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Abstract 
In the past decade, the ‘just transition’ concept has emerged in transport and mobility studies, recognising 
the need for fair and equitable transitions towards sustainable mobility systems. In cities of Sub-Saharan 
Africa, achieving this is especially complex due to a multitude of demographic, socio-economic, political 
and environmental challenges. Freetown, the capital city of Sierra Leone, is an example of a city facing 
such challenges, while also striving for sustainable urban mobility in their recently published climate 
action strategy ‘Freetown Climate Action Plan’. This paper explores the extent to which the transport 
section of this strategy enables a just transition towards sustainable urban mobility. Framed with a 
comprehensive literature review, it uses semi-structured interviews with academic and professional 
experts to assess Freetown’s transport plans in terms of justice. This is examined through a conceptual 
framework consisting of procedural, distributive and recognition justice, which represents a novel 
approach to assess justice in sustainable urban mobility transitions of Sub-Saharan Africa. The analysis 
shows that attempts are made to consider a just transition towards sustainable mobility, but that key 
considerations are omitted from transport policy in the strategy. These are primarily related to 
governance, public engagement, transport infrastructure, integration of the informal economy, climate 
change, and the needs of vulnerable communities. From these findings, a set of policy recommendations 
are presented that can be used to help foster a just transition towards sustainable urban mobility in 
Freetown. More widely, these recommendations may be applicable to alternative cities in Sub-Saharan 
Africa with similar characteristics to Freetown. This paper provides a useful contribution to the emerging 
fields of transport and mobility justice, with real-world policy evaluation, and evidences the need for the 
further analysis of urban development plans in the Global South to ensure just transitions. 
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Executive Summary addressed to the Mayor of Freetown and Freetown City Council 

There is a significant need to address urban transport planning issues in Sub-Saharan Africa, due to high 
population growth that has driven rapid urbanisation, resulting in high transport demand. The limited 
capacity of governments to implement public transportation systems means urban populations in Sub-
Saharan Africa face a range of mobility challenges. Meanwhile, countries in this region have a high 
vulnerability to climate change, and continue to face socio-economic challenges that prevent 
sustainable development. 

Freetown Climate Action Plan is an ambitious climate action strategy that recognises the necessity of 
reconfiguring urban mobility systems as part of Freetown’s sustainable urban transition. It begins to draw 
links between developing a sustainable transport system and achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals in Sierra Leone. However, developing sustainable urban mobility systems is challenging within the 
context of Freetown’s transport sector and urban environment. This context includes challenges such as 
the dominance of the informal transport economy, a large number of vulnerable, low-income and informal 
settlement communities, and limited institutional capacity. It is therefore crucial that transport planning, 
policy, and development underpin a just transition towards sustainable urban mobility, focused on 
achieving just and equitable outcomes for Freetonians. 

This study aims to outline important considerations for a just transition towards sustainable urban 
mobility in Freetown. To investigate this, a novel approach is employed to assess justice in the transport 
section of Freetown Climate Action Plan, using interviews with experts to interrogate how future 
transport planning can embed principles of justice.  

This research finds that there are a range of justice considerations related to governance, public 
engagement, transport infrastructure, integration of the informal economy, climate change, and the needs 
of women, children, disabled people, and the elderly. The following policy recommendations are set out 
to help foster a just transition towards sustainable urban mobility, explained further in Section 5.4 of the 
study: 

1. Enhance cross-sectoral coordination 
2. Place greater priority on active travel infrastructure  
3. Integrate informal transport sector workers  
4. Implement affordable fare policies for formal public transportation 
5. Recognise and provide for the differing needs of vulnerable communities 
6. Implement climate resilient transport infrastructure as a priority 
7. Assess transport decarbonisation in tandem with energy decarbonisation 
8. Monitor the public health risks and benefits associated with changes in air quality  
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Glossary 
Active travel 
Travel by modes of transport that are fully or partially people-powered, including walking, cycling, and 
people using wheelchairs. 
 
C40 Cities 
A trans-national network of nearly 100 city mayors globally, united in climate action. 
 
Distributive justice 
A principle of justice used to analyse just transitions, referring to the equitable spread of benefits and 
burdens from urban development. 
 
Formal transport 
Public transportation systems that are planned, developed, and regulated by government bodies. 
 
Informal settlement 
Any form of housing, shelter, or settlement that is self-organised and built without government planning 
or regulation. 
 
Informal transport 
Public transportation systems organised separately from the state, under limited regulations or without 
formal contracts. 
 
Just mobility transition 
The just, inclusive, and equitable transition towards decarbonised mobility systems. 
 
Just transition 
The fair and inclusive transition towards a decarbonised economy, that maximises the benefits of climate 
action and minimises the negative impacts for workers and communities. 
 
Land-use transport feedback cycle 
The interaction between transport and land-use, describing how the distribution of land-use co-
determines the location of human activity, which creates the need for transportation systems. 
 
Mobility justice 
A multi-scalar concept that draws attention to the power structures and inequalities that shape people’s 
movements, motility and immobility, alongside the actions of entities that govern and control mobility. 
 
Mobility poverty 
A systemic lack of transport and mobility options. 
 
Procedural justice 
A principle of justice used to analyse just transitions, referring to equitable decision-making processes 
that drive and shape urban development. 
 
Recognition justice 
A principle of justice used to analyse just transitions, based on the need to recognise divergent 
perspectives in urban development, rooted in social, cultural, ethnic, and gender differences. 
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Sustainable urban mobility 
The need to develop urban transportation systems that are safe, accessible, inclusive, affordable, smart, 
resilient, and emission-free. 
 
Sustainable urban transition 
The need for systemic change in cities that restructures socio-technological systems towards sustainable 
functioning. 
 
Transit-oriented development 
An urban development approach that prioritises reliable public transport, active travel, and the 
maintenance of a closely knit urban fabric. 
 
Transport equity 
How transport accessibility is equitably distributed among social groups and members. 
 
Transport justice 
The distributional effects of transport systems, and the associated disparities across social groups that 
determine equity, linked to the interdependency of accessibility, affordability, and mobility.  
 
Transport poverty 
A systemic lack of transport and mobility options, linked specifically to unaffordability and inaccessibility.  
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1. Introduction 
The concept of sustainable urban mobility (SUM) has instilled the importance of developing urban land 
and transport planning policy with environmental, social, and economic sustainability at its core 
(Foltýnová et al., 2020). It recognises the impact of current urban mobility systems dominated by fossil 
fuel technologies, which have caused greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and air pollution to increase 
(Banister, 2011). SUM focuses the need to reduce GHG and pollutant emissions, while approaching  the 
planning of urban development with sustainability goals in mind (Kovačić et al., 2022). Linked to this is 
the aim of SUM to reduce private vehicle use and shift transport policy towards implementing efficient, 
ecologically sustainable, and socially equitable modes of transport (Cavoli et al., 2024). In recent years, 
studies have drawn greater links between SUM and the concepts of transport and mobility justice 
(Verlinghieri & Schwanen, 2020), to address the inequity within urban mobility systems that is especially 
pronounced in the Global South (Venter et al., 2019). Greater attention is therefore being drawn to just 
transitions towards SUM, which describes a fair, inclusive and equitable SUM transition that bridges the 
gap between sustainable transport development and justice (Schwanen, 2021). 

Just transitions are particularly complex in cities of Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), where rapid population 
growth has resulted in urban expansion (Forget et al., 2021) that has placed significant pressure on urban 
mobility systems (Sumper & Barker, 2017). Cities in SSA continue to face high levels of inequality, poverty, 
and corruption (Massingue & Oviedo, 2021), and limited governmental capacity means cities struggle to 
implement public transport services that meet the demand for mobility (Falchetta et al., 2021). 
Meanwhile, SSA is responsible for only 1.8% of global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, yet will suffer most 
severely from the effects of climate change, illustrating the need for climate resilient transport 
infrastructure (Zigah, 2023). It is also shown that transport infrastructure is significantly underdeveloped 
in SSA and that investments are primarily directed towards road infrastructure (Sietchiping et al., 2012), 
representing the need to curb the growth of private vehicle use in favour of equitable and sustainable 
transport modes (Cavoli, 2021). These factors together illustrate the multi-faceted and complex nature of 
ensuring a just transition towards SUM in cities of SSA. 

Freetown is the capital city of Sierra Leone, located in western Africa, and is an example of a rapidly 
growing city in SSA facing challenges related to a just transition towards SUM. In urban sprawl, the city 
has expanded over 40km from its Central Business District (CBD), leading to the formation of over 68 
informal settlements (Oviedo et al., 2021). People face increased travel time and transport costs but have 
low access to transport, with limited formal public transportation systems and insufficient pedestrian 
infrastructure (Oviedo et al., 2022). Residents are therefore highly dependent on unregulated informal 
transport modes, and the city’s current urban trajectory suggests that the demand for private vehicles will 
increase, affecting people’s safety and the future sustainability of the transport sector (Koroma et al., 
2021).  

Freetown City Council (FCC) published Freetown Climate Action Plan (FCAP) in 2023, recognising 
transport as a priority sector requiring climate mitigation and resilience policy intervention. The transport 
section of FCAP outlines high-level policy actions to reduce private vehicle use, address historical land-
use challenges, and encourage public transport and active travel (FCC, 2023). As the first climate action 
strategy of its kind focusing urban mobility in Freetown, these transport policies must be examined to 
assess how strongly they consider equity in transport development, as part of a just transition towards 
SUM. Research is required to address the dearth of literature related to SUM transitions in Sierra Leone, 
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and more widely, sustainable urban development in SSA (Sheller, 2018a; Emodi et al., 2022; Oviedo et al., 
2022). 

This study aims to investigate the extent to which the transport section of FCAP enables a just transition 
towards SUM, applying a conceptual framework from just transitions literature. Section 2 provides the 
conceptual background in a literature review that links together SUM, just transitions, and the context of 
Freetown as a rapidly growing city in SSA. Section 3 presents the methodology and outlines the 
conceptual framework consisting of procedural, distributive, and recognition justice used to assess the 
transport section of FCAP. Section 4 details the results from semi-structured interviews with key experts, 
then Section 5 analyses these findings with reference to the conceptual background, and presents policy 
recommendations to help foster a just transition towards SUM in Freetown.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Sustainability and Equity on the International Stage 

The concept of sustainable development emerged in the early 1970s (Mensah, 2019), defined as 
“development that meets the needs of the present while safeguarding Earth's life-support system, on 
which the welfare of current and future generations depends” (Griggs et al., 2013, p.306). Sustainable 
development recognises the role of anthropogenic activity in driving environmental change that can 
negatively affect human and natural systems, that has pushed society into a new epoch described across 
academia as the Anthropocene (Malhi, 2017). The establishment of the United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development set a precedent for the implementation of national policies promoting 
social, economic and environmental sustainability (Henderson & Loreau, 2023), in line with its 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets (UN, 2015). Underpinned by a ‘leave-no-one-
behind’ principle of equity and fairness to address rising inequalities (Tremblay et al., 2020), the SDG 
paradigm highlights the twin challenges of equity and sustainability in the Anthropocene, whereby the co-
evolving interactions of socio-ecological systems has led to significant complexities in achieving 
equitable sustainability (Leach et al., 2018).  

The SDG framework is bolstered by the Paris Agreement, which commits UN member states to net-zero 
GHG emissions by 2050 to limit global warming at 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels (Schleussner et al., 
2016). Objectives of the SDGs and Paris Agreement are interdependent (Gomez-Echeverri, 2018; Akrofi 
et al., 2022), and within the SDG framework interdependency exists across SDGs  to achieve set outcomes 
and meet global sustainability targets (Nilsson et al., 2016; Tremblay et al., 2020). These global 
frameworks attempt to take into account the complex interactions between human, technological and 
environmental systems, to evidence the need for societal transformations that require deep, structural 
changes across a variety of sectors (Sachs et al., 2019). 

2.2. Sustainable Urban Transitions 

Approximately 70% of the global population is projected to live in cities by the mid-century (Jiang & 
O’Neill, 2017), where some of the most significant sustainability challenges exist (Sharifi et al., 2024). 
This growth in urban population is set to increase the scale and complexity of urban sustainability 
challenges (Kraas et al., 2016; Rosenzweig et al., 2018). The nature and composition of these challenges 
vary greatly between Global North and South regions, but examples of urban sustainability issues include: 
poverty, social inequalities, insufficient transport and healthcare services, rising GHG emissions, poor air 
and water quality, water and food insecurity, inadequate waste management, and poor housing 
conditions (Crush & Frayne, 2011; Ernst et al., 2016; Lucas et al., 2016; Hoekstra et al., 2018; Crippa et 
al., 2021; de Siqueria Filha et al., 2022). Achieving sustainability in urban environments is spotlighted in 
SDG 11 ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities’ to “make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient, and sustainable” (UN, 2015, p.16), with the role of urban actors extending across all 17 SDGs 
(Woodbridge, 2015). SDG 11 shows interdependency with a variety of SDGs (Pradhan et al., 2017; van 
Soest et al., 2019), highlighting the interrelated environmental, political, socio-cultural, economic, 
institutional, and physical features of cities (Wamsler et al., 2013), in which challenges are enhanced by 
complex socio-spatial structures, context-dependencies, large scales, and the inertia of built 
environments (Næss & Vogel, 2012; Ernst et al., 2016). 

Urban challenges are particularly complex in the Global South, where sustainable development remains 
hindered by rapid population growth (Nagendra et al., 2018), unregulated urban expansion and growing 
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informal settlements (Auerbach et al., 2018), limited productive, institutional and financial capacity 
(Omisore, 2018), and post-colonial inequalities (Hickel et al., 2021). Despite their negligible contribution 
to historical and current GHG emissions, Global South regions have the highest vulnerability to climate 
change (Thornton et al., 2014; Xu et al., 2020). Meanwhile, studies show that future urbanisation and 
poverty reduction will require huge resource and energy inputs, contributing to a significant increase in 
GHG emissions, and increasing stress on under-resourced governments (Hodson et al., 2012; 
Ramaswami et al., 2012). It is therefore imperative that urban developments in the Global South are 
enacted with equitable sustainability at their core, to drive transformational, systemic change which 
embeds climate action, while improving socio-economic and environmental wellbeing (Leach et al., 
2018).  

This need for systemic change is channelled in the concept of ‘sustainable urban transitions’ 
(Frantzeskaki et al., 2017), describing the “(re)structure of cities’ socio-technological systems towards 
sustainable functioning” (Loorbach & Shiroyama, 2016, p.6). Coupled with this is the concept of 
‘sustainable urban transformation’ (Ernst et al., 2016). This places greater emphasis on the structural 
transformation processes driving radical change and multi-dimensional sustainability across 
interconnected, multi-level and multi-scale urban structures, such as governance, transport planning, 
and climate action (McCormick et al., 2013). These notions of urban sustainability can be conceptualised 
further as ‘just transformations’ (Bennett et al., 2019) or ‘just transitions’ (Swilling, 2020), explored in 
section 2.4. 

2.3. Sustainable Urban Mobility 

2.3.1. Context and definitions 

Transport is a key sector that must be made more sustainable to achieve the SDGs (UN, 2021), playing a 
significant role in sustainable urban transitions and the transformations required to create systemic 
change (McCormick et al., 2013; Frantzeskaki et al., 2017). The role of transport in achieving global 
sustainability was first recognised by the UN in Agenda 21, and is specifically referred to in three 2030 
Agenda targets (UN, 2021), including SDG 11.2 to “provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and 
sustainable transport systems for all, … notably by expanding public transport, with special attention to 
the needs of those in vulnerable situations” (UN, 2015, p.24). Numerous countries have leveraged the 
links between transport and the SDGs (Fig. 1); the top interlinkages based on 2022 voluntary national 
reviews (VNRs) were between transport and SDG 11, 9 (infrastructure), 3 (health), 7 (clean energy) and 
13 (climate action), and 64% of VNRs referenced urban transport (SLOCAT, 2022a).  

This requirement for sustainable transport in urban environments is described as ‘sustainable urban 
mobility’ (SUM), and can be defined as “the ease, convenience, affordability, and accessibility of travelling 
to one’s destination with minimal impact on the environment and others” (Lam & Head, 2012, p.359). It 
can be defined further to include “the provision of transport infrastructure and services to facilitate the 
efficient movement of people and goods in the context of climate, energy and extreme weather events, 
within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems” (Chong et al., 2023, p.26). While the former 
definition highlights some key social characteristics of SUM related to transport equity, the latter 
emphasises the importance of public transport and links to natural resource use and climate, together 
providing a holistic view of SUM.  
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2.3.2. Car-oriented development and inequity 

Accessibility is an integral part of SUM (Oviedo et al., 2022), with the UN New Urban Agenda promoting 
equitable access to sustainable transport and inclusive practices that consider low-income and 
peripheral urban populations (UN, 2017). Relatedly, an overarching aim of SUM is to decouple economic 
growth from automobility, with evidence suggesting that car-oriented urban developments rely on and 
lead to increased private vehicle use, particularly in the Global South (Cavoli, 2021). This can proliferate 
a number of negative externalities (Fig. 2), providing a basis for prioritising the implementation and use of 
sustainable modes of transport, such as walking and cycling, i.e. active travel, collective public transport, 
and electric vehicles (Banister, 2008). Figure 3 shows a positive relationship between increases in gross 
domestic product (GDP), population growth, and private car use (Teoh et al., 2020), but also evidences 
the potential for alternative development pathways separate from car-oriented urban development. This 
pathway supports transitions to SUM by ‘leapfrogging’, i.e. bypassing or avoiding, car-oriented 
development in favour of transport and land-use policies that promote efficient, ecologically sustainable, 
and socially equitable modes of transport (Cavoli et al., 2024). 

Car-oriented urban development can proliferate high levels of inequity, particularly related to 
accessibility, affordability and underdeveloped public transport infrastructure (Lucas et al., 2016). In the 
Global South, this inequity is more pronounced, with a lack of formal public transport services, and many 
individuals or households unable to afford upfront vehicle costs (Benevenuto & Caulfield, 2019). Where 
they can, vehicles are often old, unreliable and high-polluting, and thus exacerbate issues such as 
congestion and poor air quality (Popoola et al., 2022). Car-oriented development prioritises private 
vehicle use and thereby inhibits the use and development of public transport and active travel, excluding 

Figure 1: The percentage of VNRs connecting transport with different SDGs. Figure adapted from SLOCAT 
(2022b). 
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low-income and peripheral urban communities from accessing education, healthcare, and employment, 
among other services (Pérez-Peña et al., 2021). This often leads to residents utilising informal modes of 
transport, due to a lack of formal public transportation infrastructure, that can jeopardise safety, health 
and efficiency, presenting particular risk for vulnerable communities such as women, children, the elderly 
and disabled people (Popoola et al., 2022). Together, these issues denote the concept of ‘transport 
poverty’, an overarching combination of (un)affordability, (in)accessibility, and ‘mobility poverty’, where 
the latter component refers to a systemic lack of transport and mobility options (Lucas et al., 2016). 

 

Figure 2: Negative externalities associated with car-oriented urban development. Figure adapted from Cavoli 
(2021). 

Figure 3: Leapfrogging to alternative urban development trajectories associated with low private vehicle use 
(Cavoli, 2021). 
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2.3.3. Climate change, air quality and inequity 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that GHG emissions from transport “have 
more than doubled since 1970 … 80% of this increase coming from road vehicles” (IPCC, 2014, p.606). 
Road transport accounted for 18.6% of global CO2 emissions in 2023 (Liu et al., 2024), comprising 
approximately 70% of direct transport emissions (IPCC, 2022), and therefore contributes significantly to 
global warming. Emissions continue to grow most rapidly in the transport sector compared to other 
sectors (IPCC, 2022), explained by the high level of investment required for decarbonisation relative to 
other sectors, associated with the global dependence on fossil fuel-powered internal combustion engines 
(Santos, 2017). Despite this slow pace of decarbonisation (Ternes et al., 2024), given that approximately 
70% of transport GHG emissions are attributable to cities, they present a large opportunity for 
decarbonisation as places where high levels of fossil fuel dependence can be overcome (Schwanen, 
2020). 

Alongside the climate impact of vehicle GHG emissions, the release of pollutants such as nitrogen oxides 
(NOX) and particulate matter (PM2.5 and PM10) has exacerbated poor air quality, resulting in a major global 
public health issue (Cohen et al., 2017), particularly in urban environments (Gulia et al., 2015). Outdoor 
air pollution is responsible for 4 million deaths annually (WHO, 2018), causing a range of cardiovascular, 
respiratory, and neurological diseases (Peeples, 2020; Marcantonio et al., 2021), and has been shown to 
negatively impact productivity, inequalities, and cognitive abilities (Rentschler & Leonova, 2023). Urban 
mobility systems are significant sources of air pollution (Al-Thani et al., 2022; Sicard et al., 2023; 
Ghaffarpasand et al., 2024), and there is a widening global disparity between the air quality improvements 
of high-income urban areas, and the declining air quality of low-income urban areas (Apte et al., 2021). 
Alongside this pattern of global inequity, there is an unequal spatial distribution of exposure to and the 
impact of air pollution within urban areas, burdening low-income and marginalised communities 
disproportionately (Rentschler & Leonova, 2023). 

To address the negative externalities of car-oriented development and meet global climate commitments, 
cities are increasingly developing sustainable mobility transition policies (Winkler et al., 2023). These 
often focus transit-oriented development, an urban development approach that prioritises active travel, 
high connectivity to reliable public transport, and the maintenance of a closely knit urban fabric, through 
high density, mixed-use and human-scale design (Venter et al., 2019; Nubi et al., 2024). In 
underdeveloped urban mobility systems of the Global South, policies should aim to foster the alternative 
pathway presented in Fig. 3 to ensure equitable sustainability, and prevent carbon lock-in and path 
dependency (Driscoll, 2014; Haarstad et al., 2022). 

2.4. A ‘Just’ Transition 

Ensuring equitable pathways for sustainable transitions has culminated in the term ‘just transition’, 
describing the need for low-carbon transitions that are underpinned by issues of equity and justice 
(Newell & Mulvaney, 2013). The concept stems from labour movements of the 1980s to couple 
environmental and social justice (Velicu & Barca, 2020), gaining momentum as a labour-friendly 
approach to climate action in the transformation of systems such as energy, manufacturing, transport, 
and related infrastructures (Morena et al., 2020). It centres structural or systemic changes that account 
for increasing inequalities and vulnerabilities in the Anthropocene, that exist at local or global scales 
(Gupta et al., 2023).  
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The notion of a just transition can be traced back to the ‘environmental justice’ movement, which 
advocates for vulnerable communities disproportionately impacted by environmental degradation 
(Schlosberg, 2004; Farrell, 2012). The concept holistically identifies who is affected by such inequity and 
how to address this, while recognising that the causes of environmental pollution are derived from 
political, economic and social inequalities (Cha et al., 2020). This evolved into ‘climate justice’, which 
challenges the systems that create climate change, and instils equity in climate action (Harris, 2019; 
Smith et al., 2019). Climate justice highlights how low-income communities in developing nations least 
responsible for climate change will endure its worst effects, while individuals in the Global North continue 
to benefit from (historical) high-carbon development (Stevis et al., 2020). This underpinned the 
conceptualisation of ‘energy justice’, with recognition of the drastic changes in energy production and 
consumption required to tackle climate change (Jenkins et al., 2016). Energy justice literature investigates 
the need for just trade-offs between energy, development and low-carbon growth to create an energy 
system that fairly distributes the benefits and burdens of energy services (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013; 
Sovacool et al., 2017).  

The notion of just transitions has since evolved to be known as an integrated, people-centred framework 
for justice, linking principles of environmental, climate, and energy justice, to become a key theory of 
sustainability transitions (Wang & Lo, 2021). Just transition scholars argue that the sustainable 
development concept lacks the requisite knowledge and policies to reduce emissions and address 
injustices, calling for an equitable allocation of the costs and benefits of climate action that go beyond 
technological adjustment (Heffron & McCauley, 2018; Eckersley, 2021; Abram et al., 2022). 

2.4.1. Just transitions to sustainable urban mobility 

The concept of a just transition is increasingly being used as a framework for assessing the fairness and 
equity of SUM transitions (Schwanen, 2020; Schwanen, 2021), with a growing body of literature that has 
introduced the concepts of ‘transport justice’ (e.g. Gössling, 2016; Martens, 2017), ‘mobility justice’ (e.g. 
Sheller, 2018b; Verlinghieri & Schwanen, 2020) and ‘just mobility transitions’ (e.g. Khajehpour & 
Miremadi, 2024; Monyei et al., 2024). These emerging concepts (Table 1) represent a new paradigm in just 
transitions literature that shifts the application of justice principles to transport and mobility studies, to 
encompass the issue of equity within SUM transitions (Schwanen, 2021).  

Table 1: Definitions of justice concepts related to SUM transitions. Note that the term ‘motility’ refers to the 
potential for mobility (Cuignet et al., 2020). 

Concept Definition Source 
Transport 
justice 

Refers to the distributional effects of transport provision and the associated 
disparities across social groups. It recognises how different modes of 
transport contribute to the unequal distribution of negative externalities for 
individuals or society. Affordability, accessibility and mobility are critical 
dimensions, with interdependence that can result in conflicting outcomes. 

Gössling (2016); 
Guzman et al. (2021) 

Mobility 
justice 

A multi-scalar concept that draws attention to the power structures and 
inequalities that shape people’s movements, motility and immobility, 
alongside the actions of entities that govern and control mobility. This 
framing considers social, political, and environmental problems at macro 
(e.g. trade routes, migration flows), meso (e.g. government policy, energy 
and transport infrastructures) and micro (e.g. embodied differences in class, 
gender, race, sexuality, and physical ability) levels. 

Sheller (2018a); 
Verlinghieri & 
Schwanen (2020); 
Harada (2023) 

Just 
mobility 
transitions 

Refers to the just, inclusive and equitable transition towards decarbonised 
mobility systems, in the context of sustainability transitions in the Global 
North and South. 

Prause & Dietz (2022); 
Khajehpour & 
Miremadi (2024); 
Monyei et al. (2024) 
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The advancement of such concepts enables new pathways for alternative mobility futures to be mapped 
out, so that as well as achieving net-zero emissions and reducing inequity, pathways are configured to 
address sustainability and justice together (Davidson, 2021). This is important to achieve the SDGs, 
building on the conceptualisation of equitable sustainability in Leach et al. (2018). Sheller (2018a) notes 
that studies primarily focus on contemporary urban issues of the Global North, calling for greater 
attention to (im)mobilities of the Global South and how “systems of mobility are built, energised, and 
impact on larger planetary ecosystems” (Sheller, 2018a, p.21).  

2.4.2. The need for just mobility transitions in Sub-Saharan Africa 

The urban population of SSA has increased ten-fold in the past half-century, and is projected to comprise 
47% of the region’s total population in 2030 (UN-Habitat, 2023). Although SSA is experiencing progressive 
economic growth, there are rising levels of poverty and income inequality, representing a lack of inclusive 
growth; this is a large barrier in achieving the SDGs (Amponsah et al., 2023). There is a significant need 
for government intervention to achieve just mobility transitions (Tumwesigye et al., 2023), but states 
remain limited in their institutional, technological and financial capacity for sustainable development 
(Omisore, 2018). As such, investment into transportation systems, particularly infrastructure for mass 
transit, lags behind urban expansion (Falchetta et al., 2021), with cities prioritising car-oriented 
development despite walking being the main form of mobility (Sietchiping et al., 2012; Cavoli, 2021). SSA 
cities are therefore experiencing rising levels of motorisation alongside high levels of transport poverty, 
presenting the need to avoid car-dependent development trajectories to prevent further inequality 
(Oviedo et al., 2024). The twin challenges of rapid urbanisation and transport poverty illustrate the 
interactions between land-use, the subsequent spatial distribution of human activity, and the need for 
accessible transport systems, as part of the   ‘land-use transport feedback cycle’ (Wegener, 2004). 
Transport systems in SSA require reconfiguration to increase the accessibility of formal public transport 
and active travel, to provide safety and access to education, healthcare and employment, whilst 
remaining resilient to climate change (Acheampong, 2022; Oviedo et al., 2024). 

2.4.3. Informality and vulnerable communities 

Urban sprawl associated with rapid population growth has concentrated many low-income households in 
informal settlements (slums) in peripheral zones that lack access to basic services such as water, 
sanitation and electricity (Parienté, 2017). Recent figures show that there is a continuous growth of 
informal settlements in SSA, which contain 23% of the global urban population living in slums, over 237 
million people (UN-Habitat, 2020). While sustainable development can be a catalyst for improved socio-
economic wellbeing, if people living in informal settlements are not integrated into such development 
processes, the concerns of low-income and marginalised communities will remain ignored, denying 
millions from receiving the benefits of sustainable urban transitions (Nagendra et al., 2018). 

Urban development in SSA must take into account informal settlements to ensure that transportation 
systems are accessible to all communities, and must recognise the importance of including these groups 
to achieve just mobility transitions and SDG 11 (Venter et al., 2019). Considerations for informal 
settlement and vulnerable groups can be complex, as evidenced by Venter et al. (2018) who show that 
the implementation of bus rapid transit systems in the Global South offer significant benefits to low-
income groups, but that these are skewed towards medium-income users due to inadequate spatial 
coverage and unsuitable fare policies. There is therefore a significant need for carefully designed transport 
systems in SSA that lead to true inclusivity (Fig. 4), reduce transport poverty, and are embedded with 
principles of equity to ensure transport and mobility justice within SUM transitions. 
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2.5. The Case of Freetown, Sierra Leone  

2.5.1. Geography 

Freetown is the national capital and largest city of Sierra Leone (Fig. 5), situated on a mountainous 
peninsula that protrudes westwards into the Atlantic Ocean (Bowles et al., 2024). The city denotes the 
centre of the Western Area Urban District (PCGN, 2014) and covers a land area of 82km2 (Ibrahim et al., 
2021). The centre is located 49m above sea level (Koroma et al., 2021), while elevation on the peninsula 
ranges between -13 to 752m, with mountain slope angles that range from zero to 44° (Jin et al., 2020). The 
area has a tropical monsoon climate (Beck et al., 2018), with a wet season from May to October (Amara 
& Kansal, 2021) that is largely moderated by the interaction of the Intertropical Convergence Zone and 
West African Monsoon (Barry et al., 2018; Nicholson, 2018). 

2.5.2. Socio-demographics 

The total population of Freetown is estimated to exceed 1.2 million people (Oviedo et al., 2021), 
representing a 15% and 35% concentration of the total national and urban population, respectively 
(Macarthy, 2024). A population density of 12,959 inhabitants per km2 means Freetown is one of the most 
densely populated cities in West Africa (Fig. 6), with an estimated annual growth rate of 4.2% (Koroma et 
al., 2021) that could lead to over a doubling of the current population by 2040 (Macarthy, 2024). 
Population growth derives mainly from economic-driven rural-urban migration and internal displacement 
from the 1991 to 2002 civil war (Bakhshi et al., 2020; UN Network on Migration, 2020), which resulted in 
many people losing limbs, and acquiring physical and mental disabilities (Morin et al., 2022). Most 
migrants are based in informal settlements due to proximities to employment and the unaffordability of 
housing (Koroma et al., 2018), leading to the formation of over 68 informal settlements (Oviedo et al., 
2021).  

2.5.3. Economy 

Freetown accounts for 30% of national GDP (World Bank, 2018). Approximately 95% of Freetown 
residents depend upon the informal sector for their livelihood, meaning the majority have low and 
irregular incomes to support basic needs, including transport expenses (Oviedo et al., 2021). Relatedly, 
37% of inhabitants are in multidimensional poverty (SSL, 2017a), and economic growth is largely 
constrained by low and unreliable electricity access (World Bank, 2018; Conteh et al., 2021). Nationally, 
there is large gender disparity in the formal economy, with men representing 73% of paid employees (SSL, 
2017b). Sierra Leone has a Gini coefficient of 0.36, corresponding to high levels of income inequality 
(World Bank, 2024), and ranks 182 of 189 countries on the Human Development Index (UNDP, 2020). 

2.5.4. The need for sustainable urban mobility 

Although the transport sector is the second-highest generator of jobs in Freetown, 85% are in the 
unregulated informal economy, meaning workers and service users are highly vulnerable to disturbances 
(Koroma et al., 2021). Freetown’s urban transport is characterised by high levels of congestion and 
emissions, emitting pollutants including NOX, PM2.5 and PM10, and is the second largest source of GHG 
emissions (31%) behind the energy sector (40%) (Taylor & Nakai, 2012; Williams et al., 2017; FCC, 2023). 
The development of efficient and accessible formal public transportation systems has lagged significantly 
behind Freetown’s rapid rate of urbanisation observed since the 1960s, proliferating dependency on 
informal modes of public transport (Fig. 7), known as okadas (motorcycle-taxis or two-wheelers), kekehs 
(three-wheelers) and poda-podas (minibuses) (Oviedo et al., 2022).  
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Figure 6: Satellite imagery showing the urban expansion of Freetown within the Western Area region in four periods from 
1986 to 2022 (Google Earth Pro, 2024). Figure author’s own. 

Figure 4 (above): Freetown residents from the 
informal settlement of Thompson Bay calling for 
inclusive mobility (Stewart cited in Walker & Ossul-
Vermehren, 2021). 

Figure 5 (left): The location of Freetown (O’Kane & 
Ménard, 2015). Note that field sites are not relevant 
to this study. 
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Informal transport vehicles tend to be in poor condition and are generally unreliable and unsafe (Koroma 
et al., 2021), contributing to the high proportion of road accidents observed in Freetown and its 
surrounding areas. These account for nearly 70% of all collisions, and 50% of all recorded vehicle-related 
fatalities or severe injuries in Sierra Leone (Tripodi et al., 2018). Congestion significantly limits walkability, 
with blocked routes on damaged or non-existent pathways that residents are forced to utilise as captive 
mode users, and steep topography which presents challenges for inhabitants of hillside locations (Oviedo 
et al., 2022). Vulnerable groups, such as disabled people, women, children and the elderly, face particular 
struggle in Freetown’s transport sector, with a lack of inclusive mobility measures, and discrimination 
from transport providers and other users (Walker & Ossul-Vermehren, 2021). These issues, linked to the 
high use of informal services, and the inadequate provision of formal public transport and pedestrian 
infrastructure, indicate a high level of transport poverty in Freetown. Meanwhile, there is low government 
capacity to address transport poverty, related to the limited institutional, technological, and financial 
capacity of Sierra Leone to plan and deliver transport projects (Koroma et al., 2024).  

Figure 7: Modal share in Freetown by (a) vehicle type and (b) people carried, using peak hour vehicle count 
data from the East-West Corridor (Seery, 2023), where HGV = heavy goods vehicle. Note that the dominant 
mode of transport in Freetown is walking (Oviedo et al., 2021), which is not shown in this data, and this sample 
location is not representative of the modal share in mountainous regions further inland. Figure author’s own. 

2.5.5. Freetown Climate Action Plan 

Sierra Leone is ranked the 18th most vulnerable country to climate change by the Notre Dame Global 
Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN, 2023). Rising air temperatures and the increased frequency of rainfall 
extremes (Carr et al., 2022) present greater risk of storms, flooding, landslides, erosion and sea level rise 
in Freetown (Arup et al., 2018). The unplanned development of informal settlements along the Atlantic 
coastline, Sierra Leone River estuary, and on steep hillsides (Allen et al., 2019) means the country has one 
of the highest percentages of informal populations residing in hazard-prone areas in SSA (Muchadenyika 
et al., 2023). The 2017 Regent Landslide, destroying 400 buildings, killing 1,100 people, and affecting 
approximately 5,000 others, is direct evidence of the devastating impacts that can occur from 
unaddressed vulnerability (Cui et al., 2019; Redshaw et al., 2019). Alongside changing rainfall patterns 
and increased soil erosion from deforestation, the unplanned urban occupation of hazard-prone areas 
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exacerbates the effects of climate-related hazards, together creating a high vulnerability for 
transportation systems (Muchadenyika et al., 2023; Battersby et al., 2024).  

Following recognition of this high vulnerability to climate change, Freetown attained membership of the 
C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, a trans-national network that platforms coordination and 
knowledge sharing for urban-focused climate initiatives (Davidson et al., 2019). This spurred the 
development of FCAP, a strategy published by FCC in 2023 to consider “mitigation and adaptation in an 
integrated way, identifying interdependencies to maximise efficiencies” and set “evidence-based, 
inclusive and deliverable goals and targets” to achieve transformational climate action (FCC, 2023, p.15). 
The plan is an example of how cities in SSA can leverage the synergistic properties of SDG 11 (cities) an 
13 (climate action) in working towards the 2030 Agenda (Pradhan et al., 2017). Community-level needs 
were assessed through a consultation process as part of the Transform Freetown Agenda (FCC, 2019), 
which identified the priority sectors of FCAP: climate resilience, water security, waste management, 
transport, and energy (FCC, 2023). To address transport sector issues, three goals were developed 
alongside 20 medium- and long-term actions to promote SUM (Fig. 8). FCAP states that GHG reduction 
policies must consider the dependence of local livelihoods on the current transport sector, to “ensure [a] 
just transition through an inclusive approach” (FCC, 2023, p.81). Since the publishing of FCAP, the 
Transitions to Sustainable Urban Mobility in Sub-Saharan Africa (T-SUM) group based at University College 
London (UCL) has been exploring SUM pathways in Freetown (Cavoli et al., 2023), but the extent to which 
a just transition is being achieved remains unexplored. This represents an opportunity to influence how 
the transport section of FCAP is to be delivered and further developed to ensure a just transition to SUM.   
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Figure 8: Schematic summarising the transport section of FCAP, showing all priority and non-priority actions (FCC, 
2023). Each action is colour-coded with reference to its target goal, where blue = Goal 1, green = Goal 2, and yellow 
= Goal 3. Figure author’s own. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Aim, Objectives and Hypothesis 

Given the need for just and sustainable urban transitions in SSA, this study aims to assess the extent to 
which the transport section of FCAP enables a just transition towards SUM. The objectives of this study 
are to: 

a) Explore the need for a just transition towards SUM in Freetown, related to transport and mobility 
justice; 

b) Examine the transport section of FCAP using a conceptual framework from just transitions 
literature; 

c) Analyse the extent to which justice is accounted for in the transport section of FCAP, contributing 
towards the emerging concepts of transport and mobility justice; 

d) Outline policy recommendations to help promote a just mobility transition in Freetown, and more 
widely, cities in SSA. 

The study builds on previous literature investigating just mobility transitions (e.g. Pereira et al., 2017; 
Schwanen, 2021; Khajehpour & Miremadi, 2024), and research from the UCL T-SUM project (e.g. Cavoli, 
2021; Oviedo et al., 2022; Oviedo et al., 2024). Qualitative research methods are used to analyse FCAP 
and the complexities of a just transition towards SUM in Freetown, drawing insight from a range of experts. 
It is expected that the transport section of FCAP does not sufficiently enable a just transition towards SUM, 
and that further considerations must be made to achieve SDG 11. 

3.2. Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework applied in this study utilises principles of procedural, distributive and 
recognition justice to assess the transport section of FCAP. Figure 9 defines these principles and outlines 
the framework, which was developed by Schlosberg (2007). It is well described in just transitions 
literature (e.g. McCauley & Heffron, 2018; Abram et al., 2022), and has been applied to energy system 
studies to assess energy justice in the development of low-carbon power systems (Jenkins et al., 2016). 
In the past decade, the emerging concepts of transport and mobility justice (see section 2.4) have 
expanded this framework to the transport sector, to assess the extent to which transport developments 
promote a just transition (Prause & Dietz, 2022). Given the lack of consideration to justice in SUM 
transition processes, there is a vital need for the application of justice principles to assess equity in and 
arising from the development of mobility systems, to pre-empt resistance in certain population groups 
and accelerate change (Schwanen, 2021). As such, this study utilises this framework for the first time 
within the urban context of Freetown, acknowledging the need for greater research into (im)mobilities of 
the Global South (Sheller, 2018b). 
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Figure 9: The conceptual framework used to assess transport and mobility justice in FCAP, and how it relates 
to the analysis of a just transition towards SUM in Freetown. Definitions from Jenkins et al. (2016) and 
Schwanen (2020), figure author’s own. 

3.3. Qualitative Research Methods 

3.3.1. Data collection 

A series of semi-structured interviews were undertaken with experts in SUM, transport and mobility 
justice, or FCAP to gather views on the transport section of FCAP. This method was chosen to account for 
the unique perspectives of experts, and to facilitate a flexible dialogue that allowed further enquiry, while 
following a predetermined order of questioning (Longhurst, 2016). Participants were selected to 
encompass a broad set of institutions, views and expertise, but primarily include those with localised 
knowledge of Freetown’s transport system (Table 2). A topic guide was used to navigate seven interviews 
conducted online using Microsoft Teams in July 2024 (see Appendix 1); these were recorded and 
transcribed with pseudonymisation and anonymisation for the study. Questions focused on the actions 
within the transport section of FCAP, with reference to the justice principles outlined in section 3.2. They 
also addressed the conceptual framework itself, challenges in Freetown’s transport sector, and climate 
change. All interviews were completed in accordance with ethics procedures outlined by UCL Civil, 
Environmental and Geomatic Engineering Ethics Committee (see Appendices 2 and 3).  
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Table 2: Overview of participants’ field of work, where NGO = non-governmental organisation. 

Expert Sector Description 
E1 NGO Expert in urban climate action planning, involved with developing FCAP. 
E2 Government 

 
Involved with developing and implementing FCAP, including the bus and cable 
car projects. Experts of urban planning in Freetown, with backgrounds in 
engineering. E3 

E4 Academia / 
NGO 

Well-established scholar and project manager of urban development (urban 
management, climate adaptation, transport) in Sierra Leone. 

E5 Academia Researcher with expertise in transport justice and socio-spatial inequality. 
E6 Academia / 

Consultant 
Environmental planner and researcher, with expertise in SUM transitions in 
Freetown and SSA. 

E7 Academia University Dean and pioneering scholar of mobility justice, with expertise in 
sustainable mobility, climate adaptation, and just transitions in the Global 
South. 

 

3.3.2. Data analysis 

A thematic content analysis was conducted to identify key themes and topics from the primary data 
relevant to the aim and objectives of the study. This method of analysis can be used within most 
theoretical frameworks, due to its flexibility and ability to address a wide range of research questions 
(Terry et al., 2017). Core ideas were extracted by categorising data into a matrix organised by interview 
topics (see Appendix 4), from which a coding process was used to identify themes based on the 
conceptual framework (see Appendix 5) (Bryman, 2016). This method represents a deductive approach 
to analysis, whereby the justice principles outlined in section 3.2 provided a foundation for ‘seeing’ the 
data and its interpretation (Terry et al., 2017). Links could therefore be made between data points either 
directly or indirectly related to the conceptual framework, to observe any patterns. Crucially, this method 
of analysis was chosen to account for the multi-disciplinary nature of this study, acting as an 
epistemological bridge between different fields of research (Ashmore et al., 2020). 
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4. Results 
This section presents a synthesis of the interviews with experts, mainly structured to align with the 
conceptual framework of procedural, distributive, and recognition justice. First, section 4.1 outlines the 
main mobility challenges in Freetown declared by experts, to highlight key areas relevant to a just 
transition to SUM. In sections 4.2 and 4.3, a letter system associated with Fig. 8 in section 2.5.5 is used to 
identify links between identified themes and specific actions from the transport section of FCAP. 

4.1. Mobility Challenges 

There was consensus among experts that mobility challenges in Freetown primarily relate to accessibility, 
with focus on inaccessibility for residents of informal settlements, and a sentiment that demand for 
services greatly exceeds supply. Links were made between accessibility issues and other challenges, 
such as affordability and insufficient infrastructure (Table 3). FCAP transport priority actions A and B 
concerning the bus pilot and cable car feasibility projects, respectively, were commonly raised as means 
of addressing such challenges. Relatedly, there was consensus for increasing the provision of formal 
public transportation systems, but contention over which modes to invest in to achieve a just transition.  

Table 3: The main challenges in Freetown’s transport sector, where expert count relates to the number of 
interviewees citing each topic at least once. 

Topic  Expert count 
Accessibility  6 
Affordability  4 
Congestion  4 
Insufficient road and active travel infrastructure  4 
Low levels of regulation  4 
High dependence on the informal transport sector  4 
Road, vehicle and personal safety  4 
Physical geography  3 
Minimal government provision of public transport  3 
Governance  2 
Limited capacity (institutional, labour, knowledge, technological)  2 

 

4.2. Procedural Justice Overview 

As defined in section 3.2, procedural justice refers to fair and equitable decision-making processes that 
drive and shape development. Experts primarily discussed the dynamics of public engagement and the 
large influence of governance structures presiding over decision-making processes (Table 4). The 
potential for these aspects to promote injustice relates generally to the decision-making processes 
behind achieving actions in the transport section of FCAP. Specifically, the issue of centralised 
governance is recognised within FCAP, which seeks to remedy this within actions K and L regarding 
devolution. 
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Table 4: Themes identified related to procedural justice, where general denotes relevance to all actions.  

Topic Expert count Links to FCAP 
Public consultation processes 7 General 
Barrier of government centralisation 6 K, L 
Devolution concerns 4 K, L 
Financing models 4 General 
Limited capacity (institutional, knowledge, labour, technological) 4 General 
Voice of transport unions and public associations 3 General 

 

4.2.1. Procedural Justice: Governance 

The centralisation of government in Sierra Leone was raised as a key barrier to procedural justice in 
implementing the transport actions of FCAP. In Freetown, this concerns the lack of statutory transport and 
planning development powers that lie with FCC, which means “they don’t have the powers to meet 
community needs” (E3, 2024). This issue is compounded by unsustainable financing models that operate 
on a project-by-project basis (E6, 2024), and low levels of cross-sectoral collaboration: “the issue of 
siloed operations is very dominant … the Ministry of Lands and Ministry of Transport hardly engage” (E4, 
2024). In this way, experts highlighted that the transport section of FCAP does not fully address the need 
for policy integration and coordination between urban sectors to promote long-term institutional 
partnerships. Government agencies “aren’t really working together in order to achieve a bigger vision” (E6, 
2024). 

Actions K and L denoting the devolution of planning and road maintenance powers to FCC were welcomed 
by experts to address this barrier by drawing power to local levels. However, this depends upon the 
willingness of central government: “devolving on paper and devolving in practice are two different things 
… the politics around this is something that is difficult to break into” (E4, 2024). In line with this, concerns 
were raised about approaches to devolution and that this remains unclear in the transport section of 
FCAP, with E7 (2024) noting that “it’s really hard to have devolved planning of a transport system if not all 
the pieces are going to fit together”. As such, devolution does not inherently promote procedural justice, 
“unless it is followed up by robust institutional arrangements” (E5, 2024). 

4.2.2. Procedural Justice: Public engagement 

In light of these governance issues, there was consensus that FCC does its best with attempting public 
engagement practices given their limited institutional capacity. The importance of public consultation 
was well-recognised by interviewees, particularly for informal settlement communities who have their 
own local perspective of procedural justice as “nothing for us without us” (E2, 2024). Despite high levels 
of engagement between FCC and the public, this “tends to be one-way and … more reactive rather than 
planning-led” (E3, 2024). Further, unions and public associations are often ignored or are very local, so 
their claims are not substantiated (E6, 2024). This means there are not many examples of participatory 
decision-making, and though this is starting to increase, government centralisation remains a barrier to 
implementing any such engagement-led solutions (E3, 2024). One expert noted that “the voices of 
transport unions doesn’t seem to be visible anywhere” in the transport section of FCAP (E5, 2024). This 
omission highlights potential injustice that could arise from the decision-making processes shaping 
transport development, related to the exclusion of informal transport sector voices that are “not as strong 
and well-organised” as transport unions in other cities such as Johannesburg, where they “have a strong 
voice, a unified voice” (E3, 2024). 
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4.3. Distributive Justice Overview 

As defined in section 3.2, distributive justice concerns the equitable distribution of benefits and burdens 
arising from development. Experts primarily discussed distributive justice in terms of transport 
infrastructure development, integration of the informal economy, and climate change. A wide range of 
actions from the transport section of FCAP were referenced (Table 5), as experts were able to draw links 
between specific actions and their distributional effects. Links were mostly made with actions A (bus 
project), D (improve pedestrian walkways), and P (create pedestrianised streets), with five links each, 
excluding general links. 

Table 5: Themes identified related to distributive justice. 

Topic Expert count Links to FCAP 
Upcoming cable car project 6 B, R 
Pedestrianisation and active travel 6 C, D, I, J, P, Q, S, T 
Weather and climate change hazards 6 General 
Accessibility for residents of informal settlements 5 A, B, D, J, M, N, P, R 
Bus pilot project 5 A, E 
Fare systems and legal regulation 5 A, C, S 
Energy infrastructure 4 B, E, Q, R 
Integration of the informal transport sector 4 A, B, D, E, F, J, M, P, R, S, T 
Structure of FCAP 4 General 
Focus on CBD 3 A, D, P, Q, S 
Low availability of transport-related data 3 General 
Street vendor livelihoods 3 C, D, P 
Vehicle electrification 3 E 

 

4.3.1. Distributive Justice: Transport infrastructure 

The bus pilot project was noted as a key infrastructure development. The approximately 50 buses 
currently in operation were regarded insufficient for Freetown’s population, with continuing congestion 
(E2, 2024) and a lack of data that prevents optimisation of the system (E4, 2024). There was consensus 
that the bus corridor is inequitable because it is too expensive, charging a flat rate that only “works out 
cheaper [than informal transport] if you take it from the first to the last stop” (E6, 2024). Experts emphasise 
the importance of developing an affordable fare system that accounts for the disproportionate impact of 
a flat rate on low-income communities, to reduce the “cost burden that is placed on them when they have 
to stitch together multiple modes” (E7, 2024). 

Another key development cited was the upcoming cable car project, presented by two experts as an 
important pathway for increasing transport accessibility for informal settlement communities on hillside 
locations. The cable car project was critiqued by other experts, who noted its high opportunity cost and 
the risk of downtime periods during its operation due to unreliable electricity access (E6, 2024). Further, 
its ability to promote greater accessibility was questioned because of absent supporting formal transport 
infrastructure; it was highlighted that in other Global South cities with cable car systems “there’s a bus 
system, a train system, and the cable car is the last-mile connection … but Freetown doesn’t have these 
main systems” (E6, 2024). 

Relatedly, E4 (2024) mentions that for the cable car to facilitate a just transition for informal settlement 
communities, it must be accompanied by greater investment into active travel infrastructure. There was 
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a large consensus that increasing walkability is key to securing distributive justice. However, it was noted 
that the transport actions in FCAP suggest that Sierra Leone is “improving the pedestrian experience in 
and around transportation hubs, but not really in between” (E6, 2024). This fails to address the 
reorganisation of space that promotes safety for active travel (E5, 2024). A just transition to SUM cannot 
be achieved without improving walkability, and such improvements must consider peripheral areas to 
help informal settlement communities put together multi-modal journeys (E7, 2024). 

4.3.2. Distributive Justice: Integration of the informal economy 

Although there is a significant need for investments that improve walkability, the impacts of such 
development must be considered within the context of Freetown’s dominant informal economy. 
Pedestrianisation actions and on-street parking controls (action C) would directly affect street vendor 
livelihoods, and if development is “not done in a way where the livelihoods of street vendors are protected, 
then the process in itself is unjust” (E5, 2024). While E3 (2024) highlighted that alternative market spaces 
are being investigated, E7 (2024) noted that such action can change “the whole character of the urban 
space and increase the use of streets for throughputs of traffic flow, which then actually makes them less 
desirable for pedestrians.”  

Further, many experts drew attention to how the transport section of FCAP does not consider the impacts 
of developing formal public transportation on the informal transport sector. Two experts referenced the 
bus pilot project and the negative impact this has had on informal transport operators that “were 
effectively pushed out of the corridor” (E3, 2024). There has been little monitoring of such impacts on the 
informal transport sector, and the city’s current implementation of the bus corridor has caused “a lot of 
tension” (E6, 2024). There was consensus that formalisation processes must acknowledge the impacts 
on informal transport sector livelihoods for a just transition towards SUM, and recognise that these 
workers “play a crucial part … in connecting people to larger scale public transport which can’t go 
everywhere” (E7, 2024). In this way, there are a multitude of considerations that must be made for the 
integration of informal sector workers into the transport section of FCAP, which currently begs the 
question: “what alternatives are we going to provide for these particular people that are going to lose their 
job?” (E4, 2024). 

4.3.3. Distributive Justice: Climate change 

E1 (2024) noted that the transport section of FCAP incorporates climate justice into transport 
development, and recognises that low-income communities are most vulnerable to climate change. 
However, others noted that measures for climate resilience are not evident in the transport section of 
FCAP (E6, 2024), which indicates “a business-as-usual approach” (E5, 2024) that is “more development-
oriented rather than really fighting climate [hazards]” (E4, 2024).  

In terms of climate mitigation, multiple experts highlighted that the electrification of two- and three-
wheelers was missing from the transport section of FCAP, despite their large role in providing mobility. 
This was noted as a more affordable pathway to decarbonise transport than electrifying buses (action E) 
(E7, 2024), which is currently not feasible due to Freetown’s limited capacity (E6, 2024). It considers the 
needs of people in hard-to-reach areas that are reliant on such vehicles, while ensuring that low-carbon 
solutions are distributed across the Western Area Urban District (E2, 2024). Alternatively, E6 (2024) 
argued that mitigation strategies need not take precedence for Freetown, given its low contribution to 
global GHG emissions, but that the decarbonisation of vehicles is “definitely something that should be 
kept in mind and worked towards.”  
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Some experts noted that decarbonisation of the transport should be considered more in tandem with the 
energy sector, with recent electricity issues in Freetown that have left “poorer areas [with] no electricity 
for a month” (E6, 2024). There was a sentiment amongst experts that energy supply issues could impact 
the success of newly implemented transport infrastructure, and that efforts should be made to stabilise 
electricity supply through the renewable energy development, namely solar energy. 

4.4. Recognition Justice  

As defined in section 3.2, recognition justice highlights the importance of recognising the needs of 
vulnerable groups. Views on recognition justice were mainly expressed with regards to gender, age and 
disability, and were linked to transport infrastructure and the wider societal conditions of Freetown. 

The majority of experts expressed a lack of recognition for vulnerable communities in the transport section 
of FCAP, particularly of the inequalities faced by women and girls in Freetown’s transport sector. Multiple 
experts noted that the pricing of the pilot bus project has prevented access for women and girls, so they 
cannot benefit from its increased safety. Further, E2 (2024) highlighted that of around 70 to 80 bus drivers, 
only two are women, building a case for the greater representation of women within Freetown’s transport 
services. Multiple experts expressed a sentiment that the transport section of FCAP showcases a “one-
size-fits-all approach” to development (E7, 2024), and does not take into account the differing mobility 
patterns, and therefore needs, of women and girls to achieve SDG 5 (gender equality).  

Experts also mentioned a lack of recognition for disabled and elderly people in the transport section of 
FCAP. Pedestrianisation actions in FCAP were commended, but experts noted that these must be 
developed with disabled access in mind. While the provision of bus and cable car services could provide 
greater accessibility and safety for such communities, E6 (2024) noted that disabled and elderly people 
require support to navigate such systems, calling for “additional people who can help out and provide 
guidance”. In a wider reference to recognition justice, E5 (2024) highlighted that cultural changes via 
education are required in Freetown to build long-term societal support networks for vulnerable 
communities in the transport sector, recognising that “the transport curriculum … has to be 
fundamentally changed as well.” 
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5. Discussion 
This section contextualises the findings of this study in line with the conceptual framework and wider 
concepts from literature. A set of policy recommendations are suggested, to better support a just 
transition towards SUM in Freetown. 

5.1. Procedural Justice 

To ensure procedural justice in the transport developments outlined in FCAP, the local perspective of 
“nothing for us without us” (E2, 2024) should be a guiding principle for participatory decision-making in 
Freetown, something which has not been abided by thus far. This should not only recognise the 
importance of consulting informal settlement communities, which were commonly cited to ensure 
justice, but also a variety of societal organisations, unions and associations, which enable the voices of 
informal (transport) sector workers and vulnerable communities to be heard. It is vital that meaningful 
and inclusive participation methods are implemented to improve citizens’ ability to effectively engage and 
exercise agency (Suiseeya, 2020). These participation methods should not become tokenistic and should 
be continually improved to increase representation and accessibility to decision-making structures, 
especially for the aforementioned groups, and ensure transport development supports a just transition to 
SUM.  

This study finds that participatory decision-making is strongly inhibited by the governance structures of 
Sierra Leone, highlighting how public engagement does not confront and redress the power imbalances, 
exclusion and misrecognition associated with governance structures (Suiseeya, 2020). Although 
democratic powers are held by FCC, Sierra Leone shows similar governance characteristics of other 
nations in SSA, whereby political decentralisation is more pronounced than administrative or fiscal 
decentralisation (Resnick, 2021). This has limited FCC’s decision-making power in transport 
development, and will in future hinder their ability to deliver upon FCAP transport actions in a just manner. 
Further, the institutional capacity of Sierra Leone remains limited by weak cross-sectoral coordination, 
which undermines effective public investment management practices and climate-sensitive public 
investment management (Battersby et al., 2024). As such, addressing the centralisation of power in Sierra 
Leone is key in promoting mobility justice, representing an important systemic change that could better 
support a sustainable urban transition in Freetown. While this is recognised in the transport section of 
FCAP in actions K and L, devolution actions are listed as ‘non-priority’ and FCAP does not account for the 
complexities of such decentralisation processes, which can only facilitate a just transition towards SUM 
if “followed up by robust institutional arrangements” (E5, 2024). 

5.2. Distributive Justice 

This study reveals the complex dynamics of distributive justice in Freetown. The pilot bus project is a key 
example of how implementing a formal public transportation system cannot be assumed to promote 
justice, as there is a high risk of generating inequity through its discriminatory fare system. Concerns 
raised about the pilot’s implementation are illustrative of the broader need to integrate the pricing of mass 
transit services with other public transportation, to unlock progressive impacts that can underpin a just 
transition towards SUM (Venter et al., 2018).  A just mobility transition cannot be achieved with 
inequitable fare policies which disproportionately impact low-income communities, and prevent 
marginalised groups from accessing safer modes of transport, as emphasised by study participants. The 
transport section of FCAP does not include any reference to the affordability of future motorised transport 
systems, omitting a significant consideration for transport justice. Affordability must be considered in the 
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implementation of bus and cable car systems, which will not relieve transport poverty for low-income 
communities if there is a cost barrier.  

As supported by literature (Oviedo et al., 2021), a critical component of achieving a just transition to SUM 
in Freetown will be investment into pedestrian infrastructure to improve walkability. This is recognised 
within the transport section of FCAP (actions D and P), but one expert noted that there is slow progress 
being made in this area (E6, 2024). Given that walking is the most popular mode of transport in Freetown 
and there is a large opportunity cost associated with investments into motorised public transport 
(Ortegon-Sanchez & Hernandez, 2015), under such conditions it may be more effective to use resources 
to improve pedestrian infrastructure than to subsidise formal public transport (Serebrisky et al., 2009).  
There is an urgency to integrate walking into urban transport planning in African cities (Mitullah et al., 
2017), and this would work synergistically with the implementation of formal public transport services in 
the long-term by producing accessibility gains for residents (Venter et al., 2018). Ensuring investment into 
peripheral regions would address transport poverty related to the exclusionary urban configuration of 
informal settlements, but must take into account both the objective and subjective factors that determine 
walkability for different communities (Oviedo et al., 2021).  

This study also finds that the transport section of FCAP does not consider integration of the informal 
transport sector. It therefore fails to recognise the dependence of local livelihoods on the informal 
economy, and the vital role informal services play in meeting Freetown’s transport demand. The emerging 
consensus between experts and literature is that cities are better off proactively including informal 
transport to ensure just mobility transitions, while harnessing the entrepreneurship and experience of this 
sector (Venter et al., 2019). In cities like Freetown, it may be optimal to upgrade services incrementally to 
improve productivity and quality without requiring complete formalisation, with the key point of 
recognising informal transit in policy, to work towards institutional and operational reform that includes 
informal operators in the multimodal network (Behrens et al., 2015; Mehndiratta & Rodriguez, 2017). GHG 
reduction policies can be aligned with such processes, with this study finding that the electrification of 
okadas and kekehs could present an affordable and equitable pathway to decarbonisation, providing low-
carbon mobility for residents across the urban district, and reducing air pollution exposure. Efforts to 
decarbonise transport must be coordinated and assessed alongside investments into renewable energy, 
to acknowledge the larger climate impact of energy systems as the highest GHG-emitting sector in 
Freetown, and the overarching need to increase reliable electricity supply in Freetown. 

5.3. Recognition Justice 

The differing mobility needs of women, children, the elderly and disabled people are not well considered 
in the transport section of FCAP. Transport-related issues for vulnerable communities lie within the 
context of high social inequity in Freetown, and the cultural changes required to secure recognition justice 
may extend beyond the remit of the sector. As such, achieving a just transition to SUM may in part relate 
to non-transport investments towards other public services that substitute the need for mobility, 
accounting for low-income individuals who would not be able to afford improved transport services 
(Porter, 2008).  

However, experts’ views reveal that transport systems contribute to and are impacted by social inequity, 
and can therefore play a role in alleviating this. As part of Freetown’s Development Agenda to reduce 
women’s unemployment (FCC, 2024), transport policy could centre employment for women to address 
gender inequity in public transport provision and promote a sense of safety for female transport users. 
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Active travel infrastructure investments are important for improving mobility, as women are more likely 
than men to use active travel (Goel et al., 2022) and their mobility is more significantly inhibited by road 
traffic (Bradbury, 2014). For disabled and elderly people, accessibility improvements to pedestrian 
infrastructure are crucial to provide motility and connectivity to public transportation. The 
implementation of formal transport systems must recognise the structural, psychosocial, service quality, 
sociodemographic and institutional barriers that prevent transport justice for such groups (Duri & Luke, 
2022). 

5.4. Policy Recommendations  

The following policy recommendations, informed by this study and analyses, could help to foster a just 
transition towards SUM in Freetown. These may be applicable to other cities in SSA with similar conditions 
to Freetown, that are looking to adopt policies which consider transport and mobility justice. 

1. Enhance cross-sectoral coordination 
To build long-term institutional capacity and improve participatory decision-making, cross-
sectoral cooperation should improve to more effectively address land planning issues and future 
transport development. In particular, knowledge sharing and coordination is encouraged 
between the: Ministry of Transport and Aviation; Ministry of Lands, Housing and Country Planning; 
Ministry of Energy; Roads Authority; Road Safety Authority; Road Transport Corporation; Traffic 
Police; and Road Maintenance Fund Administration. This could lead to greater efficiencies, for 
example where consultation processes could be co-designed and shared. 

2. Place greater priority on active travel infrastructure 
Though actions related to pedestrianisation are present in the transport section of FCAP, 
emphasis is largely placed on the bus and cable car projects. The value of enabling safe active 
travel must be recognised as a key element of a just mobility transition, especially for informal 
settlement, low-income, and vulnerable communities. 

3. Integrate informal transport sector workers 
Incremental investments that integrate informal transport sector workers will account for the 
85% of transport sector jobs in the informal economy, protecting people’s livelihoods and 
recognising that injustice occurs with employment and income loss. The voice of transport 
unions and associations should be strengthened in the integration process, to create a 
representative multi-modal network that can unlock systemic change in public transport.  

4. Implement affordable fare policies for formal public transportation systems 
Fare systems must take into account the pricing of other public transport services to incentivise 
the use of new formal transport systems, reflecting the reality that every step in a multi-modal 
journey presents an additional cost to the user. A cost barrier will exacerbate transport poverty 
and social exclusion, preventing a just transition to SUM. 

5. Recognise and provide for the differing needs of vulnerable communities 
The accessibility requirements of vulnerable communities was noted as a key gap in the transport 
section of FCAP and must be recognised in the development of transport infrastructure. Develop 
societal support systems for women, children, disabled people and the elderly, that increase the 
ease and safety of using formal public transport systems. The representation of women in public 
transport provision should be increased to address gender inequity in employment. 
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6. Implement climate resilient transport infrastructure as a priority 
Greater focus should be paid to the climate resilience of transport systems in the face of heavy 
rainfall and intense heat events. Investment should prioritise climate resilience over mitigation, 
recognising the future increase in extreme weather events that will disrupt transport, and most 
severely impact low-income and vulnerable communities. 

7. Assess transport decarbonisation in tandem with energy decarbonisation 
Vehicle electrification is important to reduce GHG emissions, but the opportunity cost of 
investing into low-carbon mobility should be examined within the context of Freetown’s energy 
system, which requires high levels of renewable investment. Ensuring reliable electricity in 
Freetown is vital to reduce energy poverty, and renewable energy should constitute the main 
power source for future low-carbon mobility.  

8. Monitor the public health risks and benefits associated with changes in air quality 
Public health is a key factor in SUM and road transport impacts on air quality must be monitored 
to prevent public health issues. It should be acknowledged that air pollution often impacts low-
income and vulnerable communities most, and that such groups have lower access to 
healthcare. Since air quality improvements can lead to measurable benefits for public health, this 
should be monitored and used as evidence to help influence future transport developments.  
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6. Conclusion 
While the transport section of FCAP acknowledges the need for a “just transition through an inclusive 
approach” (FCC, 2023, p.81) and makes some attempt to plan for this, Freetown could benefit from 
further consideration around how a just mobility transition could be achieved. In this instance, the study 
hypothesis that the current iteration of FCAP does not sufficiently enable a just transition towards SUM, 
is accepted.  

Attempts are currently being made in Freetown to ensure inclusive growth in the transport sector, with a 
primary focus on the implementation of formal public transportation systems. This study shows that 
policymakers must further interrogate justice and equity in the development, implementation and use of 
such systems, and that changes are required in governance to build institutional capacity. The needs of 
vulnerable, low-income and informal settlement communities must remain at the fore of transport and 
land-use planning, recognising that these population groups are key in securing a just transition towards 
SUM in Freetown. The transport sector itself also constitutes an integral part of this, requiring climate 
resilient systems that stand against increasingly likely weather hazards, and provide opportunities to 
women and informal transport sector workers, without whom a just transition cannot be achieved.  

The policy recommendations in this study can be used to guide policymakers in Freetown, and similar 
cities in SSA, towards more just and equitable SUM systems. This study represents the first effort to apply 
the conceptual framework to SUM transitions in SSA, supporting real-world policy evaluation and 
evidencing how it can be used within transport, sustainability and climate policy studies. The combined 
method of applying the conceptual framework alongside semi-structured interviews was successful in 
highlighting key omissions in the transport section of FCAP, and helped to reveal a number of important 
considerations for equitable transport planning in Freetown. This study therefore contributes to a small 
but growing body of literature investigating just mobility transitions in the Global South. Advancing the 
concepts of transport and mobility justice is important to achieve just transitions towards SUM in SSA, in 
a manner that truly leaves no one behind, and recognises the importance of sustainable transport 
systems in achieving the SDGs. 

6.1. Limitations and Areas for Further Study 

Each action in the transport section of FCAP could not be interrogated equally, limiting analysis to key 
points as identified by interview participants. This limits the range of specific actions referenced, but 
ensures a breadth analysis of key considerations relevant to the conceptual framework. It is also limiting 
that the study solely uses interviews with experts. The value of hearing views from transport users, workers 
and relevant communities should be recognised as vital within just transitions research. Nonetheless,  
this was not feasible for the study, and consulting experts who could link the transport section of FCAP 
with justice and SUM principles was valuable and time efficient in most effectively developing policy 
recommendations for a just mobility transition. 

In Freetown, further study into the decentralisation of power to build institutional capacity and improve 
participatory decision-making is crucial to ensure mobility justice, and more widely, just transitions in 
sustainable urban development. Future studies should aim to encourage just transitions towards 
sustainable systems by applying the conceptual framework to other priority sectors in FCAP. The 
framework can also be applied to study future transport projects in both Freetown and alternative cities 
in SSA. Beyond this framework, other principles such as reparative and epistemic justice can be used to 
assess transport and mobility justice in future Global South research (E7, 2024). Reparative justice 
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considers who is, or what systems are, responsible for climate change reparations (Broto et al., 2021), 
while epistemic justice looks at fairness in valuing and accepting diverse knowledge (Lowe et al., 2023). 
Future research should acknowledge the role of mobility systems in sustainable urban transitions, as part 
of a holistic approach to generate equitable sustainability in just transitions that achieve the SDGs. 
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