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INTRODUCTION

Collective passenger transport (known as the 'chapa'?) is, in Maputo, the
backbone of urban mobility, the only effective means of access to work, school
and health services for most families living in the peripheries of the metropolitan
area. Managed entirely by small-scale private operators, organised into
thousands of associations with varying degrees of formalisation, and regulated
by a State that oscillates between permissiveness, intermittent control and
reactive intervention, the chapa constitutes what this Rural Highlight of the OMR
designates a social infrastructure: an essential good provided by the informal
private sector, whose functioning has distributional and political consequences
far beyond its strictly economic dimension.

In May 2026, the fuel crisis and the subsequent 45.5% increase in the price of
diesel placed the chapa at the centre of an urgent political negotiation: the
Government announced subsidies for transporters to halt the rise in transport
fares, conditional on entities holding the appropriate licences, and promised a
second phase of digitalisation. The Mozambican Federation of Road Transport
Associations (FEMATRO) reached an agreement described as a 'satisfactory
resolution’, after transporters suspended operations in Maputo and Matola on
the morning of 8 May, demanding an immediate fare increase.

This Rural Highlight analyses the political economy of the chapa: who its
operators are, how its business model functions, how it articulates with the State
and political power, and why the recurrent cycles of crisis, fuel price increases,
pressure on fares, emergency subsidies, return to precarious normalcy, never
resolve the sector's structural problems. The argument advanced is that the chapa
can only escape this spiral if it is treated for what it is: an essential public
infrastructure that, for historical and political reasons, is provided by private
operators under conditions of dominant informality.
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2 Collective private transport is called “chapa” — a single amount is collected per passenger to travel along
the whole route allocated to that vehicle.
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1. THE CHAPA AS SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE: CONCEPT, DIMENSION AND
POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

1.1. Definition and conceptual framework

The concept of social infrastructure, originally developed in the development economics
literature (Hirschman, 1958)°, refers to services and systems that sustain the daily
reproduction of urban life and that have sufficiently broad positive externalities to justify
public treatment, regardless of who provides them. Water, sanitation, education, health
and transport are the standard examples. What unites them is not public ownership, but
the fact that their absence or deterioration broadly compromises the well-being and
productivity of populations, especially the poorest.

The chapa fits this category entirely. In the Greater Maputo Metropolitan Area*, collective
passenger transport is the only mode of mobility accessible to the majority of residents
in peripheral neighbourhoods. This operational centrality of the chapa stands in radical
contrast to its institutional condition: it is a service provided by thousands of small private
operators, with vehicles that are frequently old and inadequately maintained, organised
into associations of variable geometry, with a high incidence of unlicensed operation,
and subject to regulation that the Ministry of Transport and Logistics itself acknowledges
as 'deficient' (Magala, cited in Evidéncias, 2023)°.

1.2. The structure of the sector: operators, associations and FEMATRO

The collective passenger transport sector in Maputo is characterised by an associative
fragmentation that is simultaneously its greatest organisational asset and its greatest
structural weakness. According to data from the Metropolitan Transport Agency (AMT,
2025), there are approximately four thousand vehicles, minibuses and buses, operating
in passenger transport in the Greater Maputo Metropolitan Area, a number confirmed
by FEMATRO to the Diario Econdmico during the May 2026 crisis®.

FEMATRO is the Government's primary interlocutor in this sector, but its capacity for
effective representation is limited by the fragmentation in the field. Its president, Castigo

3 Hirschman, A. O. (1958). The Strategy of Economic Development. Yale University Press.

4 Comprising the municipalities of Maputo, Matola, Boane and Marracuene, with an estimated population of
over three million people

> Evidéncias. (2023, 13 de Abril). AMT lanca BRT e garante que o projecto estara operacional até Dezembro
de 2026. https://evidencias.co.mz/2023/04/13/amt-lanca-brt-e-garante-que-o-projecto-estara-
operacional-ate-dezembro-de-2026/

& AMT, Agéncia Metropolitana de Transportes de Maputo / MOVE Maputo. (2025, 28 de Abril). Campanha
"Seja Legal": Cadastro e licenciamento massivo de todos os operadores de transportes publicos no Municipio
de Maputo. https://movemaputo.gov.mz/elementor-14028/
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Nhamane, has been the federation's public voice in this 2026 crisis, oscillating between
warning of the economic unviability of the business and appealing for moderation
among its members. This ambivalent position reflects FEMATRO's structural tension: it
represents the interests of vehicle owners who want higher fares, while negotiating with
a State that wants to keep fares low for reasons of social peace.

The 'Seja Legal' [Be Legal] campaign, launched in April 2025 by the AMT and the Maputo
Municipal Council, revealed, eloquently, the scale of the informality problem in the sector.
The initiative aimed to conduct mass registration and licensing of operators (AMT/MOVE
Maputo, 2025)". The very need for a campaign of this nature, more than three decades
after the partial privatisation of urban transport in Mozambique, says everything about
the state of sector regulation: informality is not an anomaly; it is the normal mode of
operation for a significant portion of operators.

The reasons for high levels of unlicensed operation are identified by the AMT itself:
proliferation of unrecognised associations; bureaucratic delays in licensing procedures;
weak enforcement capacity; and, revealingly, the perception that unmet demand justifies
operation even without legal documentation (AMT/MOVE Maputo, 2025). In a sector
where neither the State nor the formal private sector is capable of meeting the demand
for mobility, informality becomes the rational response of operators and, simultaneously,
the justification for the regulatory tolerance of the authorities.

1.3. The chapeiro’s business model: viability, vulnerability and dependence

To understand the political economy of the chapa, it is essential to understand the
business model of the individual operator, the chapeiro [chapa operator/owner]. In its
most common form, the vehicle owner is not the driver: he is a small investor who has
acquired a second-hand minibus (often imported from Japan) and entrusts it to a driver
in exchange for a 'daily quota' payment, normally of a fixed value. The driver retains the
remainder of revenues after paying the quota.

This model creates a chain of interconnected vulnerabilities. The owner is exposed to the
cost of credit to acquire the vehicle, to the rising cost of spare parts, and to the
accelerated depreciation of vehicles that frequently operate well beyond their reasonable
useful life. The driver is exposed to the cost of fuel, to fines and extortion by road
authorities, and to the risk of being unable to pay the quota on days of low demand or
fuel scarcity. Neither has access to formal bank credit on affordable terms, to social
security, or to any mechanism of protection against shocks.

7 AMT. (2025, Abril). Campanha “Seja Legal”: cadastro e licenciamento de transportes semi-colectivos na Area
Metropolitana de Maputo (Boletim Informativo MOVE Maputo, n.° 14). Governo de Mocambique.
https://movemaputo.gov.mz/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Boletim-Informativo-Move-Maputo-nr-14.pdf
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It is in this context that chapa fares become a political battleground. The current fare in
Maputo stands between 15 and 18 meticais per journey® (Camaramen, 2026)°. For the
operator, a fixed fare in a context of rising variable costs represents a progressive
compression of margins and, eventually, the economic unviability of the activity. For the
passenger, who travels two or three journeys per day, a fare increase represents an
immediate impoverishment. This distributive tension between operator sustainability and
passenger purchasing power is at the core of the sector's recurrent crisis.

2. THE STATE CONFRONTING THE CHAPA: BETWEEN DYSFUNCTIONAL
REGULATION AND REACTIVE INTERVENTION

2.1. A history of subsidies, promises and cycles of crisis

The relationship between the Mozambican State and the passenger transport sector has
a long and revealing history. Following the legalisation of urban transport in the 1980s
and 1990s, in the context of structural adjustment reforms, the State partially withdrew
from the direct provision of public transport’® and began to tolerate, without effectively
regulating, the expansion of the chapa as a market response to unmet demand. This tacit
delegation of an essential public function to the informal private sector was accompanied
by nominal regulation that was never effectively implemented.

The pattern that emerged was one of reactive and cyclical intervention: whenever an
external shock threatens the viability of the sector or social peace at Maputo's bus stops,
the State intervenes with an emergency package (subsidies, fare freezes, distribution of
buses) and then returns to regulatory inertia until the next shock. This pattern was
documented in 2017, when the Government distributed 380 buses to private operators
under a memorandum of understanding that provided new fares, which were never
implemented, as FEMATRO recalled in 2018 (Portal Moz News, 2018)"". It was repeated
in 2022, when fuel price increases led to a chapeiro strike and emergency negotiations.
And it is being repeated in May 2026.

The Revista Tempo (2026) summarised this cycle with precision: 'the increase in costs,
fare containment and compensation via subsidies tends to perpetuate an economically

8 Um valor fixado por decisdo administrativa que nio foi substancialmente revisto desde 2022, quando a
Assembleia Municipal aprovou um aumento de 2 a 3 meticais. Didrio Econdmico. (2021, 18 de Dezembro).
Assembleia  Municipal aprova aumento do preco do “"Chapa 100" em Maputo.
https://www.diarioeconomico.co.mz/2021/12/18/economia/assembleia-municipal-aprova-aumento-do-
preco-do-chapa-100-em-maputo/

9 Camaramen. (2026, 8 de Maio). Governo trava subida dos precos dos chapas e anuncia subsidios apenas
para transportadores licenciados. https://camaramen.co.mz/14683/governo-trava-subida-dos-precos-dos-
chapas-e-anuncia-subsidios-apenas-para-transportadores-licenciados/

1 public transport (TPM) services were maintained in all provincial capitals

" Portal Moz News. (2018, 2 de Fevereiro). Carlos Mesquita e FEMATRO dizem que é urgente subir o preco
dos "Chapa 100". https://portalmoznews.com/2018/02/carlos-mesquita-fematro-dizem-urgente-subir-
preco-dos-chapa-100.html
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fragile model dependent on State intervention. (...) Without this transformation, the
system will continue to be subject to recurrent cycles of crisis, in which the State
intervenes to prevent immediate disruptions, but without resolving the root causes.''?
This observation is not new, it is a constant in the literature on transport informality in
African urban contexts (Cervero & Golub, 2007"% Kumar & Barrett, 2008'%), but it has
never been sufficiently internalised by Mozambican public policy.

2.2. The May 2026 subsidy: anatomy of an emergency measure

In response to the fuel price increases announced on 6 May 2026, the Government
negotiated with FEMATRO a subsidy mechanism designed to compensate private
operators for the difference in costs and to keep chapa fares unchanged. The announced
values are 35,470 meticais per month for collective passenger transport vehicles and
141,000 meticais for buses and articulated vehicles, covering licensed transporters in
provincial capitals and in the Maputo metropolitan zone (RTP, 2026'%; Camaramen, 2026).
The subsidy has an initial planned duration of three months. However, an important gap
remains in the operational architecture of the measure: the concrete procedures for
accessing the subsidy have not been made sufficiently clear in the public domain.

Several dimensions of this measure deserve critical analysis. First, the eligibility condition:
only licensed operators have access to the subsidy. This decision has an incentive logic
for formalization, it functions as a 'nudge’ for operators working without a licence to
regularise their situation, but it also creates an immediate exclusion of a significant
portion of active operators, who will continue operating without a subsidy and without
coverage of additional costs. The risk is that unlicensed operators will end up increasing
fares de facto, creating a two-tier market in which the poorest, who often depend on
chapas operating on the most peripheral routes, where formalisation is least, pay more.

Second, the logic of the calculation mechanism: the subsidy is calculated based on
‘capacity, distance and fuel consumption’ (Secretary of State, Chinguane Mabote, cited
by RTP, 2026). This criterion is technically reasonable, but presupposes a reliable and up-
to-date operator database, which the April 2025 'Seja Legal' campaign demonstrated is
still under construction. Without solid reference data, the risk of errors of inclusion
(ineligible operators who receive it) and exclusion (eligible operators who are not in the
database) is high, compromising both the effectiveness and the equity of the measure.

12 Revista Tempo. (2026). Governo mantém tarifas dos "Chapa 100" e promete subsidios para compensar
aumento dos combustiveis. https://revista.tempo.co.mz/governo-mantem-tarifas-dos-chapa-100-e-
promete-subsidios-para-compensar-aumento-dos-combustiveis/

'3 Cervero, R, & Golub, A. (2007). Informal transport: A global perspective. Transport Policy, 14(6), 445-457.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tranpol.2007.04.011

™ Kumar, A, & Barrett, F. (2008). Stuck in traffic: Urban transport in Africa. Africa Infrastructure Country
Diagnostic. World Bank. https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-
reports/documentdetail/327191468008703059

> RTP Noticias. (2026, 8 de Maio). Mocambique vai subsidiar transportes para evitar subida de tarifas.
https://www.rtp.pt/noticias/economia/mocambique-vai-subsidiar-transportes-para-evitar-subida-de-

tarifas n1739942
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Third, and most fundamentally, the credibility of the promise. The chapa drivers
circulating in central Maputo are deeply skeptical and with historical reasons to be. The
Integrity Magazine (2026) quotes a chapeiro who states plainly: 'They said they were
going to compensate us, but (...) compensation, not everyone saw it.'"® This distrust is not
irrational: it is the sentiment of years of unfulfilled promises, of subsidies that arrived late,
arrived incomplete, or simply did not reach the drivers who needed them most. The gap
between the government announcement and the daily experience of operators is an
institutional credibility problem that no press release resolves.

2.3. The stoppage of 8 May: what the strike revealed

On the morning of 8 May 2026, collective passenger transporters suspended operations
in Maputo and Matola. The Zona Verde and Ndlhavela terminals registered
concentrations of immobilised vehicles, with operators actively preventing their
colleagues from loading passengers (Miramar, 2026)"". The action, described as a 'silent
strike', coexisted with the announcement of the subsidy made the previous day by the
Government and the joint press conference of the Ministry of Transport and FEMATRO
scheduled for that very day'®.

This simultaneity, announcement of an agreement and a strike on the ground, is revealing
of several aspects of the chapa's political economy. First, the real fragmentation of the
sector: FEMATRO signed an agreement that the grassroots did not accept as sufficient,
demonstrating that the federation has the capacity to negotiate with the State but not
to discipline its members. Second, the urgency of operational conditions: the operators
who stopped were not disputing abstractions; they were responding to the impossibility
of fuelling their vehicles and the concrete risk of working at a loss. Third, the fragility of
social peace in the sector: it only took a cost shock to transform the fragile tariff
equilibrium into open conflict, with direct consequences for the thousands of passengers
in the country's two largest cities.

The stoppage was also a political signal in a context of post-electoral tension. The
demonstrations from October to December 2024 had already revealed the disruptive
potential of transporters as a collective-impact actor. In several incidents during that
period, the stopping of chapas was simultaneously a consequence of the unrest and an
instrument of political pressure. In May 2026, in a different but equally fragile context,
the transporters' strike served to remind the Government that collective passenger
transport is not only a transport policy issue: it is a matter of public order.

'6 Integrity Magazine. (2026, 6 de Maio). Motoristas de "chapa" duvidam de subsidio do Governo e temem
aumento de tarifa. https://integritymagazine.co.mz/arquivos/61962

7 Miramar. (2026, 8 de Maio). Transportadores paralisam actividades e geram caos nas cidades de Maputo
e Matola. https://miramar.co.mz/miramar-news/mocambique/transportadores-paralisam-actividades-e-
geram-caos-nas-cidades-de-maputo-e-matola-08-05-2026-78923

8 Miramar. (2026, 8 de Maio). Governo anuncia subsidios aos transportadores para manter tarifas do
transporte publico. https://miramar.co.mz/miramar-news/mocambique/governo-anuncia-subsidios-aos-
transportadores-para-manter-tarifas-do-transporte-publico-08-05-2026-78915
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3. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
3.1. The immediate subsidy: necessary but insufficient

The subsidy announced in May 2026 is, in the current circumstances, a necessary
measure. Without any compensation, the 45.5% increase in diesel would inevitably
translate into an increase in chapa fares, which would fall on the poorest passengers who
already live in a context of eroding purchasing power. The containment of fares through
compensation for operators is an implicit social protection policy: a consumer subsidy
mediated through the service provider. In this sense, the Government acted correctly in
intervening.

But the emergency subsidy cannot be confused with transport policy. It has three
structural limitations that compromise its medium-term effectiveness. First, fiscal
dependence: in a State with revenues under severe pressure, an open-ended or recurrent
subsidy to the transport sector competes with investments in health, education and
infrastructure. Second, the exclusion of informals: by conditioning the subsidy on
licensing, the Government incentivises formalisation but immediately excludes operators
working on the most precarious routes, where informality is most intense. Third,
credibility: as demonstrated, the operators themselves doubt that the subsidy will arrive
on time and in full. A promised subsidy that is not delivered destroys institutional trust
and encourages speculative behaviour.

3.2. Real formalisation, not bureaucratic

The requirement of licensing as a condition for accessing the subsidy is an opportunity
to advance formalisation of the sector, but it will only be effective if the licensing process
is simplified, swift and accessible. The 2025 'Seja Legal' campaign was a step in the right
direction, but its 45-day duration and its character as a one-off campaign did not
substitute for a permanent system of agile and decentralised licensing. It is
recommended that the AMT and the Ministry of Transport establish a continuous
licensing system, with mobile attendance at terminals and maximum response deadlines
of 72 hours, so that formalisation is perceived not as an obstacle but as an accessible
benefit.

Formalisation has advantages that go far beyond access to the subsidy. It allows the State
to effectively know the scale and composition of the sector; it facilitates the inspection
of vehicle quality and safety; it creates the conditions for implementing an integrated
ticketing system that would make it possible to understand passenger flows, optimise
routes and, eventually, calculate subsidies more transparently. The digitalisation of the
sector, announced as the second phase of the subsidy, will only be possible with a base
of formalised and identified operators.




3.3. Tariff reform with a social shield

One of the most difficult questions in urban transport policy in contexts of widespread
poverty is the fare. Keeping the fare low protects the poorest passengers in the short
term, but financially undermines operators and discourages investment in fleet renewal
and service quality. Raising the fare ensures the financial sustainability of the sector, but
transfers the cost to the poorest. This dilemma has no solution without a social protection
architecture that separates the two issues: the fare can be higher if the poorest receive
direct support to cover the difference.

The creation of a differentiated social fare system for collective passenger transport in
Maputo, along the lines of well-documented experiences in other cities such as Bogota,
Dar es Salaam or Nairobi, would entail a market fare that ensures operator sustainability,
complemented by a subsidised transport pass or voucher for families identified as poor.
This is a more efficient solution than a general subsidy to operators because it directs
public support towards those who genuinely need protection, instead of indiscriminately
subsidising the entire operation of the sector.

3.4. Regulatory reform

The Metropolitan Transport Agency of Maputo, created by Decree No. 85/2017, has the
legal mandate to plan and manage the integrated transport system in the metropolitan
area. But, as the May 2026 crisis demonstrated, the AMT does not yet have the
operational capacity, the human and financial resources, nor the effective political
authority to regulate the sector consistently. The emergency negotiation with FEMATRO
was conducted by the Ministry of Transport, not by the AMT; the management of the
subsidy will be handled by central mechanisms, not by the metropolitan agency; and the
enforcement of fare compliance depends on one-off police interventions, not on a
permanent monitoring system.

The structural reform of the sector necessarily involves the genuine, not merely formal,
strengthening of the AMT as a metropolitan regulatory authority. This implies: endowing
the AMT with an adequate budget and qualified staff, guaranteeing it effective
operational autonomy from the Ministry and the Municipality; and granting it clear and
uncontested competencies over licensing, fare enforcement, terminal management and
route planning. Without robust metropolitan regulation, any sectoral reform will remain
hostage to the crises and emergency negotiations that characterise the current
relationship between the State and the chapa.

Finally, given the prospects that the rise in international prices may consolidate at current
levels, or above, is the solution found for maintaining collective transport fares replicabl




CONCLUSION

The chapa is more than a vehicle. It is the nervous system of mobility in Maputo: fragile,
overloaded, indispensable. When diesel prices rise and chapeiros immobilise their
vehicles, what is happening is not merely a dispute over fares in a single sector. A
structural contradiction is being revealed, one that Mozambican policy has never
resolved: having delegated an essential public function to informal private operators,
without creating the institutional, regulatory and financial conditions for that delegation
to function in a sustainable and equitable manner.

The May 2026 subsidy is a response to a real urgency. But the chapa drivers waiting in
the queues at petrol stations and the passengers waiting at the stops know, from
repeated experience, that the urgency passes and the structure remains. The cycle begins
again: fuel prices rise, fares are frozen, operators exhaust their margins, and the next
shock finds the system exactly where the previous one left it, more worn, more fragile,
more dependent on the next emergency intervention.

In contexts of prolonged economic fragility, youth unemployment, erosion of purchasing
power and a growing perception of inequality, an increase in chapa prices can function
as a catalyst for accumulated frustrations far beyond the transport sector. The
Mozambican experience demonstrates that urban transport has a high potential for
social mobilisation because it simultaneously affects thousands of people, immediately
and visibly. If the current fare containment fails without credible social protection
mechanisms and transparent communication, the risk will not only be the increased cost
of mobility, but the deepening of urban social tensions and the perception of a widening
gap between State decisions and the real living conditions of the population.
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