
Public Transport as a Social Inclusion tool in Rural Areas 
MARTINS, Sofia 

 

12
th
 WCTR, July 11-15, 2010 – Lisbon, Portugal 

 
1 

 

PUBLIC TRANSPORT AS A SOCIAL 
INCLUSION TOOL IN RURAL AREAS 

Sofia Maria Guerra Caldeira Martins, Associate, VTM – Consultores em Engenharia 
e Planeamento, sofia.martins@vtm.pt 

ABSTRACT 

The territory is not just a set of places. It is also, and more often, a set of movements that 

connect these places and determine the extent and forms of appropriation of the urban 

space. 

The provision of Public Transport services in rural areas of small size is essential for the 

development of such settlements, enabling people to solve most of their problems of isolation 

and social exclusion. These are often associated with the lack of transport alternatives that 

allow them to achieve sustainable patterns of mobility. 

If in urban areas the policy is to encourage the abandonment of Private Cars in support of 

Public Transport, in rural areas the trend has been precisely the opposite, under penalty of 

losing the connection with services and equipment located in nearby towns. 

The introduction of an alternative mode of transport also allows rural population to increase 

their quality of life by providing mobility to people who are deprived of their own means, 

(senior citizens, youth, students, and people without car, among others). 

Thus, the development of an integrated network of transport in small size rural areas can be 

seen as a way to improve the mobility of these people, promoting their access to several 

activities, not just those considered basic, such as health and education, but also to a wide 

range of others that make up life in society, such as cultural and sports facilities, etc.... 

This introduction may be linked to the process of regional development and modernization, 

and the creation of a new mean of Public Transport seen as an active policy of local 

development and redistribution of social benefits, allowing shorter distances and more 

accessible travel. 

Taking into account the effects caused by the lack of Public Transport in areas of low 

population density - essentially due to the low attractiveness of the traditional Mass Transit 

market - these proposals are made so as to introduce innovative actions in the treatment 

given to the collective transport systems, either by creating services originally conceive to  

carry out other functions (making them more flexible), or creating new services that maximize 

efficiency and lower costs. 

From another perspective, we can also argue about the rationalization of the existing routes 

according to actual demand, avoiding routes without demand. 

A wide range of non-conventional means of transport, called alternative or flexible, will be 

introduced, using existing local services and infrastructures (school buses, taxis, etc..), new 
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systems based on voluntary work, on-demand services, combined services between trains 

and buses, among others. A combination between them is also another viable alternative. 

The impacts of the taken measures will always be evaluated taking into account not only the 

better supply of Public Transport, in terms of spatial coverage, but also in an economic and 

social context which is closely associated with it. 

 

Keywords: Transportation in Rural Areas, Alternative Public Transportation, Demand 

responsive Transport, Collective taxi, Combined Transport, Feeders 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Mobility is not only important as it permits the increase of individual wealth through access to 

employment and economic cycles, but also because it promotes social contact and creates a 

support network vital to the security of various groups in society. 

The creation of alternatives to private car is considered a measure of social integration and 

their benefits measured in this sphere more than on an economic perspective, so it is easy to 

see a positive trend in the studies of Social Impact Analysis done in integrating communities 

in these plans. This parallelism to the economic impact is much more difficult to obtain and 

maintain. 

One of the main characteristics of rural areas, the very low population density, is of course 

the main reason why these are excluded from a regular Public Transport network. The low 

demand and the distance from the nearby City center makes it economically unviable itself to 

meet this need. 

Currently, it is almost coercively or with the assurance of counterparts, that authorities can 

persuade private operators to perform these services. 

Granting exclusivity in providing profitable routes as a way to make a cross-subsidy is the 

most common way to make public the private service for the Public Transport on routes with 

low demand. 

 

The Rural Area in analysis 

There are several types of rurality, which are defined in accordance with the purpose we 

want to achieve. 

This is the case concerning transportation issues, thus it is very important to clarify the 

meaning of “Dispersed Rural Areas” to which we want to apply these practices: 

Demographic Factors: 

Low population (inhabitants); 
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      Low population density/ high dispersion (inhabitants/ km 2);
 

Average age above the regional average (% elderly). 

Socio-Economic Factors: 

Low income (% of low income households); 

Low Schoolarity Index (grades completed); 

Absence of facilities (banks, post offices, etc.); 

Lack of jobs available (jobs available in the community); 

Functioning in a subsistence economy; 

Agriculture as the predominant activity (breakdown of population by sector of activity); 

Frequent lack of infrastructures, such as electricity, telephone, mobile, Internet (existing 

service). 

Geographic Factors: 

Remote and difficult access places, which makes travel distances greater than in urban 

areas; 

Road network in poor condition or not easily accessible by car; 

These are not central places: traveling to them requires a reason to do so. 

Main Reasons for Travel: 

Education (basic need); 

Health (basic need); 

Public Services (basic need); 

Fairs and local markets (basic need). 

 

In most cases, the need for introducing an alternative transportation service results from the 

combination of the following factors: low population density, lack of tertiary services (public 

service counters, banks, post offices, etc.), and the fact that these are remote and very often 

places of difficult access. 
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In most cases, these small clusters are served by non-daily routes. These meet the basic 

and adjustable needs of the population, but it doesn´t take into account regular needs 

(medical treatments, for example) and short duration trips. Most often, the return trips are at 

the end of the day, because they cater to a commuting work day cycle. 

The average occupancy of these routes is around 30%. 

Until very recently the generalized form of addressing these needs, particularly those related 

to basic health care and the supply of goods (mostly food), was to take the good to the 

consumer, ie vans or caravans were transformed into clinics and shops that covered the 

clusters farthest from urban centers. 

The proposal is to create alternatives by changing the direction of travel, focusing on several 

individual destinations in the same trip. 

 

Benefits 

There are several benefits in shortening the distance between urban (where services and 

equipment are concentrated) and rural areas. The feeling of closeness and non-isolation 

ends up being the driving force for all others. 

The social development and integration indicators measure the successful introduction of an 

alternative Public Transportation network in rural areas, more than the economic and 

financial ones. 

Economic 

Increasing consumption in remote areas along with economic renewal; 

Tourism promotion; 

Increase in production capacity aimed entering commercial cycles; 

Regional development subsidies; 

Population settlement. 

Social 

Improved quality of life providing goods and services previously inaccessible or 

difficult to access (geographical and temporal); 

Integration in a wider community life (county level); 

Access to basic facilities such as education and health; 
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Possibility of regional connection (supra-local); 

Diversification of the labor market. 

 

PROBLEM EVALUATION VS TRANSFERENCE OF SUCCEFUL 
SOLUTIONS 

If on one hand the application of solutions that were successfully implemented is a good bet 

when the time available for detailed studies is scarce and there is a need to present a set of 

performance indicators already tested, on the other hand this may be a more costly decision 

in the medium to long term if it is not the most suitable (with greater adherence to reality and 

more profitable/ less expensive) to meet the needs of the community. 

In most cases, transferring direct measures that were successful elsewhere does not work. O 

contexto de aplicação é, no caso do transporte em meio rural, da maior importância. The 

application context is, in the case of transport in rural areas, very important. 

For this reason we present a table of goals that Sector-wide should be common in the 

promotion of mobility, but at the local level differ according to specific needs, thus requiring 

tailored solutions. 

 

 
Table I – Goals to achieve in implementing an Alternative Transport System in Rural Areas 

 

The starting point of this differentiation has to do with the existence of a mobility tradition, 

though scarce, as well as with the availability of social services that promote mobility to 
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restricted groups, such as social vans that support the elderly travel needs to/ from nursing 

homes or school buses. These are generally the simplest cases to solve, because they are 

always dependent on the political agenda and the provision of funds for its study and 

application. 

It is important, at this point, to clarify the difference between “solutions” and “teachings”, 

since it is essential that there is a sharing of experiences, preferably based on successful 

cases, creating a shortcut so as to anticipate problems and minimize the time spent in 

seeking a solution. 

 

Evaluation parameters of existing solutions 

Economic capability of the population to use a service - which is paid - is another strong 

factor, because although it is considered a social service, and as such subject to state 

reimbursement, it will necessarily be charged in order to "cover" a small portion of costs 

associated with service operation. 

These, among other parameters, vary from case to case and require different models of 

approach and hence the type of service to accommodate. 

The evaluation can be done using pre-defined charts that allow describing the reality in a set 

of configurable options that subsequently will be associated to alternative transportation 

solutions. 

This is the added value of this method, which facilitates the choice after the characterization 

of local needs. 

In any case this "catalog" cannot be followed blindly.  It demands that the whole situation is 

carefully characterized, and at the end of the process point to a solution, which could be 

presented schematically. 

Following this line, a process associated with each solution is created, which allows a 

reassessment in the case the reality is heightened by the demand. 

 

  
Figure 1 – Available solutions 
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Surveys that allow characterization of travel demand are indispensable to the whole process. 

Sample size should be based on the analysis of basic indicators of population and mobility, 

presented in census data. 

After analyzing the needs of the population and the physical, economic and functional 

conditions that will support a mobility solution, the latter becomes identified through a set of 

features (one from each group of alternatives) that lead to a solid solution, such as organized 

rides, the additional services/ combined with existing PT, the taxi-bus (collective taxis), the 

combined service (school transportation, social transportation, mail transportation), the 

feeder and the on-demand. 

 

 
Table II – Evaluation Parameters 

 

When defining a route, it is very important to understand the existing services to avoid 

overlapping them, which would result in a waste of resources. 

The overlap issue has to be well managed with the owners of rental vehicles (taxis), which 

are those who usually have the monopoly of transport in these communities. 

The first approach should be careful and somewhat contained in the process, focusing on 

meeting the needs considered essential and urgent and waiting for the market response 

before moving to an expansion of the service after a month of success.  

 It is always preferable to extend the coverage area of influence rather than reducing it.  The 

latest measure brings always the stigma (correct or not) of failure, undermining somewhat 

the future of the project.  

The use of GIS (Geographic Information System) for mapping the existing reality (PT routes, 

schedules, facilities and centers of interest, location of demand, etc ...) facilitates the design 

of new services, and makes more expeditious the correction of the routes, the location of 

(bus) stops and the identification of gaps in geographic coverage. This option represents an 

extra investment in software and technical support, but is identified as a surplus by enabling 

continuous monitoring (essential) by attributing characteristics to each arc (part of the route 

between stops) and node (stop) network, such as the amount of passengers, the 

quantification of boarding and alighting (by route or stop) and localized revenues, all in a 

route basis, depending only on the information gathered and its regular updating  

Usually the update regularity as to do with the software being user friendly, so this is also a 

key feature in this type of project.  

 The comparison between the pre and post implementation is vital to determine the future 

operation conditions of the service. 
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ELECTION OF THE MOST APPROPRIATE SERVICE 

The choice for the best transportation service corresponds to the one that optimizes the 

combination between the characteristics of demand and supply. 

Whichever service is elected, it should be quick to explain, easy to understand and simple to 

use. These assumptions increase the degree of success expected for the new service, which 

corresponds in maximizing occupancy rates of available routes. 

 

Pre-Entry into operation 

Before coming up with the final solution, we must ensure that: 

there are available technologies for its implementation (e.g. phone, internet, service 

booking software, among others); 

there is legal framework for the introduction/ adaptation elected; 

the bureaucratic process necessary for its implementation is clarified, especially if it is 

a new service; 

there will be no overlap in service with, for example, hired cars (taxis), but rather a 

complementary fit and rewarding for both parties; 

there is an economic and financial analysis in the medium to long term; 

figuring out the possibility of having state benefits and/ or funds (national or EU) for its 

implementation and operation; 

clarify the fare system. 

The public presentation is very important; it should demonstrate how easy and accessible the 

operation of the new transportation system is. This will be the bedrock of the success of its 

start and its acceptance. 

 

Operating 

Once in full operation, it is essential to control (evaluate) the quality of service indicators.  

The reliability and ease of use are cited as the guarantees of success and continuity of a 

service like this. 
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Monitoring e Continuous Evaluation 

It is essential to collect data that allow us to characterize the regular operation of the new 

transportation service. This enables continuous optimizations, not only to the existent 

service, but also in identifying new expansion markets that might be served through 

schedules adjustments and to the actual "routes". 

This assessment is very important to maintain quality and suitability standards of the chosen 

service. 

Changing the type of service and its geographical coverage allow it to maintain the same 

(good) level of service and that there are not any mismatches between supply and demand. 

 

 

BARRIERS TO IMPLEMENTATION 

Phyisical 

Accessibility is often the main reason for population isolation. Geographically speaking, 

physical barriers imposed by topography (longer journeys in rough roads) are a constraint in 

providing transportation as it is more expensive to provide and maintain a service under 

these conditions than in urban areas. 

This feature often increase the distances and travel times, with direct implications on the 

maintenance costs of the service. 

The limits of administrative division of the territory are commonly used to differentiate 

funding, subsidies, service coverage, incentives and allocation of facilities and equipment, 

but can also act as a restraint in Public Transport routes. 

This geographic split, when applied to the allocation of funds for the development of 

measures of social integration results in asymmetries and under use of synergies that would 

be mitigated if there could be a shared experience (problems and solutions).  The 

coordination and cooperation between counties (for example) through the creation of 

regional transport communities would enable, in common sense and acceptance, to 

decrease the costs associated with planning and defining the network. 

The lack of knowledge of the populations real needs, due to either the lack of studies or 

studies misdirected, will biased the characterization of demand, hindering the success of the 

measures that could be implemented. 

Statistical data associated with owning a private car, the age pyramid and geographic 

coverage of PT are important but too broad for these projects, which are designed to target a 

very specific population, without much margin for induction. 

For a better characterization, surveys are crucial to determine the potential demand of the 

new service. 

The lack of coverage of mobile communications makes the access to the network of 

alternative Public Transport services more difficult, as well as the info-exclusion that exists 
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outside the major urban centers. The absence or poor coverage of the Internet undermines 

the possibility of booking online service, for example, which allows savings in operating 

costs. 

 

Socio-Economical 

The inability to be self-sustaining is also apparent from the fact that it will not be possible to 

apply standards of economic and financial evaluation that allow a balance between costs and 

revenues, since the cost of designing and planning a Public Transport route is the same 

whatever the demand. 

The only way to restore the balance when the demand is low is to compensate through the 

fares, which represent travel costs substantially higher than those charged for the same 

service if operated within an area of more demand. 

So, we are witnessing a double disadvantage for these communities, which acts 

simultaneous as a looping, since these populations are largely characterized by micro-

subsistence economies, which results in a low monthly disposable income, preventing the 

payment of travel and reducing them to a minimum.  This decoupling of society does not 

allow an economic development that raises their standard of living 

This phenomenon ends up being the key in the adoption of alternative means of travel and 

an adaptation/ more rational use of existing alternatives, with operating parameters and 

economic returns that are more flexible and allow a greater flexibility to a change in the 

demand, allowing almost immediate adjustments. That is the only way this alternative 

systems have to “survive”. 

Funds, Subsidies and Operational Programs 

This financial/ legal framework works as an incentive and as a leverage to the 

implementation of alternative modes of transport, implying a deep understanding of 

community needs. 

Given the specificity of each pair problem/ solution, the quantification of costs is often difficult 

to ascertain, and that the available resources can rarely cover more than its start-up 

solutions, not ensure its future.  

It is very important that information on available incentives could reach all potential 

candidates. 

Besides being more common to find funds to subsidize regular routes, the necessary funds 

for a more flexible service has to take into account the additional expenses associated with 

the particularity of each case and the innovation factor associated, which involves more than 

a simple study of demand. 

Other costs to be considered are, for example, those associated with the implementation of 

additional services that are often designed from scratch, such as call centers providing 

information and booking services. 
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If the start-up costs are not well accounted for, it is not possible to estimate the costs of 

keeping the service, and this ends up being abandoned. 

Another constraint relates to the time limitation associated with these economic leverages, as 

the stabilization of a new service, as part of the mobility chain, is more time consuming and 

requires time to be accepted.  This implies that the growth trend and the success rate tend to 

be estimated after the established deadline for subsidies renewal, which means that they end 

up being used mainly for starting up. Uma planificação de investimento no médio-longo 

prazo é essencial e deverá ser assegurada à priori . Planning of investment in the medium to 

long term is essential and should be assured in advance. 

Most of the dividends that derive from this type of service are associated with an 

improvement of social conditions of life; therefore it is reasonable to involve social support 

organizations and similar ones by their help in the new mode of transportation. 

Cross Subsidization 

Another way of reaching this demand will be by using the economic tool of cross 

subsidization, allowing the operator to fund the social service in rural areas (deficient or 

unprofitable) by creating/ operating highly profitable service routes. 

In this case, the authorities must, through its proper channels, and license these routes to 

facilitate their entry into operation and ensure their market, either by social benefits or 

inhibition of direct competition. 

 Public-Private Parternships 

The difficulties associated with the availability of public funds for use in small projects 

(compared to the estimate potential users) by public organizations lead to the possibility of 

exploring public-private partnerships.  This model would allow the adoption of efficiency 

indicators that would not depend on number of Passangers/ Km travelled or generated 

revenues, but on social benefits. 

This model allows an association of the dynamics (essential) of private parties with the social 

obligation of the Public Sector, since from the standpoint of private (commercial) there is no 

interest in keeping routes/ services unprofitable.  

A privatization of these alternative transportation services must be accompanied by the same 

benefits granted to public operators (differential cost of fuel, social sharing, etc. ...), which 

leads to a mixed situation of exploitation.  

In the case of rural areas the fairest way to subsidize the service, unlike the urban 

environment, is attributing funds/ benefits directly to the operator, because the demand has a 

homogeneous socio-economic profile. It makes more sense to benefit  the service as a hole 

rather than benefit the users in a direct differentiate way, like  social passes in urban areas, 

for example. 

The short duration that is imposed on contracts hinders the service maintenance in a 

medium to long term. 
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Tax Burden 

The non-recognition/ legal framework for alternative modes of transport in the market of 

Public Transport means that its fiscal framework is penalized because it is considered that 

these are not included in public services, therefore, they are taxed as private economic 

activities of occasional transportation.  

 

Legal Framework 

It is the state that regulates the licensing system in the market of Public Transport, limiting 

their flexibility to introduce alternative services and referring them to "exceptions" (tourist 

transport, special transport for the disabled, etc. .. ).  

Fixed routes, non-flexible boarding points, predetermined schedules, pre-set capabilities are 

critical barriers to the development of alternative transportation services; its success depends 

on their flexibility to adapt to the volume and location of demand.  Its adaptability allows 

optimal routes and schedules, maximizing revenues and containing operating costs.  

The concessions are offered for transportation services with a defined set of essential 

attributes of that license, like the route, capacity, stops location, schedule and fare system, 

among others.  

Legally, a service adapted to the rural areas may not have an easy framework because it is 

not suitable to strictly ensure these impositions. 

Upon the characteristics that are implied it may not be considered a bus service - service 

irregular in time and driven by the demand – nor a hire car service (taxi). The sharing of the 

vehicle by several passengers, the imposition of fixed routes (fixed start and end points) and 

the existence of several boarding points do not fit the philosophy imposed for a "taxi" service.  

Thus, the entire structure (type of license to be allocated to the operator, type of license to be 

allocated to the vehicle, registration of routes/ services to be explored, accreditation of the 

driver, etc ...) has to be taken into account, in light of the objectives that they want to achieve 

with this type of flexible service, so that it allows for an optimization of existing resources. For 

the user it is more important their mobility rather than the classification assigned to the 

vehicle.  

The support and maintenance of operating license indicators should also be adapted to the 

volume of demand and its geographic density, for this kind of service.  

 

Organizacional 

 Public Institutions 

The difficult integration between state and public institutions affect the issue of transport and 

its provision.  And even between different public institutions with the capacity to promote and 
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support the introduction of alternative Public Transport services there are barriers to its 

implementation. 

A coordinated effort among the various entities (transportation, social security, education, 

labour, etc ...) allows for a synergy of action and a shared experience that reduce partial, 

even the total, investment - when the decision to create a new Public Transport service is 

taken.  

Also in the decision making level, the training of qualified people is important, in order to deal 

with the specifics of alternative transportation. This becomes vital for the viability of the 

projects and their correct assessment. 

 

These measures are slowly implemented because the alternative transport services are not 

high in the political agenda and also do not have a prominent position that ensures the 

necessary attention to its success. 

This restricts not only its implementation, but also a deeper search for the best solutions, that 

are often tailored to the problem. 

Public Transport Operators 

In the case of Public Transport operators it is the competitiveness of the sector that imposes 

an unwanted policy of noncooperation.  

This competition is counterproductive and should be avoided at all cost. It is desirable and 

more profitable, both for users and investors (even public) that there is an existence of 

complementarity, in terms of type of service, schedules, and routes.  

The best example of complementarity at the level of Public Transport in rural areas is the 

Feeder service. It makes it possible to extend mobility to a regional and supra-regional level 

at the same time.  

The “creation” of a local transport authority would enable the integration and coordination 

between different operators, allowing a global management at the regional level and not 

merely at the institutional level in a single transportation company.  

The good overall management implies, naturally, the knowledge of the local reality and the 

existing problems.  

It becomes easier, in a first stage, to adapt an existing service, or even creating a new model 

within a company that already operates in the territory rather than introduce a new provider, 

which initially would be seen as another competitor. 

Promotion and Marketing 

Whenever an element of change is introduced in the life of a community, whatever it is and 

whatever the community size is, there should always be a preliminary presentation and 

promotion of the way this will work and how it will influence their reality.  

Seamlessly, this plan should be updated (and kept current), in order to properly serve those 

who use it. 
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This involvement allows users to familiarize themselves with the service, and at the same 

time, help shaping it according to their needs, particularly with regard to timetables, routes 

and stopping locations. 

The lack of information may jeopardize the success of the service, especially because this 

depends on the population it serves, and their existence is justified only if they can capture 

the users and keep them satisfied.  

This interaction provider/ user is crucial to the acceptance of the new mode of transportation.  

 

Cultural 

Public Transportation is often seen as part of a modest lifestyle, and its users are those who 

cannot afford to travel by car, as students, elderly and disabled people.  

The lack of Public Transport in rural areas leads to an increase of motorization growth rates, 

as a response to travel needs. 

This makes it harder for the subsequent start of the service, since the modal shift from   

Private Car to Public Transportation is not accepted voluntarily without being accompanied 

by various constraints, such as the physical impossibility of driving or the existence of 

financial difficulties.  

It becomes more difficult to succeed in a modal shift to Public Transport service when 

unconditional use of Private Car is considered a status statement. 

In terms of combined transportation, there are concerns associated with the mixture between 

the school population and regular passengers. This tends not to be well accepted by parents, 

for safety related reasons.  

Cultural barriers are considered the most difficult to overcome in the whole process, because 

of its variety, roots and easy dissemination. 
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Figure 2 – Implementation process for Public Transport in Rural areas 
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EXAMPLES 

Collective Taxis in Beja, Portugal 

 

 

Figure 3 – Collective Taxis in Beja, Portugal 
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Synergy with Postal Distribution in Switzerland 

 

Figure 4 – Synergy with Postal Distribution in Switzerland 

 

TreinTaxi in Netherlands 

 

Figura 5 – TreinTaxi in Netherlands 
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Community Transport/ voluntary in Sussex, United Kingdom 

  

Figure 6 – Community Transport/ voluntary in Sussex, United Kingdom 

 

Synergy with School Buses in Ourense, Spain 

 

Figure 7 – Synergy with School Buses in Ourense, Spain 
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Feeder in Gotland, Sweden 

 

Figure 8 – Feeder in Gotland, Sweden 
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