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Rhetoric versus reality – There is a perceived mismatch between the analysis of rural transport problems in developing countries and the implementation of solutions.
Discuss and present innovative solutions for bridging this gap.
THIRD PLACE WINNING ENTRY – YVONNE NADEGE NKOLO MEZE’E – CAMEROON

In all regions of the world there has always been a “distance” between the rural world and the urban world and this is even more true of the modern world.  “Townspeople” is a much used expression amongst rural people.  
In developing countries, in particular, these differences are made more obvious when looking at transport, for as people say, “Where the road goes, development follows”.  However, roads are not entirely advantageous, for example, they can drastically change the habits of river dwellers, by imposing on them a new way of life and encouraging more and more young people to leave the area; and they also encourage traffic with resulting transport problems.
The question that needs to be answered is whether there really are problems concerning rural transport or simply poor analyses of the problems of rural transport?  
The rural world can be completely cut off at times, depending on the season, and particularly so in developing countries.  Due to the dramatic situations that result from rural transport problems, for example, the impossibility of providing emergency health services, job insecurity, lack of schools and lack of food staples etc, there are often strong protests about these problems; But do those in power, located thousands of kilometres away, really take these hardships into account?  A mismatch between the problems of rural transport and the implementation of solutions really does exist. The issue is to establish this and to propose innovative solutions.
Needless to say, the analysis of rural transport problems in developing countries is not carried out by rural people but by analysts from outside, who in no way experience the realities of rural dwellers.  A correct analysis of the situation, or a better analysis,  would probably show that in fact there are no problems, just bad analyses.  This stance, however, is very simplistic, and we should recognise, that although carried out by non-rural people, analyses of rural transport are usually well-conducted and  transport problems clearly identified.  
The chief problem is, clearly, access to rural communities, which are sometimes in very isolated locations.  Often road projects are implemented and some even carried out, only on paper!; with this sort of occurence it is impossible to implement a real transport policy.  
Then there is the eternal obstacle, which makes everything rotten, corruption.  Often, transport interventions happen as if there were no link between the various actors in this sector.  In terms of policies, the public authorities bury their heads in the sand and others take advantage of this to do precisely as they like.  Any solution that can be envisaged to the problems of rural transport in developing countries, depends primarily on the existence of roads, the indispensable medium for transport; but if everything is allowed, with very few controls, it will be difficult, indeed impossible, to introduce and implement an effective policy for the sector.   It is essential that rural people are able to travel, whether it be to sell their foods, look for work or have access to learning, etc; For example, experience shows that, during the rainy season, certain food basics become scarce or cost more, because access to the rural people who produce these goods becomes difficult, if not impossible.  Some of these food basics rot in-situ owing to lack of means of transport and prices at auction rise when the goods finally reach urban areas.
We can therefore see that a mismatch does indeed exist, and is further exacerbated by lack of infrastructure, as technology is imported and is very expensive.  Appropriate analyses are lacking and projects fail to make headway with the feeling on the ground that the public authorities do not ensure adequate monitoring.  The creation of a road can be heralded for years, then, when the project finally gets off the ground, it is often a long wait for many years before it is finished.  It is as if the studies, analyses and prospecting had never taken place.
The implementation of any solution in this sector should be subject to rigorous administration processes.  Experience has shown that proximity to the problem is what works best. The inclusion of river communities is, in my opinion, of utmost importance.  The management system in tehse cases operates strict controls, and immediate sanctions in the event of non-compliance in relation to the Terms and Conditions of contracts, and any stipulations, must be observed before any dispensation is made.  In certain regions, where forestry sites are important, forestry companies must be involved and also actors from the road building sector, and even more so those involved in road maintenance;  Taxes paid must really be used for maintenance or implementation as stated.  In these areas, in particular in the rainy season, the “grumiers” (vehicles used for transporting logs) are virtually the only means of transport, as deep cracks appear in the road surface and any other vehicles have difficulty using them.
Aid from Aid programmes should also be better managed, tailored to the needs of local people and, above all, targeted only at their main objectives.  More and more frequently, monitoring systems are put in place, but this is not enough, because the problem actually lies in the process of awarding the contract for the building of the road. 

The involvement of (reliable) Non-Governmental Organisations, whether it be one or several, or any other organisation which could act as a link between the State, river communities and financial backers could provide a solution.  This would be a new contribution to the project that would help provide motivation and could help it to be completed on time.
Lack of information is also a handicap.  When projects come into being, targeted information campaigns would enable river communities to be better informed about what is happening, what is going to be developed and how, and in particular, about the resources available.  This would mean that they become interested in the projects and will give whatever help they can, even if they have no experience of the subject.
In our countries, Politicians play a crucial role. It is time to see how those elected by the people (Mayors, Members of Parliament, etc.) can become involved in a way that can finally serve the people who have brought them to the peak of their ambitions.
As I see it, the most important thing is to look towards the people and to involve them as much as possible.  The implementation of micro-projects that would be easy to monitor and manage would be welcome.
Once the problem of roads is solved, it is time to put transport management systems in place.  Currently, it is still possible to see SAVIEM (a French manufacturer) coaches on the roads and although sometimes they have no windows, they are extremely suitable for our tracks.  Public transport is the chief means of transport to certain locations;  individual vehicles are virtually impossible for these communities.
The bicycle, although very environmentally-friendly, is often not very practical for long distances, particularly if there is luggage to be carried.  Motorcycles are used more and more frequently as they do not use large amounts of fuel and can make journeys that would be impracticable for other vehicles; the problem of re-fuelling remains to be resolved.  Rural communities could be provided with vehicles appropriate for the state of the local roads and two-wheeled vehicles for transport; part of the profits could be paid to the community.  
The problem of transport in rural areas is essentially about the flow of people and monopolies exist where certain carriers are dominant as they are the only carriers prepared to risk venturing into certain areas. For a vehicle to undertake a journey, all the seats have to be full, resulting on occasions in endless hours of waiting; Sometimes there are 8 seats for a vehicle intended for 5 people, not taking into account luggage and provisions etc. being transported.  If one community or another were to take responsibility for certain carrier vehicles, it would be possible to improve comfort for passengers and would no doubt enable other carriers to operate on the same route; this would solve the problems of monopolies and unreasonably high fares.
Transport in rural areas could also be encouraged through preferential taxes for those willing to promote the sector.  The imposition of taxes on any owner of a public transport vehicle often puts a brake on all activity and leads owners to want to side-step the law using bribes and harassment.  It is true that the solution as set out here would be difficult to implement, but, what is certain is that if it were looked into, this sort of approach could be the start of a solution. 
The other problem affecting rural transport is road safety, with that well-known phenomenon the “coupeurs de route”, bandits, who loot, rob and on occasions kill.  In some countries steps are taken and brigades deployed to prevent this from happening; however sometimes, owing to lack of logistical means, the work of the brigades is reduced, or their interventions stopped entirely, leading to new outbreaks of these acts of vandalism and barbarity.  Reinforcing the ability of these forces of law and order to take action would help make the roads safer.
Setting up farms in areas which are suitable, ie. not isolated or cut off, would help development and employment in these areas; as would the implementation of systems, which help improve the inflow of people into these areas and improve transport.

Systematisation of data on rural transport would enable us to know what has been done and what still needs to be done.  From this, interest in the sector would be generated and the problems of rural transport would progressively find solutions.

In conclusion, It is clear that there is indeed a gap between the problems experienced in rural transport in developing countries and the implementation of solutions.  Public authorities have a great responsibility for the state of affairs of rural transport and as much as possible should be done to improve the sector and promote its expansion.  Efforts should be focused on improving the management of road projects and involving river communities and keeping them informed; solutions should be made more appropriate to the problems encountered on the ground instead of the implementation of blanket solutions.  Rural communes and communities would then need help to purchase suitable means of transport (cars, motorbikes) for the roads and move away from informal means of transport.  Emphasis should also be placed on taking over, fully or partially, the operation of rural carriers, in addition to decreasing taxes levied, to encourage healthy competition and increase the number of journeys made by people in the area.  Improving safety on certain routes would also help in this.   
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