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A Background Paper

Rural Ireland: Waiting for a Lift,*

Introduction

obility is intrinsic to life. We take our mobility

for granted. Very few of us think of what it
would be like to be immobile. Our lives would be
very different. This paper seeks to address the
issue of community mobility as a fundamental
necessity for quality of life and for development. By
using the term community the authors are
distinguishing mobility within the local or the wider
community from personal mobility. This paper
seeks to set the background for discussion on
community mobility and rural community mobility in
particular. This paper is a background to the
national seminar that will examine the current level
of transport provision to meet basic community
mobility needs, share the experience of those that
have initiated local transport projects and identify
the obstacles that limit the development of
improved systems of community mobility.

Mobility as a fundamental aspect of
development

The Modernisation Theory of development places
mobility firmly at the center of development. This

theory argues that there is a strong correlation
between transport methods that enhance mobility
and economic development. The advent of the
wheel is the most basic example of this, but in
modern society it has become essential to have
effective methods of transporting goods and
people quickly and cost effectively. Globally it is
possible to associate the stages of economic
development of the society with the transport
systems available to that society. It is also possible
to associate the economic prosperity of sub-
sections of a population with different levels of
access to transport. It is logical to conclude that the
less well off are less likely to own private means of
transport, are more limited in the modes of
transport they can afford and tend to be more
dependent on public transport. At the opposite end
of the spectrum the better off have more expensive
private transport and use expensive means of
public transport.

Mobility and Dispersion

Dispersion is a relative term. It is relative to
distance, to access, to external factors and to
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internal factors. However it can be concluded in
general that the greater the level of dispersion of
the population the greater the challenge of
providing adequate mobility. Furthermore, the more
disadvantaged the population due to both internal
and external factors the greater the challenge of
providing access to mobility (See Fig. 1.). Added to
this is the term quality mobility. What is adequate?,
what is appropriate?, what is cost effective? etc.
access to means of mobility? Quality mobility
according to those at the seminar should meet
needs, be accessible, be professional and be safe.
While accepting that dispersion is relative, the
populations of rural areas are, in absolute terms,
the most dispersed. If you add to this the significant
internal factors such as older age groups, living
alone, low family incomes, etc., and the significant
external factors such as poor infrastructure, rural
depopulation, reduced levels of public services,
high cost of service delivery per unit, etc. then
sections of the populations of rural areas are
seriously disadvantaged in terms of access to
transport.

Classification of Community Mobility

From the experience of the authors the following
classification of community mobility or transport is
suggested (See Fig. 2.). Our focus in this seminar
relates to local transport systems i.e. less than 10
miles primarily and to regional travel systems
secondly. However, we are also concerned about
inter-linkages such as feeder/distribution systems
for the inter-regional level and levels of congestion
in urban/city transport.

Fig. 2. suggests that here are eight (8) modes of
transport at local level. These are Bus Eireann,
private coach, school bus, lift giving,
taxi/fhackney, bicycle and local initiatives. This
seminar seeks to discuss the local initiatives but
this cannot be done in isolation of the remainder.
This seminar proposes the establishment of a
national committee to discuss the integration of all
eight models of local transport and to identify the
unique role local initiatives can play. This paper will
contribute to this in two ways. Firstly to profile the
known local initiatives and secondly to reflect the

car,

Fig. 1.

Distance

Access

Dispersion

internal
Factors

Extemal
Factors

i Personal mobility and health, need, ability to pay, need for flexability etc.

ii Quality of infrastructure, climatic conditions, existing means of transport, communily support, state provision, efc.

iii National population density figure of 50 persons per square km is the lowest in the EU. However over 50% of the rural districts
outside Dublin have a population density of 25 people per square km and 25% less than 19 persons per square km.
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strategic thinking and policy relating to rural

transport.

Fig. 2.
Travel Range How is the need met Rating of Delivery Weaknesses
Inter-Regional Air Level of integration
i.e. over Irish Rail LLevel of information
30 miles Bus Eireann Moderate to Good Feeder/distribution
Private coach systems
Car
Regional Bus Eireann Level of coverage
i.e. 10-30 Private coach Level of service
miles Car Poor to Good Lack of integration
Lift giving
Hackney
Local Bus Eireann Lack of coverage
i.e. less Private coach Low service levels
than 10 School bus Poor connections to key
miles Car Non existent to destinations
Lift giving Moderate Inflexible services
Taxi/Hackney Viability of new and
Bicycle innovative services
Local Initiatives Lack of integration with
other services
Level of information
Urban/City Dublin Bus
Bus Eireann
Private coach
School bus Level of integration
Dart/Luas Moderate to Good Level of information
Car Level of congestion
Lift giving
Taxi/Hackney
Bicycle
Local Initiatives

iv Foliowing an initial trawl to list local initiatives, Lorraine Dunbar and Fegal Cabill of E TTS undertook the survey presented in fig. 3. The
authors are grateful for their assistance and particularly for the assistance of the project promoters themselves who contributed this
information.

v Fig. 2 was composed by the authors . The classification was constructed from the range of public transport avialable, the rating is subjetive
based on expereince, reports and public feedback. The weaknesses were constructed based on feedback from rural & urban communities.
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Local Transport Initiatives

Nine (9) documented local transport initiatives were
surveyed (Fig. 3.), of which seven (7) are currently
in operation. Each local transport initiative is
located within areas which are deemed locally to be
poorly serviced by public transport. The local
transport projects have been initiated by a section
of the local community e.g. senior citizens or the
wider local community and are for the most part run
as a commercial venture. Drivers of the vehicles
tend to be contracted by the local transport project
and are in general private bus/mini-bus operators.
Users pay a standard fee with Old Age Pensioners
(OAP) usually traveling via their travel pass
provided by the Department of Social Welfare.

The local transport projects are run initially as 6
month pilot projects, with the aim of stimulating a
service and encouraging passenger patronage
levels. After this period, it is expected that growth
will be at an appropriate level so as to run the
particular route as a commercial venture. Only
three (3) of the services have been in operation for
over two (2) years with the remaining 3 local
transport projects currently within their pilot stage.

The most common type of vehicle used are
minibuses. A novel project, catering for locals and
tourists alike, operating within the North Clare
region, utilises a modified postal delivery vehicle to
carry passengers; as another project (now
dormant) in Co. Roscommon used private vehicles.

Services are more or less evenly distributed
between scheduled and on-request, with reser-
vations being made either via phone, direct contact
with the driver or standing order. Frequency of
operation is quite low and usually consists of 1 or 2
return trips between two conurbations per week.
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A number of interesting points emerge from the
survey
initiatives  are

® Most local

developed out of the concern of community leaders

transport

to provide accessible local transport

® Most local transport projects are developed
through voluntary commitment and leadership

® There is minimal networking between local
transport projects

® There is minimal mainstream state support for
local transport initiatives

® Communities managing local transport projects
are operating in policy and operational vacuums

® The ongoing depopulation of rural Ireland is
making sustainability of local transport projects
increasingly difficult

@ Subvention of local transport projects is essential
for their sustainability A Number of interesting
points
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Policy Development Relating
to Local Transport

40% of the Population of the Republic of Ireland is
rural based, i.e. towns less than 1,500 people.
However when the greater Dublin area is taken out
of the calculations this figure goes up to 60%.
Population statistics drawn from the census of 1986
and the census of 1991 show that rural districts in
all nine regions except the East lost population.
While the myth is that the population drain was to
Dublin the reality is that the perimeter counties to
Dublin are the real population growth centers. It is
interesting to note also that the urban districts and
boroughs outside the five eastern counties focused
on Dublin city did not expand to maintain the
populations being lost to rural districts. The
National Economic and Social Council (NESC)
Report concludes that “If the maintenance of rural
population levels is to be taken as a criterion for
judging the efficacy of Irish public policy, then it has
been singularly unsuccessful in recent years.”

The National Economic and Social Council (NESC)
Report (1994) defines rural development on p.19 as
: multidimensional and complex process
incorporating  both  conventional economic
development activity and a range of other actions
aimed at enhancing human capacities and powers
of self determination among rural people.”

One of the essential ingredients in this process is
public service and within this is public transport
services. While there is a strategy document on
Sustainable (Dept.  of the
Environment, 1997) and an Operational Programme
for Transport 1994/1999, (Application for
assistance from the EU Regional Development
Fund Operational Programme for Transport) the
standing policy paper is the Transport Policy Green
Paper published by the Department of
Communications in November 1985.

Development

The Transport Policy Green Paper addresses inter-
regional, regional and city transport issues but
gives minimal attention to local transport issues. On
page 21 the document states that:-

17

“There is no obvious reason why.....bus services
should continue to be organised as they are at
present” and notes that “more flexible transport
arrangements might be considered using a
combination of buses currently in-use, post
buses, taxi/hackney

The document does discuss the use of post-buses,
taxi/hackney and school buses but is weak on
concrete proposals. The policy document refers in
the introduction to Section 3 (provincial bus
services) to the problem of providing adequate
transport services for the old, the young, the infirm
and those who cannot afford a car as “ ... a
significant one” and calls for a central role for the

provincial bus services in

“...imaginative methods of providing public
transport services which will be adequate in
terms of speed, frequency, reliability and
comfort, while economic in terms of their burden
on the exchequer.”

The concern of policy makers for the mobility needs
of the disadvantaged and dispersed populations is
notable by its absence in more recent reports. Even
though recent reports relating to rural development
and social exclusion specifically note the needs for
local transport provision, is no policy
Despite the outcome the
consultation/planning process for the 16 LEADER
initiatives, the 18 rural partnership initiatives and
the EU Poverty 3 (Forum) programme, which in the
majority of cases identify accessible transport

there

response. of

initiatives as a priority to address disadvantage and
support local development, there is no specific
policy response.

Though recent transport reports (e.g. Operational
Programme for Transport 1994 /1999 ) or reports
relating to sustainable development ( e.g.
Sustainable Development: A Strategy for Ireland,
Department of the Environment, 1997) emphasise
the need for sustainable initiatives, for integration
and for modernisation, there is little or no reference
to practical steps that will address local transport
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needs. For example the Operational Programme for
Transport 1994 /1999 document notes that;

@® The internal transport system in Ireland is
underdeveloped and generally of poor quality

@® Road transport accounts for 89% of freight
transport and 96% of passenger transport

@ The national road network, rail network and

national port (air and sea) require investment.
This document does not address the concern of
this seminar relating to local public transport
provision or indeed the transport needs of the
disadvantaged and dispersed populations.

A Report by the Transport Research Institute, UCD,
to the Irish Energy Center “Energy Efficiency
Opportunities for Transport in Ireland”(June, 1996)
does make a number of practical proposals
relating to transport in a general sense. However
the absence of a connection between the proposal
and the policy, is resulting in the same lack of
integration that those leading local transport
initiatives are presently feeling. The NESC Report
(1994) identified that the absence of a national
policy frustrates local policy
development. This is certainly evident in the area of
rural transport. Community leaders are investing
time and locally raised resources into a valuable
initiative that cannot be sustained due to absence
of a policy. Further the lessons for improved local

and regional

transport systems arising from the initiative are not
learned and used for local development. The
situation is summed up clearly in the position paper
of the Department of Transport, Energy and
Communications (Policies and Programmes in
Relation to Rural Areas, 1996) submitted to the
Department of Agriculture and Food, Rural
Development Policy Committee. The Department
first notes that it is responsible for National Policy
(P1) but

«....the public transport divisions do not have, in
effect, any policies or programmes aimed
specifically at rural areas”

vii NESF Report No. 12, Rural Renewal - Combating Social
Exclusion, March 1997
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Conclusions &
Recommendations

Viability and sustainability is closely linked to
mobility. This paper highlights the centrality of
mobility for development in general and rural
development in particular. The matrix of transport
levels, presented in this paper, identifies the
inadequate-to- absent level of local transport
provision in rural lreland. The paper profiles
projects promoted by agencies, organisations and
individuals who are at the cutting edge of
innovating more efficient and more inclusive modes
of public transport.

This paper reflects the feedback from the first rural
transport seminar on September 3rd, 1997, where
those actively promoting projects identified the
need for good community development practice,
the need for co-ordination, and the need for
effective marketing for successful local transport
development.

This paper reviews policy relating to rural
transport and finds that it is dated, incomplete
and only looks at the macro picture. There is no
policy for how a rural person without private
transport can increase their mobility for
economic or social reasons and there is no
integrated policy of transport provision for
those in rural Ireland who are dependent or
carers of dependents.

Overall this paper shows that there is much to be
done to provide access to a basic level of public
transport at local level and to integrate a range of
local services with the regional and inter-regional
services. We who are concerned on this issue must
ensure that we have maximum participation and
partnership and that the public sector plays the
leading role in provision of transport. This paper is
a contribution and this seminar is very important in
the debate.

It is clear that the provision of better local
transport would have a significant knock on
benefit for rural development. Is that not what
we all want?






