CURRENT TRENDS AND HOW SHOULD IFRTD RESPOND ?
Rural transport in developing countries is affected by a wide range of trends in general development thinking and practice as well as by trends that are specific to the transport sector.  These are examined below before considering the role of IFRTD.
General Trends and Changes in Development Thinking and Practice
In recent years perhaps the most powerful change has been the realization that poverty has to be tackled head on rather than relying on economic growth to solve the problem. With this realization emphasis has been placed on ‘listening to the poor’, and on taking into account the special needs and subordinate role of women, powerlessness has also been perceived as a characteristic of poverty.  The Millennium Development Goal targets (MDGs) and country PRSPs  are a continuing manifestation on the importance given to the eradication of poverty. 

In the 1970’s stand alone ‘integrated regional development’ projects were seen as major solution to rural development. Rural road investment was often a major component of these projects. By the 1980’s these were often regarded as failures in part because the lack of integration with the standard government structure.  There was also an increasing realization that agriculture provided only a part of rural incomes.  Development efforts switched towards community consultation and the widespread involvement of mobilizing groups such as NGOs.  Community Driven Development (CDD) approaches were widely adopted by aid donors.  Again roads are often a major component of CDDs but they have encountered criticism because of the problems of follow up maintenance. 

On integration the wheel may have turned full circle as a number of successfully integrated, or area development projects (covering roads, water, electricity and telecoms) have been recently been introduced in South America.  Using accessibility as the key factor district (or area) development has been a major component of the Ethiopian Rural Travel and Transport Program (ERTTP). 
In the last five years donors have become much more interested in ‘Results Based’ and Sector Wide Approaches (SWAp) and in Budgetary Support in which the donors become less interested in managing specific projects and more interested in final results.  They provide financial support to government based programs in order to monitor the overall result.  Against this trend there have also been new developments to prevent corruption and ensure transparency.  The US Millennium Challenge is an example. Although it is difficult to be conclusive the broader based approaches may more open to corruption and have less transparency.
Another interesting recent development is ‘Output Based Aid’.  Very recently the aid community has recognized that there is scope to provide transitional subsidies to help start up and ensure a range of services (e.g. water supply, electricity or transport services) are provided to rural communities.

Commercialization has been a major trend within the road sector.  Major road investment in most countries has always been undertaken by commercial contractors but increasingly road maintenance is also been undertaken commercially.   New forms of road maintenance contracts (including ‘area based’ and ‘performance based’ contracts) have been developed suitable for commercial operations.  
To provide a secure source of road funding for maintenance ‘Second Generation’ road funds have been widely introduced in which revenue is directly collected from vehicle fuel duties for road maintenance.  However support for these funds is not universal; many funds (particularly in Asia) have been closed down on the advice of the IMF.    

Decentralization of road investment and maintenance operations has been a major theme for most governments.  However success has been limited because local governments have lacked capacity in terms of manpower skills and finance and their procedures and legal authority, for example to sign contracts, are often inadequate for large maintenance works.    

Trends within Rural Roads and Transport 
Within the general topic of rural roads there is a never ending battle over road standards.  The emphasis on poverty reduction has helped give currency towards the provision of very basic access (see for example Dieter Schelling and Jerry Lebo’s paper). With limited money greater numbers of people can be provided with access than if we adopt lower road standards.  Against this viewpoint there has been much work, particularly coming from the SADC region in promoting low cost bitumen sealed roads. The justification is the growing shortage of good quality gravel (for gravel roads) and analysis that suggests that bitumen, although initially more expensive may be economically viable for low traffic volumes below 100 vehicles per day.  A synthesis of the two approaches is perhaps that ‘the window for gravel’ is diminishing. I.e. The appropriate traffic volumes for gravel is getting smaller being squeezed by better earth roads at the bottom and bitumen roads at the top.  More can be done to improve basic access earth roads.

Sometimes a ‘lack of maintenance’ is used as (perhaps dubious) argument that higher standard more expensive roads should be built because they can last longer.

Another very new consideration is the adoption of the ‘Rural Access Indicator’ the measures the proportion of the rural population that live within two km of all season access.  With this measure naturally more emphasis is given to higher quality roads.  – So the debate continues !!!

Within the area of means of transport over the last twenty five years much recognition has been given to the need to encourage a greater diversity of intermediate transport solutions (IMTs), particularly for Africa. Many small scale intervention programs have been initiated, often with limited success.   High transport costs in Africa relative to Asia has also received a lot of attention although, because of the difficult institutional nature of the problem, involving user unions and cartels, very little has been done to directly address the issue.

Vehicle types and composition has changed over the years and will continue to do so.  Thirty years ago minibuses were found to be very successful in urban areas and, where the roads were good enough they naturally started to be brought into rural areas.  There has also been a long term trend for very heavy articulated trucks to replace medium sized trucks.   In recent years there has been an enormous growth in motorcycle numbers, particularly in South and East Asia.  We might well be on the verge of a huge expansion of motorcycles in low income counties worldwide. Bicycles have also expanded greatly in a number of countries that have had benign policies.  

Road accidents is another growing issue with predictions that they will be the third major cause of death in developing countries within a few years.
Village Level Transport Issues

Within rural areas the rural population, particularly women, spend huge quantities of time and effort engaged in the transport tasks of collecting firewood, water and walking and carrying input and produce to and from their farms. Apart from some progress in the provision of wells and piped water to some rural communities, the situation has changed little in other respects for rural areas in the poorest countries.   In terms of planning interventions ILO has helped develop Integrated Rural Accessibility Planning (IRAP) tool as a way of identifying priorities. This has been used on a limited scale in some countries.  

Trends Financial Support For Research and Knowledge Sharing 
Over the last thirty years there has been a major reduction in research funding for donor based transport research for developing countries but there has been an increase in funding knowledge sharing.  The UK and French governments, and the World Bank previously supported major programs of research funding. As an example (a joint product of the World Bank, Brazil India and UK funding) the original development of the road planning model HDM would probably cost in the order of  $30-40 m in today’s prices.  In general development funding has shifted away from centralized research whilst more money has often been available for consultancy to help find solutions project specific problems.  And often recipient governments are reluctant to support substantial research funding out of donor aid programs. They frequently see the funding of research as a ‘waste’ that could have been used to support more infrastructure. 
The funding situation however, is far from being completely negative. Donor funding has switched, to more knowledge sharing activities, with a more limited focus on research though support of activities such as IFRTD, SSATP and DFID’s Transport and Knowledge Sharing Partnership (TKP).  The ADB recently funded a substantial research program, involving a number of studies, looking at road impact. Furthermore the Global Road Safety Partnership has also been established.    

What is the Role of IFRTD and How Should it Respond to the Trends ? 

IFRTD, as a network of concerned professionals, academics and individuals who are mostly living and working in developing countries is uniquely placed to: a) share information on transport issues, b) to examine the impact of policies and trends and c) help provide appropriate transport solutions and d) give voice to the transport problems of the poor.  

The expressed interest of IFRTD groups has tended to focus on IMTs, poverty, village transport and gender issues with less interest in commercial transport services and roads and other infrastructure. Over the last few years IFRTD has been very successful in developing country networks, in raising the profile of rural transport issues and in sharing information.  It has also responded to some of the key trends including the reviews of the transport dimension of the Poverty Reduction Strategies Programs (PRSPs).  IFRTD groups have also been involved in trying to find appropriate solutions to transport problems.  However it has been less successful, along with most other agencies, in the more difficult process of helping to implement transport solutions (as opposed to infrastructure solutions) on the ground.   
It is extremely important that IFRTD maintains it interest in poverty and gender based transport problems and continues to give voice to the transport problems of the poor.  Those allocating development resources need to be continually reminded of the relevance of transport solutions to help reduce poverty and contribute to the MDGs. Similarly in many instances we have only just begun to scratch the surface in dealing with village transport level transport problems, this issue remains a huge problem that needs to be addressed.   IFRTD’s multi-skilled groups could be instrumental in building on and applying the district development approach of the Ethiopian ERTTP or in assisting with other area development approaches that contain a substantial transport dimension.
The move towards ‘Results Based’ and SWAp for donor support and the new Rural Access Indicator provide an interesting opportunity for IFRTD groups. 
[Additional comment from Juan Gaviria (World Bank):

“When IFRTD was established in the late 80's I always thought they could help as key reviewers of rural transport projects funded by multi-laterals.  Maybe this is a role that we can sponsor a structured approach to have IFRTD serve as peer review organization for our new lending operations to ensure that we incorporate global experience and trends in rural transport.”] 
In future transport planning must focus much more heavily on monitoring first of all ‘Transport Outcomes’ and later on overall impact. Donors will become much more interested in the overall performance of road networks rather than on data relating to specific road projects.  Examples of Transport Outcomes are passenger fares, freight tariffs, and traffic volumes.  In the past much of this data was never collected or totally ignored as more emphasis was placed on transport outputs (i.e. kilometers of roads built). As indicators Outcomes are much closer to final users.  More resources for surveys for this data will inevitably be provided.  Data relating to Transport Outcomes together with the Rural Access indicator need to be collected and analyzed. It is here that IFRTD can play a very useful role. The data can also used to draw attention of the government of those parts of the country that are falling behind the rest. 
‘Output Based Aid’ is another area that IFRTD groups could become actively involved.  They could identify locations without transport services and they could then help design projects to support their introduction using transitional grants.  High transport costs in Africa poses a tremendous challenge. We know that it is technically feasible to run services at much lower costs. The problem is finding an organizational form (in an environment of unions and cartels that try to restrict output and enforce queuing systems) that would work in the long run delivering services at low cost.  Output Based Aid might be able to provide a suitable stimulus.

IFRTD groups have traditionally been much more interested in soft and small scale solutions rather than roads and other infrastructure.  However road investment and maintenance will remain the dominant recipient of donor and government resources.  Joining forces with ‘road orientated’ groups such as IFG makes some sense as transport problems do need to be solved in an integrated way. IFRTD groups can have a role to play in developing better and more relevant infrastructure planning for rural areas. Engineers within the groups may have a role to play on looking at appropriate road design issues, and rural road finance and maintenance. However overall it is very important that IFRTD remains close to interests of the final users in the village.  There is no other group that can champion their (transport) interests.  Road engineering can be very technical for the layman and may put off those more interested in small scale ‘people orientated’ solutions.  Similarly there may some danger of IFRTD groups being ‘captured’ to become a lobby for construction industry vested interests.
There may be a role for IFRTD groups to take more interest in CDD approaches and social funds.  Small scale road, path and bridge infrastructure are frequently built by communities supported by these funds.  Often technical and planning advice is lacking. Similarly there is need to ensure that communities have resources to fund and support maintenance in the longer run. One solution might be for IFRTD groups to help provide a service for which they might be paid for to help with technical and planning advice and liaise with local government and road agencies to ensure long term maintenance funding.

IFRTD groups can and do undertake research. The long term market for research looks uncertain and, at the moment possibly rather limited.  Resources for consultancy for specific projects will continue to be much greater, which IFRTD groups may exploit. Although many within IFRTD may not have international experience in the long run it may be possible for the groups to build on their diverse experience. Teams with experience from different countries could be formed to take on assignments. In a competitive environment lower consultancy costs can also be used to an advantage. Increasingly in the transport sector Indian consulting companies have been very successfully working in an international environment competing with, more expensive, western firms. In doing this they have been able to provide developing country nationals with international experience for the first time. Can IFRTD also work in a similar way ?

As research topics road accidents, motorcycles and bicycles could prove to be very important.  IFRTD groups have taken a particular interest in various forms of IMTs. There may be scope for further work in this area but often the need is not really for new technical solutions but to identify the circumstances in which it is possible to successfully transfer (with some possible adaptation) solutions that are current in Asia and other parts of Africa. Animal transport is such an example. 
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