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Introduction 

Transport Action Network (TAN) is concerned that current transport provision, both policy 

and funding, is divided into silos whether by mode or geography, when in reality everything 

is connected. In particular, many of the issues faced in rural areas are also faced in urban 

ones and vice versa, it’s just that the circumstances may be different or the interventions 

required more extreme. We would like to see a more integrated approach to transport 

provision that covers both rural and urban areas, based on city regions or wider areas. 

The current situation 

Rural areas are often highly car dependent as over the last decade or more, supported bus 

services have been significantly cut, year on year, with the result that many places are no 

longer served by bus1. Given that rural services generally have less patronage than urban bus 

services, they are less likely to be served by commercial services and hence suffer more as a 

result of these cuts. Those services that remain are often little more than token gestures and 

can be as little as one or two buses a week. If there are daily services, these often don’t run 

at weekends, almost certainly not on a Sunday, and the timings are often inconvenient for 

many users. The result is a viscous circle of decline, causing passenger numbers to fall which 

then justifies the next round of service cuts. 

This has impacted on many people in rural areas in the following ways: 

1. People who moved to the countryside to retire become stranded when they can no 

longer drive and cannot access services 

2. Adults who don’t, or don’t want to, drive can’t access services and can become 

isolated causing social and health issues 

3. Younger people cannot access education or employment, so if they can afford to 

move away, they often will, depleting rural areas of younger people 

It also impacts on people in urban areas who don’t drive or have access to a car who: 

4. Cannot visit friends and family in rural areas 

5. Cannot access the countryside, or only in limited form, to access nature for health 

and leisure purposes 

This isolation and limiting of access are exacerbated by a lack of safe roads and 

infrastructure for walking and cycling in both urban and rural areas. Where it is provided it is 

often quite limited, incomplete, or of poor standard. 

Overarching these and other issues, we have climate change within which any rural strategy 

needs to sit. Therefore, it is not enough just to think about electrification of the vehicle fleet, 

 
1 Transport Deserts Report (Feb 2020) - CPRE 

https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/transport-deserts-report/
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but the need to manage demand, even in rural areas, through good design and high-quality 

provision of sustainable transport. 

What good rural connectivity means 

Reducing social isolation and enabling people to lead fulfilling lives requires people to be 

connected to the outside world. The first element of this needs to be based on good digital 

connectivity which has the ability to reduce remoteness and provide access to many 

services. 

This needs to be reinforced with good transport infrastructure to enable people of all ages to 

have a choice of moving around in a way that also allows them to keep fit and healthy and to 

reduce climate emissions. 

Rural areas suffer fundamentally many of the same issues as those urban areas with poor 

transport connectivity. The two critical ones are lack of safe roads and poor public transport 

provision and integration. 

Many local journeys in rural areas could be made by foot or on bike, particularly with e-bikes 

making hills and distance less of an issue for all ages. Traditionally, most rural roads were 

effectively shared spaces and didn’t require pavements or cycle lanes. However, as car use 

has been made cheaper in comparison to public transport and bus services cut, it has led to 

a huge increase in traffic on rural roads. Combined with the speed of traffic this can be very 

intimidating for those wishing to walk or cycle. 

While footpaths and bridleways can offer alternative options in rural areas, that might be 

fine for a countryside walk, but normally not much use for getting to the local shops. The 

surfaces of, and obstructions on, many rural footpaths and bridleways are not always 

inclusive either. 

Therefore, one of the best things that could be done would be to reduce the dominance of 

the car and to make rural roads feel safe again so that people feel confident walking and 

cycling on them. Alongside this, where it is not possible to reduce traffic sufficiently, or to 

tame it, alternative and convenient high-quality infrastructure needs to be provided. 

The second critical area to address is providing everyone with access to high quality public 

transport seven days a week, with guaranteed service levels for set population sizes as seen 

abroad2. The larger the settlement the higher the frequency of services it could expect 

linking in to a coordinated network that enables people to go anywhere in the country by 

public transport. For the most remote areas, some demand responsive services, taxis, shared 

transport (personal or institutional) or other means might be required to complete the final 

leg of the journey. 

 
2 Shropshire Bus Project Summary Report (September 2020) - Foundation for Integrated Transport 

http://integratedtransport.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Shropshire-Bus-Project-Summary-Report-2020.pdf
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Beware of solutions that could undermine success 

Park & ride is often touted as a solution to too many cars entering an urban area. However, 

its greatest negative impact is often felt by rural communities. The reason being that park & 

ride generally increases car use as summarised by this statement: 

“There is partial understanding amongst local authorities about the effectiveness with which P&R 

addresses the range of objectives in practice. The key travel behavioural findings are that only a 

portion of P&R users’ car trips are shortened. Hence, overall increases in car use occur, 

combined with overall reductions in public transport use, and in some cases less active 

travel...” [our emphasis]3 

Encouraging more people to drive to the park & ride site results in more car traffic in rural 

areas. Thus this traffic reduction measure for the urban areas is actually making it worse for 

rural areas. The urban area is effectively exporting its traffic problem.  

In addition to the extra traffic the rural area experiences, it often sees poorer public 

transport services as a result of park & ride. This is because patronage is abstracted from bus 

and rail as people decide to drive to the park & ride site, to catch a bus for the last mile or 

two, rather than take public transport for the whole, or majority of, the journey as some 

would have done previously. 

Even if park & ride doesn’t lead to a worsening of public transport services, it undermines 

their long-term viability and will make it harder to attract the passenger numbers to justify 

increasing services.  Given urban and rural areas are dependent on each other this 

negatively impacts on both. 

While some park & ride facilities might be desirable to remove city centre car parking and to 

keep cars out of them altogether, it needs to be developed as part of a fully integrated 

public transport offer.  It should be done in a way that does not encourage more people to 

drive and does not undermines high-quality bus and rail services. 

Cycle connectivity 

Lessons should be learnt from Denmark where 23 municipalities in the Capital Region have 

worked together to invest in long distance cycle superhighways to connect rural areas with 

the Copenhagen. This increases choice, improves safety and reduces traffic and carbon 

emissions. It also helps create a healthier and happier population4. However, this hasn’t 

been done by just reallocating paths to cycling but through high quality designs and a strong 

brand so that using a cycle superhighway is seen as logical as taking the bus or driving a car. 

 
3 The Effectiveness of Park & Ride as a Policy Measure for more Sustainable Mobility (2014) - (Professor) 
Graham Parkhurst and Stuart Meek, University of the West of England 
4 Cycle Superhighways – Capital Region of Denmark (2018) – Office for Cycle Superhighways 

https://uwe-repository.worktribe.com/output/825928/the-effectiveness-of-park-and-ride-as-a-policy-measure-for-more-sustainable-mobility
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/cycling-guidance/cycle_superhighways_2018.pdf
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This concept should be rolled out across the UK, providing good radial links into urban areas 

from their rural hinterland. This provides a two-way benefit to both rural and urban areas: 

1. reducing the number of cars accessing in rural areas, blocking narrow rural lanes and 

deterring active travel. This is often particularly bad at weekends and during holiday 

periods 

2. reducing the number of cars trying to enter urban areas which are often already 

choking with too many cars.   

Thought also needs to be given to connecting up the smaller settlements in rural 

communities, which is where more care and attention will be needed in designing solutions. 

Conclusion 

The issues facing people in rural areas can often be the same as urban areas, although often 

they can be more extreme since there can be less choice in rural areas, with fewer buses and 

fewer nearby services. The critical issues that need addressing for a fair and inclusive rural 

connectivity are access to high-speed broadband, improving road safety and active travel 

infrastructure, and providing guaranteed levels of public transport services.  However, in 

delivering this we must not forget how urban and rural areas interact and need each other. 

Therefore, we need to move beyond thinking of rural and urban transport in isolation but in 

an integrated city region or wider regional context. 
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