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ABSTRACT 
The International Transport Forum report “Innovations for better rural mobility”1 presents the 
results from the ITF “Innovative mobility for the periphery” Working Group launched in April 
2020. Based on more than 80 case studies, interviews and country questionnaires, the Group 
formulated policy recommendations to achieve fair and sustainable accessibility in rural areas. 
The report discusses challenges, potentials and provides recommendations for successful 
implementation of demand-responsive transport, community transport, ridesharing, 
carsharing, autonomous buses, active mobility (including e-bicycles), mobility hubs and 
Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS). It further reflects on challenges and opportunities from 
behavioural changes brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic and provides general 
recommendations on how policy, legal, funding and planning frameworks need to adapt in 
order to allow effective solutions beyond private vehicles and traditional public transport to 
thrive in rural areas. 

1. Approach 
The ITF/OECD Working Group served as a platform among 30+ public officials, academics 
and leading independent experts to exchange best practices and develop recommendations 
for transport provision in rural communities. Over 12 months, five sub-groups examined: (1) 
the socio-economic demographic and geographic context, (2) experiences with different new 
mobility concepts, (3) funding and business models, (4) policy, coordination and legal 
frameworks, and (5) user needs and preferences. 

The report uses a collection of 80+ case studies from 20+ countries to capture and assess a 
wide range of innovative service delivery models, including new forms of partnerships and 
public, private and non-profit models. In addition, a general questionnaire was distributed to 
participating countries to capture the policy and regulatory developments in participating 
countries. Additional information was gathered and discussed during four expert conferences 
and four interactive webinars focused on specific country experiences. 

 

1 https://www.itf-oecd.org/transport-innovations-better-rural-mobility  
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2. Overview of current rural mobility challenges 
There are long-standing deficits in rural transport. Policy, funding, institutional capacity, 
service provision, planning and research are not given the same attention as in urban areas. 
Very few jurisdictions have developed binding standards for the provision of basic transport 
services (Lorenzini et al., 2021). This is reflected in very heterogeneous provision of mobility, 
even under single jurisdictions. The lack of strategic rural mobility or accessibility policies 
results in piecemeal short-term, programme-specific funding, which is a major obstacle to 
delivering integrated and efficient services. A lack of co-ordination often precludes efficient 
use of subsidy across administrations. 

 
           Note: Some rural mobility policies exist at sub-national level, including in Catalonia, Flanders, Groningen/Drenthe, 

Scotland. Policies at district level such as in Germany or Switzerland are not included here. 

           Source: Authors based on own research and SMARTA project/Lorenzini et al. (2021). 

Figure 1: Rural transport policies in Europe 
 

Innovative mobility approaches include services and processes that seek to increase access 
while at the same time contributing to sustainable development from a social, environmental, 
or economic standpoint. Innovative approaches are generally novel in the context in which 
they are being applied but may be based on ideas that have been implemented elsewhere. 
These include shared and active mobility, and integration of different modes, including Rural 
Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS) (Figure 2).  

Lower and dispersed demand in rural and peripheral areas make it difficult to sustain 
traditional public transport services and the difficulties have been exacerbated by the drop in 
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demand resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. A broad range of geographic areas are 
concerned along the continuum from the margins of towns and cities to sparsely populated 
remote areas.  

Although these areas see innovative and more cost-effective alternatives emerging, the 
Working Group report shows that the long-standing deficits in rural transport, regarding policy, 
service provision, funding, institutional capacity and research, are still important barriers. In 
the absence of target-based policy, legal recognition, structured funding programmes and 
technical assistance, many rural communities still rely on private means of transportation, with 
alternatives available only through inconvenient bus services or isolated community initiatives. 

 
     Source: Author. 

Figure 2: Rural shared mobility types 
 

Other than some niche services catering for tourist or event transport, which generate short 
term high demands to specific destinations (e.g. Sala et al., 2021), local rural transport 
services require some form of public funding or subsidy to support their set-up and operation. 
Municipalities finance transport from their general funds that finance a variety of public 
services. Many of them face shrinking budgets. Dedicated transport budgets are not the norm 
and securing funding is problematic for most of the innovative mobility cases examined by the 
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Working Group. Inefficient spending of limited budgets and lack of coordination between 
different public budgets pose additional obstacles. 

While more cost-effective innovative transport options or provision models may exist, their 
operations are often restricted by requirements on the type of providers allowed to bid for 
public service contracts. Their legal status and eligibility is defined in passenger transport law 
and procurement law. Without a legal status as public transport provider, demand-responsive 
transport operators, taxi and community transport providers are unable to benefit from 
subsidies or tax benefits. 

Mobility needs in rural areas are often highly individualised and travel patterns seem more 
erratic compared to urban and peri-urban areas. Policy makers and planners yet need to 
develop a more comprehensive understanding of rural mobility needs and behaviours to better 
plan and tailor transport services based on the unique local context. For example, more fine 
grained analysis of mobility needs can uncover significant potentials for promoting active 
mobility where most trip lengths are short (see e.g. Öko-Institut, 2020). Currently, there are 
two main barriers to effective and inclusive transport planning in rural areas: 

• A lack of clear, consistent and complete data on mobility behaviors causes issues 
around conducting transportation planning. 

• A lack of knowledge and consideration of diverse mobility in planning risks exclusion of 
those unable to drive or afford a car. 

3. Conclusions and recommendations 
To support rural areas in their sustainable development, a profound rethink of current 
transport provision is needed that reflects current socio-economic and demographic 
developments. Part of this effort will be redesigning transport networks and governance to 
achieve better outcomes at the local level, putting in place the right mobility approaches 
reflecting unique local circumstances, and, finally, adapting the legal and funding frameworks 
to allow for tailor-made solutions to thrive.  

Based on the work in sub-groups, the report develops detailed policy take-aways mode-by-
mode and highlights the conditions for successful physical and digital multimodal integration, 
as well as policy, funding and legal frameworks and their impact on innovative rural mobility. 
The general recommendations from the report are summarised below.   

Formulate and implement a country-wide strategic accessibility policy 

To improve equality of access to opportunities, policy makers should shift from programme-
based support, provided for example through rural transport funds, to a broader policy-based 
approach. This should be target-bound rural mobility policy at the national or provincial/state 
level, defining minimum standards for access to local service centres and connection to a core 
network of inter-urban trains and buses. In addition, ‘transport regions’, alliances of 
municipalities, should be responsible for planning and setting up local area services to ensure 
the mix of schemes and approaches in each area takes into account unique population needs 
and funding contexts. Mobility hubs should act as the glue between the core network and local 
services, accompanied by initiatives to integrate trip planning and booking on a regional or 
national level. A convenient and affordable transport offer does not only improve access, but 
also provides the basis for incentivising more sustainable mobility behaviours. 
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Adopt a whole-of-government approach for rural public services and the local economy 

To ensure efficient use of resources and to achieve broader societal and economic objectives, 
rural mobility policy needs to be linked with public services provision, regional economic 
development, land-use planning, digital connectivity, and climate policies. Overarching 
objectives should include improving access to basic services in rural areas, promoting transit-
oriented development of larger rural settlements and extending access to broadband 
telecommunications networks.  

Make regulations more flexible to allow for the development of innovative, cost-
effective mobility solutions 

Operators of a greater variety of mobility solutions should be given legal status as public 
transport service providers, in order to be able to benefit from subsidies or tax deductions. 
Specifically, tender and operator licensing requirements should be adapted to allow local taxi, 
demand-responsive and community transport providers to bid for public service contracts in 
rural areas.  

Combine public budgets for mobility to achieve cost savings 

Multiple transport services operating in the same local rural areas, to provide separate 
services for the general public, students, non-emergency hospital patients and social care 
clients, should be integrated in order to use limited local resources more efficiently. On the 
legal side, introducing common vehicle standards to all service contracts would remove many 
of the barriers to coordinated delivery across general public transport, education and health 
services. 

Fund pilot schemes to test innovative mobility concepts   

Time-limited funding should be reserved for genuine pilots and new initiatives. Where time-
limited funding is provided, it should be provided for sufficient periods to allow meaningful 
pilots to be carried out, monitored and evaluated, including through living labs or regulatory 
sandboxes. Implementation should follow a participatory approach to better address local 
needs and strengthen local awareness and support for new mobility approaches. 

Priorities financial support for innovative services according to impact rather than 
technology 

Many funding streams are currently geared towards high-tech innovation while many low-tech 
but high-impact solutions, including different forms of private or non-profit demand-responsive 
services, face severe funding constraints. In central funding decisions, high-tech approaches 
should not crowd-out other high-impact, cost-effective approaches.  

Use innovative financing approaches to increase funding pools and viability of 
individual transport services 

Increasing the overall funding available for rural transport services can be achieved through 
contributions from third-party financing (e.g., the ‘versement mobilité’ levy on medium sized 
and large employers in France). Cross-subsidisation from urban to rural areas (e.g. through 
larger tenders including both urban and rural areas) and cross-sectoral funding involving 
education and health services and local businesses (e.g. local sponsorship for community 
transport common in Europe) are possible through such funding, and attention should be paid 
in the use of funds from such specific mobility tax systems to avoid subsidising only urban 
mobility through tax levied in both urban and rural areas. Rural Mobility-as-a-Service in 
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particular requires the assessment of local services that can be combined with mobility to 
achieve a sustainable business model (e.g., in Japan local businesses contribute to financing 
mobility apps).  

Increase central government funding for shared and active travel in rural areas 

A significant proportion of trips in rural areas are under eight kilometers (e.g., 60% in German 
small towns and villages) and can be made without a conventional motorized vehicle. The 
potential for shifting to bicycles and particularly electrically assisted bicycles for shorter 
distances has not yet been fully exploited. Rural mobility funds or Covid-19 recovery stimulus 
packages could be a way to fund rental and repair schemes and safe active mobility 
infrastructure outside cities, including within villages and to connect to mobility hubs.  

Set up technical assistance for rural mobility at the national or regional level 

Central government should develop a rural mobility technical assistance programme to build 
local capacity and provide access to centralised expertise, including legal and technical 
support, to accompany not only local authorities but also community based, bottom-up 
initiatives. Examples include the legal, funding and operational guidance targeted to small 
communities in France (France Mobilités Aides) and Germany (Mobilkon repository), the 
United States DOT Rural Transit Assistance Program, as well as the US Shared-Use Mobility 
Centre Technical Assistance. Technical assistance can also be provided at the regional level, 
as for example in the German state of Baden-Württemberg, where community transport 
associations can receive technical and financial assistance, including for the digital integration 
of their mobility service offer. 

Promote mobility hubs to connect local services to the core network 

A core element of strategic rural transport policy is multimodal rural mobility coordination (e.g., 
at the regional level) for more sustainable, convenient and seamless travel. Mobility hubs are 
important to link the core network to local rural collective or shared services. Mobility hubs 
also offer possibilities to integrate local services and business to make waiting times more 
attractive. The scale and range of services offered through the hub will vary according to 
location and population density. 

Support the development of national or regional Mobility-as-a-Service 

Digital integration for trip planning and ticketing purposes is important to better link local rural 
services and the core network. For MaaS, regional (Flanders) or national leadership 
(Denmark) is recommended to avoid multiple city-based apps overlapping in adjacent regions 
and creating interoperability issues.  

List of abbreviations 
MaaS – Mobility-as-a-Service 
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