
payment system, seeks to reduce the margins 
lost due to informal transportation by investing 

in the process of modal integration to cover 
more routes, integrate fares and increase 
monitoring against informal transportation.

Taxi drivers, in turn, are part of this 
coalition as private companies providing 
individual transportation. The fight against 
irregular transportation strengthens the group, 
whose lobbying has proven to be much stronger 
internally than Uber's. This is reflected in all 
the decrees and resolutions approved, which 
favored the public transportation coalition to 
the detriment of Uber's interests. Furthermore, 
every bill proposed since 2014 to create a 
special legal category for Uber has failed to 
be approved. Taxi drivers aligned with local 
and national authorities in fighting irregular 
transportation, and subsequently managed to 
have Uber classified in this irregular category.
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