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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.
2ND PLACE WINNING ENTRY – MAHINDA BANDARA – SRI LANKA
The relationship between changes in the transport sector and evolving patterns of economic development is widely discussed by Transport Economists, and the importance of transport to economic growth and development has been identified. The development of various forms of transport infrastructure has been undertaken to stimulate investment and growth in slow growing countries, especially in the rural sector. 

Looking back over history there are four main transport and logistics revolutions that can be identified; Firstly, the period from the 13th Century in which water transport emerged as a new system for connecting cities along the rivers and costal areas; Secondly, the period from the 16th Century which was characterised by a dramatic improvement in sea transport and by the introduction of a new banking system that stimulated trade to the East and West Indies; Thirdly, the period from the middle of the 19th Century, marked as the industrial revolution, in which the invention of the steam engine generated new modes of transport; and finally, the period from the 1970’s which has been marked by increased information and flexibility, just in time systems and material requirements.
Although world trends in transport have evolved, the development of rural transport sectors in developing countries has not yet taken place at the same pace as overall rural sector growth. Governments have invested in transport, and evidence of this can be seen in the concentrations of transport infrastructure that exist, and the resulting congestion and fatalities; however despite their efforts to enhance transport infrastructure in rural economies, ‘transport’ has not fulfilled its potential and contributed significantly to the growth and development of rural economies as expected. The inadequacy of transport facilities in rural areas of developing countries is a major bottleneck to socio-economic development and national integration. 

Lack of transport makes it difficult to introduce other social infrastructure such as education and medical services, and also prevents the dissemination of modern techniques and inputs of agricultural production.  Linkages between agriculture and other sectors of the economy, through the market, are hampered and agricultural productivity is therefore not maximised.  Economists argue that, although an excessive amount of scarce resources are devoted to transport development, results have not been realised and distributed equally to all.  Here there is a debate to be held on the optimal transport provision needed to facilitate development and ensure that valuable resources are not diverted towards transport from other development activities where they may have more impact.

Transport investment is a major component of the capital formation of developing countries and expenditure on transport is usually the largest single item in a national budget. Along with national funds, outside agencies, such as the World Bank, and indirect assistance from individual countries, finance various transport projects. Transport infrastructure is a necessary input to production processes and permits goods and people to be transported between and within production and consumption centres including urban to rural and rural to urban transport, agro-economy to money economy. 

Moreover, transport improvements can shift production capacity by altering factor costs and reducing the level of inventory tied up in the production process. As mobility is increased, permitting factors of production, especially labour, to be transferred to places where it may be employed productively, transport increases the welfare of individuals by extending the range of social facilities available to them and by providing superior public goods, such as greater social benefits and increased national defense. Currently, rural transport problems are not well addressed by the solutions that are typically implemented, so most of these potential benefits of rural transport projects have not contributed to countryside development.

Economists argue that appropriate transport planning could contribute to overall economic development. This implies that transport provision should be expanded to balance developments elsewhere in the economy, but this is not always possible.  When transport services are inadequate in a particular area, then bottlenecks in the economy will curtail the growth process, but if the service is excessive in a particular area, again wastage of resources occurs; this is the outcome of many transport projects in many developing countries.  In a great number of developing countries a balanced level of transport provision has not been achieved and there has been a tendency to spend scarce development funds on prestige projects such as international air transport, in an effort to appear to be a developed nation. In the language of economics, X efficiency is sacrificed for a modern image and funds that could be used to improve domestic rural transport are instead used unproductively.
Rural transport in developing countries consists mainly of poor quality roads alongside footpaths across valleys in mountainous landscapes, or dusty roads in flat terrain landscapes. By their nature these do not facilitate good mobility and the result is that the development of these terrains is constrained.

The analysis of rural transport problems in developing countries in terms of the mobility of factors of production and produce (mainly agriculture output) illustrates the need for adequate infrastructure provision and illustrates the impact of poor management of existing transport infrastructure. The bigger picture shows that even when sufficient funds are allocated, the maintenance of rural infrastructure has been inadequate; The main reason behind this is that there is often a lack of well organised institutions to take responsibility for this infrastructure and act in a committed way. Although institutions do exist, the political and institutional working environments of these organisations often serve to impede their performance.  There should be centralised and politically independent intellectual bodies in existence, to implement solutions to rural transport problems. 

Through studying the case of the agricultural commodity market in Sri Lanka, the lack of efficiency in the operation of the rural transport network is illustrated. Agricultural commodities produced in rural farms are often transported to collection centres and then redistributed to other market places; In this process, much produce is damaged between the farm and the road when human labour is used to transport the goods. Rural road networks in many developing countries are concentrated in rural town centres, instead of areas where production takes place and this, along with poor road maintenance, leads to a great deal of wasted produce at the end of the distribution chain.  Interestingly, the distribution chain adds value to produce, with a premium covering the loss borne to the distributor due to waste.  Value is added to the produce at each stage making the output price high when it reaches the market place.
Accessibility is often a constraint when the conditions of rural road networks are poor. Many inaccessible rural areas experience significant levels of poverty, and non-drivers often experience isolation. As a result, strategies that provide affordable transportation options for non-drivers can provide significant benefits. 

Rural transport service provision is inadequate in most developing countries. Private transport providers provide the majority of transport services, alongside scheduled and often unreliable public transport services which are operated by a transport body. When using public transport, rural commuters need to be aware of journey schedules, and the nature of the trip is dependent on what services are available; In many cases, due to poor road conditions affecting the technical performance of vehicles, the frequency of services is well below that which is scheduled.  The result is that commuters often have to walk, or opt for other unregulated transport services, that have a higher fare. This is a common occurrence in South Asia, especially Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh where large numbers of three-wheelers operate as feeder services in semi-urban and rural areas.   
Finding an effective solution to accessibility problems of this nature is challenging. Authorities may implement a policy or a programme that aims to improve accessibility to rural areas, for instance by spending large amounts of money redeveloping roads with the objective of facilitating mobility and attracting transport providers. However, very often, the problem persists, as the programme does not have the intended outcomes, and after some time, roads become damaged due to lack of maintenance.  Instead, the authorities should focus on the costs that rural commuters pay for transport in light of the existence of high fare and unregulated modes of transport. Modes of transport should be regulated with the implementation of set fares.


In recent years many rural communities have lost public services, such as schools, market stores, medical centres and banks, causing rural residents to travel further and significantly reducing accessibility to these services for non-drivers. Rural service reductions are often justified on the grounds of efficiency, however, this cost-effectiveness analysis often overlooks increased travel costs. For example, it may seem cost-effective to consolidate several small schools into one larger school when only direct facility costs are considered, but not so when the additional transportation costs to students and their families are also considered. Rural Transport Demand Management strategies should therefore include aspects of land use management to improve accessibility, by clustering development into settlements.  This approach could increase transportation and housing affordability.
Non-motorised transport is common in many rural areas due to inadequate alternatives and increasing motor vehicle traffic volumes and speeds. A variety of commuter and cycling improvements can be implemented in rural communities with incentives for these schemes being essential to their success. Increasing bicycle use gives people more transportation options, and allows villagers and visitors to enjoy healthy physical exercise.

One of the burning issues rural commuters face today is the unavailability of proper transit services for traveling to and from work, using main methods of transport to and from the city centre; In such cases the commuter may spend a large portion of their income on these services. Rural communities can benefit from improved public transit services, including interregional bus and rail services, and local demand-response shuttle services. Demand for these types of services can be increased by making incentives available to those who would normally drive to work; this increased demand can then in turn lead to improvements in the services provided.

Rural transport problems persist because solutions are often applied inappropriately by provincial authorities, in the case of Sri Lanka, the Provincial Council.  The existence of decentralised budgets for rural transport improvements, that are managed by politicians i.e. Members of Parliament, has become a major weakness of transport policies in developing countries. In order to maximise the impact of rural transport development policies and programmes it would be necessary to change the way that things are managed; and these activities should be brought under the remit of a national body governing rural transport, allowing for effective integration with other national development policies and programmes.

The implementation of rural transport improvements by local authorities often get delayed, partly due to institutional drawbacks and partly due to the rigorous procedures that are often involved in the process of acquiring contractors. In Sri Lanka this is seen in the case of the maintenance of rural roads under the Provincial Council. A maintenance contract is awarded by the Provincial Council and the bidder winning the contract has control and authority over the work to be done.  The work undertaken by the bidder awarded the contract is not screened properly, thus maintenance is frequently not done to a satisfactory standard leading to depreciation of the infrastructure in a short period of time; the rural communities are again the victims of weak infrastructure provision.

The solution lies in the fact that there is an economic rationale for the maintenance of transport infrastructure within its lifetime. Maintenance at the end of the lifetime of infrastructure allows the asset to serve further years without any interruption to the transport services operate on it and the critical issue is to ensure that it is identified when infrastructure reaches this stage.  For instance, if the demand to use a particular rural road, which is close to the end of it’s lifetime, increases, then this will lead to increased private costs to transport operators and existing users. Some operators may cease operating, rendering rural commuters immobile or causing them to use alternative modes of transport such as walking and cycling (with high travel times) or high fare para-transit modes which are more costly to the service user.  In the long run higher capital expenditure on additional road maintenance is necessary so as to avoid these problems; and the capital cost is much less if proper and timely maintenance is carried out.
The rural sector often suffers due to the inadequacy of roads in existence, and the construction of more and more roads in rural habitats can also cause negative results; hence the debate over the appropriateness of transport infrastructure for the rural sector.  

Constructing roads on even terrain may be effective and improve mobility, but may not be an appropriate solution for hilly terrains. Landslides, soil erosion, loss of vegetation, loss of farmland and loss of scenery are amongst the complaints made against transport development projects. Taking into account such challenges, it is high time for the authorities to look at sustainable, efficient transport methods, especially for high altitude terrains. It is interesting that some Asian countries, for example Nepal and Bhutan use aerial ropeways for transporting produce to town centres. The Government of other countries could seek assistance from relevant bodies from these countries to advise them with the implementation of advanced aerial rope systems in hilly areas, which are environmentally friendly and an economically feasible method of transporting goods and people. This can only be a successful practical solution if implementation is properly managed with the participation of local communities. An efficient ropeway system will provide farmers with a better chance of getting their produce to markets with less wastage and lower costs incurred. The producer will therefore be able to obtain increased returns on the sale of produce, which will then in turn raise levels of income. 

In conclusion, it is necessary to develop a national road network plan, and this should be based on extensive research to fill in knowledge gaps on rural transport problems.  National transport policy biased towards urbanisation will not heal existing rural transport issues and bottlenecks. Specific strategies for the development of rural access roads and urban feeder roads (under rural and regional development agendas) and the rehabilitation of provincial feeder road networks must be prioritised in the national transport policies of developing countries, if rural transport is to bring about benefits to rural communities. 
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