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Cusco, Peru - Riding on a bus from the airport to our hotel here in Cusco is a jarring experience - literally.  The highway is full of potholes so large that it appears to have been bombed.  As our driver slowly attempted to wind his way around each gaping hole, the tires inevitably dip into one, then another.  The depressions are far too numerous to avoid.  Anyone foolish enough to drive over 10 mph would surely risk breaking an axle.
What makes this experience maddening is that Peru is not a third world country.  It is a sophisticated, modern nation with all the electronics and conveniences found in major cities in the U.S. (at least in the larger cities such as here in Cusco).  Yet this pothole-ridden highway is symptomatic of a different set of priorities – a nation where transportation seems to be an afterthought.  Our tour leader patiently explains that this particular road is an anomaly, a scandal due to a political squabble in which the contractor who built the highway used shoddy material, but refuses to accept responsibility.  But the reality is that visitors’ introduction to Cusco remains distinctly unattractive and physically unpleasant, and no one here seems inclined to fix it.
There are no freeways in this part of Peru.  All travel is via two lane highways, mostly through mountainous regions.  Consequently, travel between cities is slow, and commerce is adversely affected.  American visitors quickly develop an appreciation of the economic benefits of our Interstate highway system.  Road travel between major cities such as Cusco and Lima or Cusco and Puno takes more than twice as long as comparable distances in the U.S.  Consequently, shipping costs are higher, and efficiency is diminished.  For tourists, there is delight, of course, in a leisurely ride through the beautiful countryside, but for Peruvians wanting to go from A to B, the wasted time is considerable and the costs are real.
I still have vivid memories of our family summer vacations as a child riding in our Dodge coupe on two-lane blacktop from Kentucky to Michigan during the early 1950's.  On many such trips we saw several serious (and presumably fatal) highway accidents due to drivers taking risks to pass others on hills or curves.  Frustrated by crawling up winding, steep grades at 10 mph behind slow moving tractor trailers, many motorists would abandon sensible driving in order to attempt to pass the trucks at the first opportunity.  I observed similar behavior here in Peru.  Although I saw no serious accidents, I am certain that many do occur on a frequent basis.
Even in the capital city of Lima, there is no speedy way to get from the airport to downtown.  The only routes into the city are incredibly congested city streets, jammed with busses, trucks, motorcycles, and cars.  Again, there seems to be no plan to remedy this situation with a freeway or even high speed rail.  It is not just tourists and travelers who are affected.  All freight moving internationally to or from Lima must run this gauntlet with its associated delays and increased costs.
Obviously, the Peruvians have made conscious decisions to not prioritize transportation improvements.  Every upgrade requires large expenditures, and there certainly are competing needs.  But I would argue that Peru should make such investment a national priority in order to reap future economic and social benefits.  Tens of thousands of construction jobs would be created while laying the groundwork for considerable gains in productivity and efficiency.
One thing is certain:  first-time visitors such as myself would have a far less jarring introduction to this fabulous nation.
I thought you might like to know.
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