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Abstract

This article proposes the methodology of Critical Moments (CMs) to study transport decision-
making politics, contributing to debates on transport as a social construct. Critical Moments are
defined as moments when change occurs in contentious processes through relational interac-
tions, causing uncertainty, disrupting power relations, and shaping action repertoires. The metho-
dology enables analysis of how formal and informal political actions by citizens and
administrations shape transport outcomes, revealing how projects are developed both within and
outside conventional planning processes. An ethnographic study of Seventh Avenue in Bogot3,
Colombia, illustrates how the interplay between case actors during CMs led to a progressive
agenda and participatory process but ultimately excluded citizens’ political action, jeopardizing
transport justice. The analysis provides three key insights into transport politics and justice. First,
it reveals the unintended consequences of excluding citizens’ political actions, suggesting that
excluding “some” to improve transport justice for “others” may have the opposite effect, jeopar-
dizing transport justice for all. Second, it demonstrates that in contested planning processes, both
critical and non-critical moments are equally important for addressing conflict adequately. Third,
it provides insights into procedural justice and participation, indicating that it involves managing
both relational and substantive conflicts throughout the decision-making process and includes
“contestation” in the understanding of participation. Critical Moment analysis enables a better
understanding of the relational complexity and shifting power dynamics in transport planning by
comparing contested meanings in stakeholder perspectives. It provides an empirical analysis of
the temporality of conflict and power mismatches in urban transformation.

'University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands
2Los Andes University, Bogota, Colombia

Corresponding author:

Nanke Verloo, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, University of Amsterdam, Nieuwe Achtergracht 166,
Amsterdam 1012 DL, The Netherlands.

Email: n.verloo@uva.nl


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980251388528
journals.sagepub.com/home/usj
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00420980251388528&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-11-24

Verloo and Galeano Salgado 1439

Keywords
Bogota, citizen participation, critical moments, political action, transport planning

HE

RSCARMT “ORHEN )7 (CMs) WFFETrid, FI T HRASSE IR BUR AL, R AL — Ak 2 M i e 4 40t
THM S CORBENZ)” AR I R B R R BB PR SR E N SRR R I I IEATE)
MBI Z . AZWE AT ERENS 23 B A RS AT O T RN IER S AR IE B A7 3 WA 52 m Al s R, R 8RB H
e FE A% SERURIRE < N5 2 AMHERE . 36 BHAE PR B RS LGB I IR S HT TR, 78 “ SR %), R=BIHh
1P EAR TR AR BAEE T PR 52 5, HEAHST T ARWBOARIT S, #E 708 A . &
SCIAI MR T R T RSB BOA M AP I =AW . B0, ASCHRR T HIFF A IRBUATT SIS R, RUIHEST
CBB N DI BN MASE A AT RE R AR ROCR . TS ST ARSI A JEIR, AR
TEA BRI R b, QI ZUAN AR OIS 200 T e R s R R 2. B8 =, ASCARET IE XS 5 )il
PROE T UL, RUIIX AR AR R SRR D, R BOC AR, MBS, TR AU IANSE

PR TR o R AR B A DG LR A AR LR 5 3
ERS YR T T v o R I 1) P 5 B ANDE BEHEAT T SR 23 BT

SARME AW Eh 3 -

KA

PFR ARZH. RENZ. BufiTs). sos i

CORBEI Z” S MR BT S L b B AR AR Sk AR

Received: | October 2024; accepted: | September 2025

Introduction

In the past decade, transport scholarship has
contended that transport extends beyond
being a neutral technology of efficient move-
ment, rationally constructed by engineers and
planning experts. Rather, it should be per-
ceived as a “complex bundle of often invisible
political relations that condense power
dynamics” (Enright, 2019: 666). By shifting
the focus of transport toward the politics
underlying transport decision-making and
planning, these scholars have raised funda-
mental questions regarding the ownership of
streets (Verlinghieri et al., 2024; Vitale
Brovarone et al., 2023), the concept of infra-
structural solidarity (Cesafsky, 2017), the
decision-making processes concerning spatial
planning (Legacy, 2018, 2022; Smeds et al.,
2023), and the beneficiaries of urban transfor-
mation (Beier, 2020; Sheller, 2018). This arti-
cle aims to contribute to these discussions by

proposing a method of analysis that facili-
tates the examination of the dynamic and
relational nature of transport politics through
the analysis of “Critical Moments” in the
transport decision-making process. Drawing
on an ethnographic study of the development
of Seventh Avenue in Bogota, Colombia, we
argue that citizens and state actors engage in
transport politics through Critical Moments
that occur both within and outside the formal
governance of transport planning. Cities
aspiring to enhance mobility justice and
incorporate participatory transport planning
into their agendas should expand their under-
standing of citizen action, reconsider their
timing and strategies for participation, and
adopt a more pragmatic approach to power.
The redevelopment of Seventh Avenue in
Bogota can be understood as a paradigmatic
case study that functions as a metaphor
(Flyvbjerg, 2006: 230) for contested transport
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projects in highly unequal urban environ-
ments. The project was an attempt to improve
the design of a central avenue of the city and
simultaneously improve mobility justice for
those living in the peripheries. After six admin-
istrations’ failed attempts, Mayor Claudia
Lopez launched the ‘Green Corridor’ project.
Her proposal to run the Bus Rapid Transit
(BRT) system on the avenue and reduce car
traffic was met with fierce critique that domi-
nated urban politics in the last two years of
her term (2022-2024). The progressive project
was canceled after four years of participatory
planning, innovative international design col-
laborations, and fierce public and political
debates. We ethnographically analyze trans-
port politics surrounding the plans for Seventh
Avenue based on 1.5 years of fieldwork amid
the contestations around Lopez’s project.

Transport politics are especially crucial in
studying Latin American transportation projects
and specifically those in Bogota. As a rich litera-
ture shows (e.g., Hidalgo et al., 2013; Montero,
2017; Vecchio et al., 2020; Wood, 2014), Bogota
has become a leading example for southern
metropolises addressing transportation and sus-
tainability issues. At the same time, the city is
characterized by socio-spatial inequalities that
are deeply related to accessibility challenges
(Guzman et al., 2017). Consequently, Bogota
has sought to tackle these inequalities via
mobility-related interventions, such as the BRT
system (Guzman et al., 2021) and aerial cable
cars that connect auto-constructed neighbor-
hoods to the rest of the city (Cardona-Urrea
et al., 2024). Although these projects have been
celebrated for saving commute time for poor
communities living at the peripheries (Guzman
et al., 2024; Vergel-Tovar and Rodriguez, 2018),
they are also criticized as strategies for city
branding (Pérez Fernandez, 2025; Sotomayor,
2017; Wood, 2015).

It is not the goal of this article to make a
judgment about the transport project itself.
Instead, we seek to understand the broader
political conflicts that arise in relation to

transport projects. We argue that these politics
provide an explanation of why and how infra-
structure conflicts in Latin America have led
to project cancellations, delays, and cost over-
runs (Watkins et al., 2017). Although substan-
tive  arguments—Ilegal,  technical  and
aesthetic—may offer part of the explanation
for these conflicts, we contend with Vitale
Brovarone and colleagues that “a sole focus
on substantive aspects is likely to mask conflic-
tual factors of a procedural and relational
nature that often remain under the radar but
play a decisive role in the evolution and fate of
transport initiatives” (2023: 2). A critical analy-
sis of the complex relational politics behind
transport planning is crucial to understand
how ideals of citizen participation come to
exclude citizens from the process of decision-
making and offers a nuanced understanding of
why and how progressive transport plans fail
to be implemented.

We introduce the concept of Critical
Moments (CMs) to the debates on transport
as a social construct. This is a response to the
call for a new epistemology of transport poli-
tics that reveals the “interstitial spaces where
state politics and citizen-led politicization of
transport converge” (Legacy, 2018: 197). The
analysis of Critical Moments is borrowed
from the interdisciplinary field of Conflict
Studies and refers to concrete moments when
change occurs in contentious processes
through relational interactions (Laws, 2020;
Leary, 2004; McNamee, 2004). The empirical
analysis of CMs focuses on how case actors,
whom we identify as all stakeholder groups
identifying with the conflict, formally and
informally develop a political repertoire of
action by which they (seek to) perform
changes in the planning process.

Through CMs, we examine the complex
relational dynamics among stakeholders as
we analyze how political actions of one group
relate to responses of others, and how these
interactions affect power dynamics or cease
to impact the sequence of events in a process
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of conflict (Verloo, 2018). This analysis
allows us to analyze the mismatch between
how government actors perform politics and
planning and how citizens improvise political
actions. In contested planning projects, this
mismatch often leads to misrecognition of
citizens’ political actions (Verloo, 2023).

Analyzing CMs offers three critical contri-
butions to transport politics literature. First, it
shows how antagonistic relations between the
State and communities can undermine citizen
inclusion in participatory processes meant to
include the citizens they exclude (Legacy et al.,
2017). As CMs occur in and outside formal
governance frameworks, they provide analysis
of who decides how space is planned, and how
epistemic and procedural justice are negotiated
between citizens and state actors (Smeds et al.,
2023). Second, studying conflicts through
CMs helps explain where progressive ideolo-
gies and policies are undermined (Verlinghieri
et al., 2024; Vitale Brovarone et al., 2023),
offering insights on mobility justice and who
gains from urban transformations (Enright,
2019; Sheller, 2018). Third, as CM analysis
takes a broad view of citizen actions, it com-
plements the study of legalization and how
legal actions influence transport decisions and
resolve urban conflicts (Montero and
Sotomayor, 2024; Sotomayor et al., 2023).

In what follows, we initially examine how
the critical urban studies literature has con-
ceptualized power in transport politics and
reconsider the contributions of a CM
approach to this body of literature.
Subsequently, we propose the application of
a CM approach to analyze the intricate rela-
tional dynamics inherent in transport poli-
tics. An ethnographic case study is employed
to demonstrate the utility of a CM analysis,
specifically focusing on the political dynamics
surrounding Seventh Avenue. Ultimately,
our analysis synthesizes a range of topics to
be further developed in the special issue on
urban transport as a social construct. The
interaction between the administration and a

protest group offers insights into the diverse
interpretations of time, the formal and infor-
mal enactments of transport politics, and the
concept of transport justice.

Conceptualizing power in
transport politics

Critical urban studies have developed vital
insights on how transport planning should be
understood as a complex relational process
embedded in political contestation and power
dynamics (Beier, 2020; Cesafsky, 2017;
Enright, 2019; Legacy, 2022; Smeds et al.,
2020; Vitrano and Lindkvist, 2022). This lit-
erature shows that “power” is fundamental
in transport planning, shaping problem defi-
nition, policy formulation, contestations,
alternative imaginations, institutional capaci-
ties, and transport’s socio-spatial outcomes.
Therefore, transport problems are viewed as
having an essentially political character
requiring political decisions rather than tech-
nical responses (Kebtowski and Bassens,
2018). By reviewing the literature, we identi-
fied three recurring mechanisms of power in
analyzing transport planning’s socio-political
nature: power through agenda setting and
problem definition, power through institu-
tional capacities, and power through in- and
exclusion.

Power through agenda setting and
problem definition

Power through agenda setting and problem
definition manifests in transport planning
when political actors influence which prob-
lems are defined, what visions are designed,
and what solutions are fabricated
(Kebtowski and Bassens, 2018; Vecchio,
2023). In transport conflicts, problem defini-
tions are contested by others with alternative
experiences and views, creating antagonistic
relationships between the State and commu-
nity groups that can undermine transport
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infrastructure planning (Legacy et al., 2017).
Both political actors and contesting citizens
use academic and expert knowledge to legiti-
mize their positions. However, those with
the power to set policy and planning agen-
das that align with the dominant problem
definition usually hold dominant positions
(Kebtowski and Bassens, 2018: 415).

Due to the power imbalances in agenda-
setting, transport problems are often framed
as technical rather than social or political.
Crystal Legacy demonstrated how politiciz-
ing transport futures can nurture transfor-
mational change (Legacy, 2018, 2022). A
study of social housing in Bogota showed
how Mayor Petro’s politicized progressive
agenda caused mismatches between the
administration and conservative elites, and
between the agenda and everyday needs of
La Hoja’s impoverished community
(Atuesta and Davis, 2020: 521). This mis-
match may stem from how policy documents
construct “(im)mobile subjects,” often uni-
versalizing them and rendering differences
invisible (Smeds et al., 2020). Analyzing
power in transport requires examining prob-
lem definition and agenda setting by investi-
gating how stakeholders in power positions
establish authority and how the agenda faces
contestation among state actors, experts,
and citizen groups throughout the planning
process.

Power through institutional capacities

Even when substantive goals are widely
acknowledged as beneficial, procedural and
relational capacities are key reasons why
planning initiatives may face conflicts and
fail to achieve objectives (Verlinghieri et al.,
2024). In an analysis of a pedestrian street
experiment in Turin, Italy, researchers
demonstrate how the project was under-
mined by “behind-the-scenes” conflicts.
These were procedural: intransparency, poor
communication with citizens, and weak

participation, but also due to relational con-
flicts between the Municipality and District
Council when controlled by different politi-
cal parties (Vitale Brovarone et al., 2023: 7).
Having a clear picture of substantive, proce-
dural, and relational conflicts helps under-
stand the outcomes that led to disappointing
results (Vitale Brovarone et al., 2023: 9).

Another way power is negotiated
around transport planning is the state’s
ability to navigate increasing legalization
(Wilson and Gianella, 2019). Emerging
scholarship reveals that municipal admin-
istrations’ ability to manage, respond to,
and defend against legal actions concern-
ing urban planning projects is becoming a
crucial institutional capacity (Montero
and Sotomayor, 2024; Sotomayor et al.,
2023; Taylor, 2018). In studying the ante-
cedent project by Mayor Pefnalosa to plan
BRT on Seventh Avenue in Bogota,
Montero and Sotomayor (2024) analyzed
how citizens halted the project via
“acciones populares,” legal actions by citi-
zens in defense of collective rights. The
authors show that legal actions were
mobilized by diverse actors, including
social movements, neighborhood groups,
activists, and elected officials (Sotomayor
et al., 2023: 448). The judicialization of
planning projects results in judges having
considerable influence over cities’ future,
generating political effects that question
aspects of democracy. To understand con-
flicts surrounding transport planning, an
approach to studying power in transport
planning should include analyzing institu-
tional capacities to organize inclusive pro-
cedures, mitigate relational conflicts, and
manage juridical challenges.

Power contestations through in- and
exclusion

Transport and mobility play a crucial role in
providing equitable access and organizing
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collective life in the city. The literature on
mobility justice concentrates on who belongs
to the city and who can participate fully in
urban activities (Enright, 2019; Sheller,
2018). However, besides this substantive
approach—who has access and belongs—
transport justice should also be understood
in a procedural and epistemic approach—
who gets to say what, when, and how
(Vitrano and Lindkvist, 2022).

In highly unequal cities like Bogota, local
governments increasingly seek ways to
address mobility justice by making the city
more accessible to marginalized commu-
nities in the peripheries (Hidalgo et al.,
2013). However, we observe how govern-
ments fail to involve citizens in transporta-
tion planning decisions. Research on
participation in transport planning shows
that public involvement is not synonymous
with democratic empowerment, as it ignores
the conditions of democratic involvement,
power relations, and knowledge held by
“non-experts” (Bickerstaff and Walker,
2001). Even if non-experts are involved in
sociopolitical, aesthetic, and epistemic prac-
tices, as in Bogota’s aerial cable cars, Pérez
Fernandez (2025) warns of retrofitting that
constitutes a contested medium for remak-
ing urban worlds.

The rise in legal action links to the per-
ceived failure of participatory planning
mechanisms and a top-down, expert-led gov-
ernance approach that ignores citizen partic-
ipation (Abbot, 2020). While marginalized
groups can use legal action, Sotomayor
et al. (2023) observe that in Bogota, the mid-
dle and upper classes heavily utilize it to pro-
tect exclusive interests. This limits the city’s
capacity to address the needs of vulnerable
populations and promote equitable access
(Sotomayor et al., 2023: 461). An approach
to studying power in transport conflicts
should include analysis of the complex pro-
cesses of in- and exclusion inherent to efforts

to increase mobility justice and organize par-
ticipatory transport planning.

“Critical moments”: A
methodology for analyzing
transport politics

The concept of Critical Moments is a helpful
analytical tool for studying socio-political
dynamics in contested decision-making pro-
cesses where stakes are high, actions follow
rapidly, and stakeholders have diverse per-
spectives. Critical Moments were developed
to study turning points in negotiation pro-
cesses (Druckman and Cutcher-Gershenfeld,
2020). They refer to moments when change
occurs in a process. Critical Moments are
“critical” because they “carry urgency and
are associated with the subjective sense that
ordinary controls or rules no longer seem in
play” (Leary, 2004: 329). Critical Moment
theory assumes that meaning is born in the
pairing of one’s actions and the other’s
responsive actions (McNamee, 2004: 270). A
CM analysis requires data that reconstructs
stakeholder groups’ narratives and provides
insights into stakeholder interactions in
space and time. We combine ethnographic
and narrative data to understand stake-
holders’ experiences chronologically. For
this research, we analyzed practices and per-
spectives of actors: the local council, mayor,
planning and mobility secretaries, planning

professionals, contesting citizens, and
silenced citizens targeted by infrastructure
projects.

Critical Moments have three characteris-
tics. First, they cause uncertainty over past,
present, and future events (McNamee,
2004), disrupting expectations and interpre-
tations. Second, CMs disrupt established
power relations (Cobb, 2006). Third, CMs
have practical consequences that are difficult
to reverse (Laws, 2020), with implications
for people’s action repertoires. These



| 444

Urban Studies 63(7)

characteristics are central to identifying
CMs in analyzing a planning process. The
planning process is the unit of analysis, but
we take a broad perspective, including prob-
lem definition, agenda setting, formal partic-
ipation, related contestations outside the
formal process, political decision making,
and implementation. The exact unit depends
on each case study’s characteristics.

Methodology |: Self-identified CMs

The first step in CM analysis is asking case
actors to self-identify critical moments in
their narrative during timeline construction
in narrative interviews (Mishler, 1991).
These timelines reconstruct performances
and experiences of stakeholder groups and
explain their political enactment at specific
moments. For the case study, we conducted
25 narrative interviews with citizens, council
members, civil servants, and political lead-
ers. We asked them to draw timelines show-
ing event sequences and identify critical
moments from their perspective. We then
compiled individual timelines into a single
timeline representing how each stakeholder
group identified CMs in the transport
decision-making  process. Stakeholder
groups in conflict processes follow distinct
temporal logics with different start and end
points that may not overlap. Citizens often
include memories of prior participatory pro-
cesses in their timeline of current projects.
Understanding the distinct narrative time-
lines of each actor group is crucial before
comparing them.

Methodology 2: Comparing narrative
timelines of stakeholder groups

The second step in CM analysis compares
stakeholder group timelines to interpret
which self-identified CMs constitute CMs in
relational dynamics of the overall process.
To identify critical moments in the decision-

making process, we combined stakeholder
narratives, self-identified CMs, ethnographic
observations, and street interviews. This
analysis is based on characteristics of CMs
that: (1) cause uncertainty in past, current,
and future events; (2) shift power relations
among stakeholders; and (3) shape action
repertoires. This comparative analysis
reduced self-identified CMs to four that

match the characteristics defined in the
literature.
Interpretive  analysis requires ethno-

graphic data to understand transport politics
dynamics. For this case study, we conducted
fieldwork between March—August 2023 and
June-July 2024. We followed a protest
group through their meetings and observed
three street protests, eight internal strategy
meetings, and four political debates at the
council. We participated in signature collec-
tion and observed participatory events. We
engaged with politicians, planners, and con-
sultants to study the administration’s
actions, following their project preparation
and  council  negotiations. Between
September 2023 and May 2024, we moni-
tored proceedings via the group’s WhatsApp
discussions. We analyzed media coverage,
policy documents, and technical plans.
Street interviews with 45 wusers along
Seventh Avenue' provided insights into their
experience and vision for the street.

Methodology 3: Analyzing power

The third step analyzes how CMs affect
power relations in decision-making. This
iterative analysis examines the mismatch
between CMs in different case actor group
timelines and their impact on power rela-
tions. We iterate between the conceptualiza-
tion of power and the empirical findings to
analyze how CMs affected power in agenda
setting, institutional capacities for conflicts,
and in- or exclusion. To understand rela-
tional dynamics, we analyze stakeholder
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groups’ responses to each other. The chal-
lenge is that parties may not access each oth-
er’s “community of meaning” (McNamee,
2004: 272). Responses to CMs affect power
relations by accepting or excluding groups
from the public sphere (Arendt, 1958).
Arendt identifies democracy’s main threat as
ignoring political performances and exclud-
ing groups from the public realm (Arendt,
1958: 9). When stakeholders experience CMs
differently, they tend to exclude each other
or de-legitimize positions (Druckman and
Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2020: 85). The inter-
play between action and response around
CMs shapes power and inclusion processes.
This interplay enables certain action reper-
toires while limiting others (Laws, 2020).
For instance, street protests or judicial rul-
ings shape possible actions in subsequent
events. Transport planning results from CM
interplay, affecting transport justice issues
(Enright, 2019; Smeds et al., 2020; Vitrano
and Lindkvist, 2022).

The unique benefit of CM analysis is
understanding two temporal dimensions:
specific moments and their meaning in event
sequences. Critical Moment analysis reveals
how moments critical to one group might be
unimportant to another, often causing esca-
lation when one party seeks recognition
while another ignores it (Verloo, 2023). This
is urgent when studying transport politics
today. It differs from Critical Juncture the-
ory, which studies how past developments
influence later institutional outcomes
(Capoccia, 2016). Critical Moment analysis
examines how stakeholders in ongoing con-
flicts develop political repertoires of action.
Critical Juncture focuses on powerful actors
driving institutional development (Capoccia,
2016) while CM considers all stakeholders
and uses a relational approach to under-
stand their actions and interpretations.
Critical Juncture emphasizes long-term insti-
tutional outcomes in urban planning history
(Sorensen, 2023), while CMs focus on short-

term actions and consequences affecting sta-
keholders’ political experience in contentious
projects.

Through three methodological steps, CM
analysis examines conflicts by comparing
contested meanings via diverse stakeholder
perspectives, offering empirical analysis of
conflict’s temporal dimension and power
mismatches in urban transformation.

Critical moment analysis: A
paradigmatic case of transport
conflicts on Seventh Avenue

Introduction to the case study. Bogota, Colo-
mbia’s capital city, has a population of
around eight million inhabitants. As a
capital experiencing rapid growth, internal
migration, inequality, and segregation,
Bogota represents “a paradigmatic case in
the study of urban development in the
Global South” (Guzman et al., 2017: 202).
Transport challenges stem from socio-
economic spatial segregation, with job
density concentrated in the northeast while
vulnerable people live in western and
southern peripheries (Guzman and Oviedo,
2018). The lowest income groups spend
more time traveling to central jobs and use
16-27% of their income on transport,
compared to 4% for affluent residents
(Rodriguez et al., 2016). While Bogota
gained international recognition for its Bus
Rapid Transit (BRT) system (Wood, 2015),
the TransMilenio system, which now covers
most urbanized areas, faces criticism for
high congestion levels (Fleischer and
Sanabria, 2020).

Seventh Avenue (la Carrera Séptima) is a
major transport corridor without a BRT
line. Located in the city’s northeast, it
crosses neighborhoods with the highest
socio-economic income levels defined by
“strata” (see Figure 1). This emblematic road
connects the north to south and was where
the Ciclovia tradition began (Montero,
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Figure I. Map of the Seventh Avenue project and
its surrounding neighborhoods. (Map by authors.)

2017). Its historical value makes develop-
ment challenging (Caicedo JP, 2023). Six
mayors have attempted to enhance mobility
by introducing public transportation on
Seventh Avenue, but none succeeded.

Mayor Lopez inherited the Seventh
Avenue TransMilenio BRT project from
previous mayor Pefialosa (2016-2020). His
project had limited citizen participation,
mainly through informational sessions
rather than active involvement (Sotomayor
et al., 2023). Citizens organized legal actions

with political opponents of Pefialosa’s plans
(Montero and Sotomayor, 2024), leading to
a judge stopping the project. Given this his-
tory, Lopez initiated her plans with compre-
hensive citizen participation.

Critical Moment |: Participatory meetings

The timeline of the administration begins in
2020 when Lopez’ administration started a
citizen participation process. The Urban
Development Institute (IDU) worked with
the District Institute for Participation and
Community Action (IDPAC). They defined
participation as a “process of dialogue and
joint interaction between the citizenry and the
mayor office to co-create the Green Corridor
project” (IDPAC, 2020: 5). The IDU and
IDPAC developed strategies including a
“ParticiLab” with four tools: information,
deliberation, education, and consultation
(IDPAC, 2020). Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, they also implemented an online tool
called StreetMix, allowing 6000 citizens to
“drag and drop tools and a menu of pre-
configured mobility options to show what
people wanted with the avenue” (Pardo,
2020). The founder explained: “I presented it
to the government (...) and you can see why
she [the mayor] liked it: her main interest was
that it was a statistical distribution of what
people felt” (Participation consultant, per-
sonal communication, 19 July 2023).

The administration developed a problem
definition (Kg¢btowski and Bassens, 2018;
Vecchio, 2023) that centered on the uneven
access of people living in the peripheries of
the city who are obliged to use Seventh
Avenue to come to work (Guzman et al.,
2024; Guzman and Oviedo, 2018). A civil ser-
vant of the development institute legitimized
the power of agenda setting by explaining:

The best project [is] for those who actually
need it, which is those people that have no
voice, right? Those who live here and here
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(farthest points of the city to commute), and
would use whatever [transport mode] you put,
because they don’t have an alternative. (Civil
servant I, personal communication, 2 August
2023)

This problem definition shaped the agenda
for a specific form of participation that put
the power in the hands of a specific citizenry:

Perhaps the most important work, of greatest
benefit [of the project] is especially for the peo-
ple who live not in Chic6é (Northeast), but in
El Codito (Northern periphery). Not in
Rosales (Northeast), but in San Antonio or
Cerro Norte or Santa Cecilia (periphery).
Humble people, hard-working people, people
who today spend, like you, an hour and a half
to get to downtown Bogota. (Mayor Claudia
Lopez, public meeting in El Codito, 18 April
2023)

The agenda framed the target group as
“humble, hard-working people,” excluding
those who did not fit this subjectivity and
rendering El Chico and Rosales residents
invisible (Smeds et al., 2020). While partici-
patory methods could include residents near
Seventh Avenue, the strategies reflected the
administration’s agenda of increasing mobi-
lity justice for citizens in the peripheries.
Bogota is spatially segregated with homoge-
neous neighborhoods sharing class, racial
backgrounds and socio-economic status,
with the highest social economic class inha-
biting the northeastern corner (Aliaga-
Linares and Alvarez-Rivadulla, 2010; see
Figure 1). The people from these neighbor-
hoods were not the main target of the
project.

The participatory process outcomes were
presented on 30 November 2020 (see Figure 2).
The plans divided the Avenue into three sec-
tions: from 26th to 32nd street, 32nd to 93rd
street through El Chico and Rosales, and 93rd
to 200th street through Usaquen (see Figure 1).

This division was based on participatory input
regarding transport capacity and public space
needs.

Figure 2 shows the first timeline part,
where only the local administration appears
as a case actor. The citizen group contesting
the project ignores this timeline portion.
Communities near Seventh Avenue barely
participated in the process; their timeline
begins in November 2022 with the project
designs. While the participatory events were
CMs for the administration, they held differ-
ent meaning (McNamee, 2004) for northeast
communities. The contesting citizens’ story-
line starts after the participation process (see
Figure 2). Northeast citizens explained two
reasons for not acknowledging the adminis-
tration’s participation efforts as Critical
Moments in their storyline.

The first was that this was not the first
participatory process for Seventh Avenue. A
resident explained his participation fatigue,
“the first Development Plan with citizen par-
ticipation in the city was made in 1996. We
were there with Antanas Mockus” (Citizen I,
personal communication, 2 July 2023). The
administration had plans to do citizen partic-
ipation differently, but ignored citizens’ fati-
gue. Citizens found the participation method
meaningless; “Well then they hold a meeting
of neighbors and tell them about a project,
show them a render and add it up as partici-
pation” (Citizen I, personal communication,
2 July 2023). Those who attended meetings
noted poor engagement;

the district began to present the project, that
is, the IDU, to present the project (...) in vir-
tual meetings, two meetings a week Tuesday
and Friday. [But] people started not connect-
ing, people disappearing. (Community organi-
zer I, personal communication, 19 June 2024)

The administration did not view non-
participation in the northeastern corridor as
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problematic, as their focus was on improv-
ing mobility justice for peripheral residents.
They explained:

Public engagement has a limit (...) if the out-
come is not what some people with a lot of
power expect, then they don’t feel they were a
part of the process. (Civil servant I, personal
communication, 2 August 2023)

As agenda setting excluded this group, the
administration labeled citizens opposing the
project as Not-In-My-Back-Yards
(NIMBY35),

the clearest expression of NIMBY is in this
[northeastern] corridor. When you talk to peo-
ple, they say, yes, we want public transporta-
tion. Yes, we want this, but I don’t want it in
front of my house. And the most vocal and
the most difficult people, of course, are the
highest-income people who live in that corri-
dor. (Secretary I, personal communication, 3
August 2023)

The argument that public participation has
limits due to inevitable disagreement with
outcomes is legitimate. Our point is not that
the administration should have adjusted
plans to contesters, nor do we critique the
ideology of prioritizing justice for poor com-
munities. Rather, we reflect on the unin-
tended consequences of these decisions and
how they shape power dynamics that ulti-
mately undermine progressive projects
(Atuesta and Davis, 2020; Verlinghieri et al.,
2024).

While participatory events were not expe-
rienced as CMs by contesting citizens, we
analyze them as CMs because they create a
relational dynamic (Leary, 2004) where one
citizen group was prioritized over another.
The participation shaped an action reper-
toire for project design (Laws, 2020), affect-
ing contesting citizens’ political experience;
instead of increasing plan legitimacy, it legit-
imized protest as an action repertoire.

Within northeastern neighborhoods, a
vocal group, overlapping with previous pro-
testers of Pefialosa’s project (Montero and
Sotomayor, 2024), organized against
Lopez’s plans. Although politically diverse,
this group shares socio-economic, class, and
racial privileges, precisely why Mayor Lopez
framed them as those for whom the project
was not intended.

In December 2020, IDU presented the
final participation report, followed by a
design phase until December 2022. During
this period, transport politics occurred
within the administration. While some
internal events were self-defined as CM by
administrators, such as technical research
showing BRT as the most efficient solu-
tion, they did not shift stakeholder power
relations until an informal meeting in
December 2022. They therefore did not
function as CMs in the interplay of trans-
port politics.

Critical Moment 2: Informal meeting at
the IDU

The storyline of the protest group starts
when two council members and two citizens
called for a meeting at the IDU to learn
more about the project designs. A council
member told us,

We found out that they were going to open
the bidding process. The neighbors found out
about that, and they summoned the Secretary
of Mobility, the people who manage the
Mobility project, the project manager of the
IDU as well as [the other council members]
and myself. (Council member I, personal com-
munication, 10 August 2023)

While this meeting included key stake-
holders, the administration did not identify
it as a CM in their timeline. However, in
analyzing power relations, this informal
meeting met all Critical Moment characteris-
tics, disrupting how citizens and council
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members interpreted the project’s past, pres-
ent, and future. A citizen leader explained:

I remember very clearly that (...) when they
were showing the slides, I said, “Go back
please, let me analyze this one, please go and
hold it long enough to read the plan,” and I
asked, “Am I reading this right? The traffic
that goes from north to south has been elimi-
nated.” (Citizen leader II, personal communi-
cation, 6 June 2023).

The moment changed their understanding of
the project. They believed the mayor’s
designs would not include a BRT system on
Seventh Avenue, as promised during her
campaign (Lopez, 2019). However, citizens
and council members learned the designs
would transform Seventh Avenue into a
Green Corridor, with improved public
spaces, inclusive sidewalks, a cycling lane,
and electric BRT. The project affected mobi-
lity in the northeast city area. The removal
of private north-south traffic lanes led to
diversion via parallel streets, causing conges-
tion, necessitating tree replacement, and
requiring a bridge from 92nd Street to
Circunvalar Avenue. The CM altered rela-
tional dynamics (Leary, 2004; McNamee,
2004) between citizens and administration
by proving to citizens that participation was
false.

They were hiding the truth because we were
all for green, what a beauty, the birds, the
gardens—so beautiful that project. But no,
they were hiding the truth from us, a reality
that affected us and will continue to affect us.
(Community organizer II, personal communi-
cation, 19 June 2024)

Critical Moment 2 made mobility futures
uncertain for some citizen groups, causing a
new action repertoire (Laws, 2020) where
citizens and council members formed a pro-
test group. The collaboration between citi-
zens and local politicians shifted power

relations, affecting party politics. Despite
their involvement, the administration did
not view it as critical. In interviews, secre-
taries and project leaders described it as one
routine community meeting, unaware of its
political implications.

A period of protests and “non-critical
moment”

While transport politics between 2020 and
2022 were shaped by the administration,
after Critical Moment 2 in late 2022, trans-
port politics became dominated by the pro-
test group. This group organized rapidly and
enacted transport politics through various
strategies. Their base for internal and public
meetings was a local museum. The public
meetings created unexpected alliances; “[the
members] are very different. Very left-wing,
right-wing [but] when you have a good cause
to fight for, all ideas come together”
(Community leader I, personal communica-
tion, 26 July 2023). They operated with “a
financial committee that handles fundraising,
and a coordinating committee that organizes
matters like marches, press conferences, and
demonstrations” (Citizen leader I, personal
communication, 26 July 2023). While the
protest group self-defined their activities as
CMs in their own timeline, these did not
function as CMs in the relational dynamics
among parties because they failed to change
power relations and shape action repertoires.

Transport politics 1: Internal political conflict.
Critical Moment 2 affected power dynamics
within political parties as it changed council
members’ perspective on Mayor Lopez’s
party and the project. Initially supportive of
the Green Corridor, after this meeting, coun-
cil members now raised concerns, creating
political tensions:

Even though it [the mayor’s party] has been
built under the idea of diversity of positions
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and ideologies, they wanted to make us vote
as they wanted to vote. Not in the interest of
the city but in the interest of the government.
(Council member I, personal communication,
10 August 2023)

The project developments affected broader
city politics.

Transport politics 2: Protest. The group orga-
nized protests in February 2023. Although
citizens protested peacefully, the mayor’s
office sent the Mobile Anti-Riots Squadron
(ESMAD) to dissolve the demonstration. A
community member stated, “we met with
the community at 8:00 am (...) we were
walking like that when they sent us the first
explosion. That was terrible (...) And we got
scared (...) We were not violent”
(Community organizer II, personal commu-
nication, 19 June 2024). In 2023, Mayor
Lopez responded on Twitter: “Sectarianism
and classism unite the campaigns of these
sectors (...). Bogota rejects their political
opportunism. They will not stop the subway,
nor public education, nor electric public
transportation, nor the seventh [avenue]
green corridor.” Mayor Lopez claimed
legitimacy by portraying protestors as “clas-
sist” and delegitimizing their protest by
framing the project as part of her social
agenda.

Transport  politics 3: Forum. Another self-
defined CM in the timeline of the protest
group is a forum they organized with council
members at the council of Bogota on 18 and
19 April 2023 (see Figure 2). On the first
day, citizens, community organizations,
business representatives, and hotels along
Seventh Avenue presented arguments for
and against the project. On the second day,
the project manager of the IDU presented
the project, and council members held a pub-
lic debate. The protest group hoped for
direct interaction with the mayor and project

team, but this did not occur as the mayor
was absent and the team only engaged with
council members. The forum increased their
project knowledge and brought new actors
to the protest group. However, it failed as a
CM between citizens and the administration
since the administration ignored it for proj-
ect negotiations. The mayor’s absence
reflected the administration’s institutional
capacity for handling relational conflict with
the protest group and city council (Vitale
Brovarone et al., 2023). The lack of response
prevented the forum from becoming a CM
that would alter power relations and demand
new action repertoires to change the plans
(Cobb, 2006; Laws, 2020; McNamee, 2004)
and thereby deepened the experience of mis-
recognition for the contesting group.

Transport politics 4: Public discourse. When the
forum proved ineffective, the protest group
organized more informal political actions.
They held informal public events in neigh-
borhoods and created a WhatsApp group of
500 + members to discuss strategies for
delaying the Dbidding process. They
attempted to force a mayoral public hearing
through signature collection (see Figure 2),
although this failed. The group appeared in
local media (Cortes, 2023; Noriega, 2023a,
2023b), establishing a significant public pres-
ence beyond administrative control. The
group also influenced public discourse by
compelling mayoral candidates to state their
position on the project. In media debates,
six of seven candidates opposed the BRT on
Seventh Avenue (Torres, 2023). Although
the administration ignored these actions,
they impacted city politics and shaped how
Bogota’s residents learned about the
mayor’s project.

The administration ignored the protest
group’s political actions by delegitimizing
their identity and ideas as public responses.
They framed the group as “elitist citizens
who have no interest in a just city and only
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organize themselves because they want to
drive their cars over Seventh Avenue” (per-
sonal communication with the former
Mayor, various civil servants, and secre-
taries). This identity construction allowed
the administration to ignore their political
actions. In the literature, ignoring people by
doing nothing in response to their actions is
understood as a strategic political act of
exclusion and misrecognition (Verloo, 2023).
Not recognizing public value and redirecting
a group’s political action to the private
realm leads to excluding them from the
political realm (Arendt, 1958; Legacy et al.,
2017). The strategy of ignoring appeared
successful, as the group’s actions did not
affect the decision-making process and can
only be analyzed as non-Critical Moments.
Nevertheless, the combination of political
actions started to affect city politics.
Although these activities were not seen as
critical by the administration and did not
formally shift power relations, they affected
how people in Bogota learned about the
mayor’s project.

Critical Moment 3: Opening of the bidding

On 31 July 2023, the pre-plans of the project
were released and bidding began. After three
years of transport politics, this was the first
CM equally important to both the adminis-
tration and the protest group. Since all stake-
holders were affected, it was the first CM
with synchronicity (Druckman and Cutcher-
Gershenfeld, 2020). For the mayor’s office
and IDU, it represented progress as engineer-
ing consultants could now make proposals.
For the protest group, this moment meant
the project could be signed and implemented.
The opening of pre-plans showed their politi-
cal actions remained marginal while power
stayed with the local administration.

Transport  politics  5:  Juridicalization. Critical
Moment 3 heightened uncertainty for the

protest group, leading them to pursue a juri-
dical process through popular action—a
legal mechanism in Colombia to reverse
actions against collective interest (Montero
and Sotomayor, 2024; Wilson and Gianella,
2019). The juridical process briefly shifted
power relations toward the protest group.
On 26 October 2023, an administrative judge
ordered the suspension of the bidding pro-
cess (Murillo Herrera, 2023). While protest-
ers saw this as a victory, the administration
had prepared institutional capacities to man-
age legal protests by using a tutela to protect
due process rights, claiming the suspension
would affect public interest (Vargas Castillo,
2023). On 31 October 2023, the mayor’s office
announced the tutela and reopened bidding
(see Figure 2). The juridical actions thereby
did not become a CM because, despite
attempting to shift power relations, the
administration’s institutional capacity allowed
navigation of judicialization (Wilson and
Gianella, 2019), returning power relations to
the status quo. The temporary shifts did not
shape a CM as bidding continued as planned.

Critical Moment 4: No proposal to develop
sections | and 2

The deadline of the bidding process marks
the final critical moment where uncertainty
about how actors understood the past and
present changed. The project received a pro-
posal for the Northern section between 92nd
and 200 Street, but no proposals came for
the contested part between 24th Street and
92nd Street (IDU, 2023). This jeopardized
the project’s future and shifted power to pri-
vate developers who now indirectly decided
the city’s transport future. Media outlets
reported how juridical and technical uncer-
tainties made developers question the bid-
ding documents (CE Noticias Financieras
English, 2023). The citizen group’s tactics
appeared effective as an engineering com-
pany stated in E/ Espectador that they
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avoided bidding due to “all the controversy
that exists regarding this project that,
according to newspaper reports, has already
led to a lawsuit for the IDU” (Caicedo S,
2023). Despite attempts to extend the bid-
ding process into 2024, no proposals were
submitted, and the new Mayor, Carlos
Fernando Galan, halted bidding on the first
two sections on 2 August 2024 (Redaccion,
2024), citing concerns about mobility on the
city’s eastern border (La Silla Vacia, 2024).
The Green Corridor project on Seventh
Avenue, with its public space, cycle lanes,
and electric BRT operated by low-income
women, would not be built. Although the
administration was able to successfully
ignore transport politics and built institu-
tional capacity to annul legal procedures,
the controversies created enough doubt to
disengage developers.

Discussion and conclusions

Citizens have an intimate relationship with
transport, making transport developments
worth fighting for or against (Legacy, 2022;
Smeds et al., 2020). In Bogota, with rampant
mobility problems, transport is political for
all. The analyses of Critical Moments around
the politics of Seventh Avenue contribute to
the literature by showing how, even with a
democratically elected progressive agenda,
participatory processes, and sufficient insti-
tutional capacities, transport politics are
shaped through politics occurring not only
within, but more importantly outside formal
governance. This analysis provides three
insights into transport politics that offer new
perspectives on transport justice.

First, the CM analysis reveals the unin-
tended consequences of excluding citizens’
political actions. Through studying CMs, it
became visible how the administration
excluded political actions from decision-
making via two strategies. The administration
established a problem definition of justice

(Vecchio, 2023) by formulating a progressive
agenda to alleviate the commute time of poor
communities in the peripheries. This policy
goal framed one particular citizenry as the
legitimate target of the plan and participa-
tion. This delegitimized the voice of contest-
ing citizens and allowed framing their
political identity as NIMBY (Legacy, 2018).
It is not our goal to question the political
choices for a progressive transport plan; it is
admirable that a democratically elected leader
uses legitimate power to implement progres-
sive plans. We want to reflect pragmatically
on the unintended transport politics that
hampered implementation. The case suggests
that excluding protest groups to improve
transport justice has the opposite effect: the
project did not get signed, and no one’s trans-
port justice improved.

Second, the inadequate addressing of
political dimensions created by citizens, par-
ticularly the mismatch between city-level
aspirations and local realities, contributed to
difficulties in achieving progressive goals
(Atuesta and Davis, 2020: 523). Non-critical
moments are as important to understand as
critical moments. In critical moments, the
administration appeared to have institu-
tional capacity to maintain power. However,
locally, formal and informal transport poli-
tics by protesters affected public debate,
caused conflict within political parties, and
influenced mayoral campaigns. The adminis-
tration ignored these protests by framing the
group as NIMBY, pushing their actions into
the private realm as invalid for public good
(Arendt, 1958). By misrecognizing the
group’s actions and neglecting their political
meaning, the administration lost its power
while attempting to maintain it. Although
self-defined CMs in the protest group’s
storyline were non-critical in the interplay
with the administration, they created uncer-
tainty in the mayor’s political narrative,
leading engineers to avoid submitting a pro-
posal for the contested project sections.
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Formal and informal politics, critical and
non-critical moments, shape process out-
comes through indirect means. This paper

shows that in contestation, non-critical
moments are as important as critical
moments.

Third, the CM analysis provides insights
into procedural justice and participation.
The politics of the administration and the
protest group did not synchronize in terms
of time and participation expectations.
Participation typically occurs after designs
are made (Bickerstaff and Walker, 2001).
The case study shows that focusing on early
participation excludes citizens who want to
engage at a later stage when they know what
the designs are, particularly during internal
administrative research. Typically, citizens’
protests are not considered participation.
The mismatch between administrators’ and
citizens’ preferred timing and form of partic-
ipation is crucial for improving procedural
justice. This indicates that procedural justice
involves managing relational and substan-
tive conflicts (Verlinghieri et al., 2024; Vitale
Brovarone et al., 2023) throughout decision-
making, not just at the start or the end, and
that protest should be regarded as a form of
participation. Procedural justice depends on
the space governments provide for citizens
to contest and engage with transport plans
substantively and relationally over time. In
Bogota, this space was closed off after for-
mal participatory procedures ended.

Finally, we want to reflect on Critical
Moment analysis as a tool to analyze chang-
ing power dynamics in transport planning.
Critical Moment analysis helps observe how
power positions can be contested through
formal and informal political action. It
reveals hidden forms of power by combining
ethnographic observations with case actors’
timelines of self-defined critical moments.
Critical Moment analysis reveals how time-
lines and everyday experiences of case actors
lack  synchrony during contestation

(Druckman  and  Cutcher-Gershenfeld,
2020). Comparing actors’ timelines and
CMs shows how this asynchrony leads to
misrecognition of experiences, exclusion
from the public sphere (Arendt, 1958), and
conflict escalation. While focusing on forms
of agency, CM analysis must account for
structural inequalities, as demonstrated by
how socio-economic class influences power
negotiation in the case above.

Critical Moment analysis enables com-
parison between cases across geographical
locations and institutional settings as it
provides a framework to analyze empirical
data involving stakeholder power negotia-
tions. Comparative studies of transport
conflicts would help understand different
forms of power in transport politics. Since
CM analysis is empirically based, single
case studies cannot predict outcomes if the
group contesting had been of another class
position. Future comparative research
should reveal if lower-income groups’ pro-
tests achieve similar success.

The empirical basis of CM analysis is also
its limitation, requiring time-consuming eth-
nographic data to observe actions and
responses as they occur. Being present is cru-
cial to examine how a moment affects the
sequence of events. Ethnographic presence
allows us to observe what the absence of a
response means in context, which would not
be easy to bring out in an interview.

In sum, through CM analysis, we can
study power negotiation as performed,
allowing for an understanding of power
beyond its formal means. It provides a tool
to analyze power dynamics among actors in
transport politics by examining how
moments affect sequences of events in con-
tested decision-making. By analyzing the
interplay between action and response, criti-
cal moments and non-critical moments, CM
analysis reveals how formal and informal
transport  politics shape governments’
(in)ability to implement transport planning.
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