I  INSIGHT: RURAL MOBILITY

control -
travel solutions for
rural communities

Out of sight often meant out of mind when it came to
solving the transport problems experienced by non-urban
residents, but the focus is shifting, reports Beate Kubitz
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he rural population of the UK —
defined as those living outside set-
tlements with more than 10,000
resident population - stands
around 17%. That's 11 million people.

The transport commmunity tends to focus
on urban areas where dense popula-
tion means large numbers of people live
close to infrastructure and services - and
improvements are accessible to large
numbers of people.

As such, rural mobility tends to attract
much less attention than urban mobility -
the relatively smaller population tends to be
lower priority and the nature of rural areas
means that, by definition, solutions cannot
be created at scale.

Recently, however, rural areas have risen
up the transport agenda. A group of rural
council leaders has established a new
Countryside Climate Network under the
aegis of UK100 which has a strong focus

on transport. The recent series of round-
tables examining rural transport estab-
lished by the University of Hertfordshire
Smart Mobility Unit have brought together
researchers and organisations wrestling
with the issues to exchange ideas. And,
from a different angle, the RAC Future
Mobility for Rural Communities report
focuses innovation on an overlooked part of
the transport system and talks to people in
aruralarea about their needs and desires.

The challenges of rural mobility are those
of smaller populations, distributed unevenly
over greater areas (along with jobs and
services) and generally connected by lower
capacity and less reliable networks.

For instance, 43% of people living in
rural England reside more than an hour
away from a hospital by public transport,
compared with just 7% of people in urban

areas. Also, 47% of people in rural England
live more than 30 minutes away froma town
centre by public transport, compared with
just 5% of people inurbanareas. Asaresult,
the rural population travels more miles per
yearthan those living in urban areas.

Resources are both scarcer and also
more thinly spread. There is 48% less
funding per person in rural authorities.
Councils in London receive £482 per head,
while metropolitan boroughs and cities
receive £351 per head, compared with £182
per person in county areas.

“In Peterborough and Cambridgeshire
we have a situation with two attractive
citiesateitherend oftheauthorityarea,” says
Tim Bellamy, transport strategy and policy
manager, Cambridgeshireand Peterborough
Combined Authority. “However, the bit in
between has a wide variety of town and
village settings with an equally wide variety
of issues for transport.”

.COM/FOTOVOYAGER

ISSUE7+ AUGUST 2020 57 [N

SMART TRANSPORT s




INSIGHT: RURAL MOBILITY SMART TRANSPORT

43
0

. Ouitln smaking

1
|

v \

|y s AT ]
= - F : | L o
= = ) . . r<s il
| b [ 1 1 “I m

o L - Y 1

5 . ’

= 1

of those living
in rural England
reside more
~ i than an hour
A - away from
e hospital by
™
\\ \ : ISTOCK.COM/ARIJEET BANNERJEE public
APPROACHES AND SOLUTIONS transport
» A
I
REPEATING RURAL PATTERNS
CHALLENGES OF RURAL

MOBILITY: PETERBOROUGH
AND CAMBRIDGESHIRE

o ‘ THE RCA/CHALLENGE

o i trapp ==0f the UK o
population lives The bit in betV\.leen [Peterhqrough
inruralareas | . and Cambridge) has a wide
= variety of town and village
- settings with an equally wide
- variety of issues for transport
— Tim Bellamy, Cambridgeshire and
e ~ = = - o . e Peterbrough Combined Authority
—r— _'—‘—ffn___:.'_—.- S Tin —.::__'_,__ X ,._.._,w'_: ¥ -._. - s R S — —— - - ——— v Fa
e o - e YT — =
=AY =13 “'_' : : _ X - — e ISTOCK COM/FOTOVOYAGER

58 ISSUE 7« AUGUST 2020 WWW.SMARTTRANSPORT.ORG.UK WWW.SMARTTRANSPORT.ORG.UK ISSUE 7 « AUGUST 2020 59




e

INSIGHT: RURAL MOBILITY

need to be prioritised over more space
for cars rather than allowing those (healthy)
desires to fall outside the scope of interven-
tions.

Similarly, innovation that supports peo-
ple being able to travel less and work from
home - a strong communication infra-
structure - continually falls outside the
scope of transport interventions despite
being an essential component of reducing
travel demand rather than a ‘nice to have'.

The greatest weakness of this is that, while
over and over again people living within the
village highlight how much they would like
to walk and cycle, the project teams mainly
designed vehicles that aim to bridge gaps
which are (at times) unbridgeable.

The danger of focusing on technology is
that technological solutions can be down-
right retrograde. For instance, the first and
last mile solution for all - ByE’", which is a
personal mobility solution designed to
encourage older and younger people to
both use adaptable electric scooters so
younger people don't annoy older people
by cycling, seems to have dangerous
implications for active travel.

Enabling active travel means providing
space for people to move under their own
steam - segregated from traffic. While
providing that space is essential, one of the
other issues the students addressed is the
need to reduce the size of vehicles.

Designing smaller vehicles to be more
appropriate for village life is a smart move.
It contrasts with the combined forces of
consumerism and the automotive indus-
try which have expanded compact cars
until they have become SUVs. The impact
of SUVs increasing the carbon footprint

 of transport i / reported, but their

highlighted.

Sold as appropriate for rugged adventures
with (sometimes faux] off-road credentials,
they are marketed for rural environments.
The reality of narrow country lanes makes

these over-sized contraptions appear
ungainly and faintly ridiculous as they try
to pass each other without impaling them-
selves on dry stone walls or falling victim to
the trap of the concealed drainage ditch.

In contrast, the Justabus' is specified as a
slimline, self-driving minibus ‘halfthe width
of a regular car’in order to give more room
to cyclists and pedestrians. It somewhat
begs the question of how we've reached a
situationwhere modern carsare more than
1,800mm wide when two people seated
side by side could, in theory, fit on a 200mm
bench. The planned bus-let seats four in
an ‘open plan’ design with an attendant
to assist mobility impaired passengers. A
rear-mounted bike rack enables onward
multimodal and active travel - or leisure
trips.

The Justabus team describes a flexible
service model — ‘during busy hours, the
bus is public and dedicated to congested
destinations like Wadhurst train station.
Between these hours it can be booked to
support other local needs’. This echoes
trials of demand-responsive services in
rural areas (although these tend to be pro-
visioned in larger vehicles).

It is an interesting vehicle - but the
challenge for the Justabus is not simply to
provide an alternative to large single-occu-
pancy cars, but to ensure an environment
that requires people to give up oversize
vehiclesand a business model that ensures
itis sustainable.

The only innovation directly creating
better active travel infrastruc-
ture is the ‘star road. A
neat interactive light-
ing system consist-
ing of connected
pebble-sized light
emitting mod-

on F)a'vrements
and respon-
sive to pres-
sure to light
up and guide

For many trips, walking offers the
best environmental option provided
people feel safe - this solution
delivers both on safety and on rural

the walker's path — without adding to light
pollution levels. It can be augmented with
digital directions and wayfinding to help
people move safely in the dark.

The RAC reports says: “For many trips,
walking offers the best environmental
option provided people feel safe - this solu-
tion delivers both on safety and on rural
concerns about light pollution.”

Some solutionsin the challenge focused on
ways of creating flexible shared transport.

There are a number of single person
vehicles like the Wago, a three-wheeler
that expands, concertina-like, for additional
luggage or a passenger or the Dimaxion
intended to link together in flotillas. Then
there is the Missing Link, multi-purpose
moving ‘community spaces’ bookable for
travel, socialising on the move and linked
to the wider network outside the village by
a suspended cable system.

Flexibility of purpose is also recognised as
appropriate in a village setting. For exam-
ple, commuter ‘car pods’ could be parked
together during office hours to create hubs
for other people to use as pop-up meeting
spaces, markets or créches.

This requires commuters to pay a
subscription for their travel to the station to
fund the vehicles and their use during the
day. Flexible pods that deliver from local
market gardens, can also open up into
‘pop-up shops” and provide the farmer with

personaltransport. Theseareintendedto
support rural sustainability.

These designs are all inter-

esting and recognise

that there is a need

for diversity of use

services to be
sustainable. All
have aspects
that could

concerns about light pollution

RAC report

be tested further but they also highlight
some of the gaps in knowledge about rural
communities.

Modelling has largely concentrated on
demonstrating the potential of shared on-
demand transport to reduce vehicle and
parking requirements in cities — and has
shown this only to be dramatically positive
ifa city switches entirely to such a system.

Without proper investigation into the
impacts of small, autonomous, flex-
ible, shared and modular vehicles on rural
communities - taking into account potential
behavioural elements - it's extremely hard
to tell where real benefit would be seen.

City models show that a high percentage
of people must switch to a shared transport
system and stop driving their own vehicle for
there to be a positive impact on congestion
and parking requirements. Experiences
in cities have shown that there needs to be
some kind of regulation to shift behaviour
- from congestion charging to workplace
parking levies.

A recent Connected Places Catapult
analysis of travel patterns in
Northumberland which looked in depth at
the trips made by people within and to and
from two villages concluded there is no less
travel demand in such rural areas, and that
daily peak and off-peak patterns are similar
tourban patterns - the main differences are
that there are more very local journeys and
commutes cover a greater distance.

More work like this is needed to under-
stand how new services could work in rural
areas. The heterogeneity of rural popula-
tions could mean a small number of peo-

truly a benefit or whether it wi y
licate the problem of SUVs or slow moving
tractorsin a different format.

Innovation only really takes root when
there is adoption throughout the commu-
nity — including with Government support.
Authority approaches to rural transport
focus much less on technology, and much
more on infrastructure.

Tim Bellamy again: “We see the lack of
cycling and walking infrastructure and we
recognise that we need to develop market
town strategies and interchange points or
services provided to people in rural hubs
because, if you haven't got a car, you're very
excluded. We're looking at improvements
at Whittlesea, March and Manea to create

travellers.
It's clear that technology alone cannot fix

Half the
width of a
regular car -
that’s the claim
made for the
Justabus
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the problems of rural mobility. Only infra-
structure building and re-apportioning road
space will ensure safe walking and cycling
routes. Service models need developing
to match shared vehicles of any kind with
travel patterns. Regulation (and maybe
financial incentives) will need to be deployed
to reduce vehicle size. What works for one
person as an individual does not create a
thriving commmunity, and the weight peo-
ple attach to this community needs to be
clear when weighed against their personal
vehicle choices.

Afewissues can be solved by technology,
some with resources, but adoption of bet-
chnology and habits will come down
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