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Matehuala-Saltillo Highway 
 
Miguel Donovan, senior director at Currie & Brown, describes the Matehuala-Saltillo Highway 
project and explains the duties of the supervising manager in delivering the public-private 
partnership project. 
 
Mexico’s road network is critical to its economy. The country needs safe and efficient 
highways to transport its goods, not just internally, but also to its markets in the likes of the 
United States and Canada. 
 
One of these highways is the so-called ‘NAFTA superhighway’, a term sometimes used 
informally to refer to certain existing and proposed highways intended to link Canada, Mexico 
and the United States. These include Interstate 35 from Laredo, Texas to the Canadian 
border that connects with Mexico through almost 1,200 kilometres from the US border to 
Mexico City. It is a vital arterial lifeline, particularly for heavy goods vehicles. 
 
Like all major roads, however, it has worn with time. High levels of traffic over many years 
have impacted on the surface and infrastructure, so it now requires maintenance, 
conservation and upgrading. 
 
The project provides the Mexican transport and communications ministry with the opportunity 
not just to carry out the work using a public-private partnership (PPP) procurement model, 
but also to introduce state-of-the-art procedures in terms of project supervisory management 
and technology. 
 
This renewal is a ten-year project, running to 2027, with the conservation stage due to start 
in March 2020. Currie & Brown has been contracted as the supervising manager for the 355-
kilometre Matehuala to Saltillo section of the highway. The project has a total contract value 
of US$219 million to be invested throughout the term of the contract.  
 
For the first time on this kind of project in Mexico, the business model used will involve 
performance assessment and key performance indicators (KPIs). These will consider 
management activities, feasibility studies and works; quality control and laboratory tests; 
safety and sanitation; and signalling and other physical aspects. 
 
Technical challenges include the creation of an intelligent road that will be a technology 
leader in Latin America. It involves a highway management system and the implementation 
of innovations such as fibre optics along with internet-based real-time traffic tracking. 
 
The main duties of the supervising manager go beyond the traditional project manager’s 
implementation role. Responsibilities include on-site inspection; determining the origin of 
resources; supervision and audit of compliance with the KPIs and other areas such as 
information, documents and accounting records; authorising payments; and preparing 
monthly progress reports. 
 
The contract also includes upgrading a total of nine bridges and associated structures in the 
first two and a half years of the contract, then maintaining these for the remaining seven and 
a half years in order to facilitate continuous and safe vehicle movement. 
 
Signage and existing guardrails and barriers will also be adapted to meet current regulations 
and missing road safety elements will be incorporated. 
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All this requires dedication and close monitoring by the supervising manager. Two teams 
transit the route twice daily, using specialised software. Weekend and night support is also 
required.  
 
Any incidents that occur are the responsibility of the main contractor, but close co-operation 
has been established with first responders, including the fire service and federal police, to 
deal with issues such as emergencies, user safety and control of animals including, 
potentially, black bears.  
 
Another issue is that, as with most road upgrade projects, the highway has to be kept open 
while the civil works are ongoing. This means sequencing has to be carefully worked out, 
with one road track remaining open while the other is worked on, creating a complex 
organisational challenge. 
 
Managing queueing traffic and keeping the flow moving requires close liaison between 
stakeholders. Because of the heavy and constant usage – more than 60 per cent of the 
traffic is made up of heavy vehicles – highway maintenance is clearly going to be an ongoing 
process. 
 
As the project is a PPP, costs are fixed by contract and the government is not liable for any 
overspend, including additional costs incurred because of inclement weather, damage 
through accidents and unexpectedly high traffic deviations. The risk is borne by the 
contractor. 
 
Along with the challenges, however, will come considerable benefits. A better highway 
surface will mean less wear on vehicle tyres and braking systems, so it is anticipated that 
there will be a 12 per cent reduction in operating costs as well as improvements in road 
safety and user comfort. 
 
Vehicles will be able to drive at a more constant speed, reducing stress and helping with fuel 
consumption and reducing pollution. It is estimated that two per cent of emissions will be cut. 
And an improved road means consumers will receive their products earlier.  
 
The project is progressing well and is already reinforcing a truth within the construction 
sector: there is no need to be afraid of complex contracts.  
 
The PPP model may be relatively new in Latin America, but the KPIs it incorporates provide 
comfort for client, banks and other lenders. Clearly the PPP proposition will be reshaped for 
different countries and different projects, but it is likely to be the way of the future in this part 
of the world. 
 
The road ahead is a promising one! 
 


