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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Rural accessibility depends upon the services and facilities available and the travel options 
for each group in society to reach these services. This report describes the findings of 
research to define how rural accessibility measures can be used in rural policy development, 
monitoring and evaluation. 

Previous research has looked separately at the accessibility needs of rural dwellers, the 
transport policy interventions to overcome problems, and alternative accessibility measuring 
techniques. Through a survey and analysis programme, this project builds on these three 
strands of work towards an integrated approach to needs assessment and project appraisal.  

Five case study areas have been used for detailed surveys and analysis. These allow 
accessibility to be studied for a range of types of rural area as follows: 

!" West Aberdeenshire - Relatively affluent mixed commuter and agricultural 
characteristics 

!" East Ayrshire - Agricultural and declining industrial area 

!" Central Caithness and Sutherland - Remote mainland  

!" East Lothian  - Relatively affluent commuter area 

!" Wigtownshire - Deep rural and agricultural area 

An extensive survey programme has been undertaken in these areas comprising postal 
surveys of 725 residents, telephone surveys of 250 residents and five focus groups. Local 
authorities and key transport operators have also been interviewed to establish current 
policies and concerns about rural accessibility.  

The surveys identified that: 

!" Expectations of rural accessibility are consistent with the type of area. The quality 
and amenity of rural areas is the main reason why people choose to live there, and 
people are broadly content with their relatively poor accessibility provided they 
have a car available.  

!" The least affluent people are less content, partly because they feel constrained to 
live in the rural area due to family ties or other factors, and partly due to their poor 
accessibility.  

!" Amongst car users, expenditure on fuel exceeds the national average by 50 to 
100% with the most affluent people spending the most. Opinion is divided 
amongst those surveyed on whether fuel tax levels are appropriate. 

!" All people groups in all areas rank car travel as the most useful mode. The 
importance of car, taxi, rail, walk and cycle all increase with income, but the 
importance of bus travel decreases with increasing income.  
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!" Satisfaction with bus services is greatest in the commuter rural areas. In more 
remote areas, detailed planning and flexibility by travellers is needed for buses to 
be a practical option. 

!" When discussing social exclusion, rural dwellers focus on problems for young 
unemployed and elderly people, and limited social and leisure activities for people 
of all ages. Car based solutions, with a managed approach to providing lifts, are 
generally viewed as the most promising way to overcome these accessibility 
difficulties, but bus and community transport initiatives are also suggested. 

!" Use of telephone and internet shopping and banking is greatest amongst the higher 
income groups, and use of local facilities is greatest amongst the poorest. 

!" Most people find ways to overcome accessibility limitations but the costs of doing 
so are greatest for the least wealthy people. 

!" The economics of providing and operating bus and rail services are poorly 
understood, but survey participants demonstrated that they were open to economic 
arguments, by recognising the fragile economics of many transport and non 
transport activities in rural areas. 

!" Better co-ordination of rural transport services is viewed as a high priority by all 
groups, and an improved dialogue is needed between service users and providers 
to build joint confidence and ownership in new approaches. 

The analysis of travel behaviour has identified that: 

!" Accessibility measures explain the travel choices of residents in all types of rural 
area. The choice of local or regional destinations for trips varies more by trip 
purpose and socio-economic group than it does by type of rural area. 

!" For assessing travel to work behaviour it is important to consider different job 
markets by skill group and other factors separately. 

!" Opportunities for work, shopping, health etc are best defined in terms of the level 
of activity at each location. 

!" Readily available data on services, facilities, and transport services is sufficient 
for useful analysis of accessibility. Trip planning software, models and 
information systems are improving the ease of incorporating accurate travel times 
within accessibility analysis.  

The analysis demonstrates both qualitative and quantitative approaches for assessing rural 
accessibility needs and problems. Use of these techniques in appraisal could assist policy 
makers and planners working with local communities and transport operators to deliver 
improvements. Quantitative analysis is more useful than qualitative appraisal since it allows 
more direct comparisons of investment options locally and nationally, but qualitative analysis 
is still useful to check, calibrate and validate quantitative measures. 

Classification of rural accessibility characteristics, for planning and investment needs, should 
take account of the trip purpose, population group and type of geographical area in that order.  
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Assessing the accessibility needs of rural dwellers involves consideration of: expressed, 
stated, comparative and community need. Expressed need is demonstrated through observed 
demand, stated need through surveys of the local community, but for an objective view of 
comparative and community need accessibility analysis is required. 

Each stakeholder has different aims for the development of rural facilities and transport 
services, but improvements in rural accessibility are common goals for all stakeholders, 
helping to facilitate integrated action. Joint agency approaches could be encouraged by 
setting national accessibility targets. Achievable and measurable accessibility goals should 
also be defined within local transport strategies to help manage progress at a local level. 

Effective co-ordination of rural transport has proved to be an elusive goal, so the Scottish 
Executive should sponsor a demonstration project, or projects, to identify how obstacles can 
be overcome and what types of co-ordination are practical between public, community, 
health, social work and education transport. Either associated with these demonstration 
projects or as a separate initiative, "dialogue marketing" of rural transport services should be 
tested in rural Scotland with individual and group action programmes providing practical 
information to travellers and transport operators on services and travel needs. 
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CHAPTER ONE  INTRODUCTION 
 
 
BACKGROUND 

1.1 People living in rural areas not only have more constrained choices of opportunities 
but fewer travel choices and higher transport costs to reach them. Rural accessibility depends 
upon both the quality of the services and the travel options to reach these services. Most 
current public investment to improve rural accessibility is prioritised either on the basis of the 
spatial distribution of opportunities or on the availability of transport services. A more 
systematic approach to measuring rural accessibility could allow scarce public funding to be 
targeted more effectively at tackling accessibility problems ensuring that practical solutions 
are brought forward which will meet peoples' needs. 

1.2 This project has assessed, using empirically based and tested accessibility measures, 
how transport derived social exclusion in rural areas can be evaluated. This report presents:  
 

!" Survey and analysis findings, which help to provide a better understanding of 
rural accessibility and transport derived social exclusion. 

!" Suggestions for a robust methodology for measuring accessibility in Scotland's 
rural areas which can be included in developing spatial information systems to 
inform future rural policy. 

!" An appraisal framework to allow accessibility concepts to be used for evaluating 
options for investment in rural transport initiatives. 

1.3 The project was undertaken by Derek Halden Consultancy in association with 
Aberdeen University and Scottish Agricultural College.  
 
 
APPROACH TO THE PROJECT 
 
1.4 This project was tackled in three stages as follows: 
 

Stage 1 - Context and Review of Previous Work 
!" Review existing evidence on the role of transport in social exclusion in Scotland. 
!" Review innovation in rural transport and its role in addressing transport 

disadvantage 
!" Review current methods for identifying the extent of transport related social 

exclusion in rural Scotland 
Stage 2 - Surveys and Analysis 
!" Investigate current and potential use of accessibility measurements in a rural 

context, including in relation to new rural transport initiatives. 
!" Utilise relevant accessibility measures to assess the transport options available to a 

representative sample of dwellers in rural Scotland. 
!" If possible calibrate accessibility measures by reference to data on expressed 

needs, and people’s views on accessibility constraints. 
Stage 3 - Recommendations  
!" Recommend appropriate accessibility measures for use in future policy 

development, monitoring and evaluation.  
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POLICY CONTEXT 

1.5 National transport policy targets funding at rural transport through the rural transport 
funding initiative including: 

!" The rural community transport grant scheme 

!" Rural public passenger transport funding  

1.6 Between 2001 and 2004, £16.8 million is being spent on these initiatives which 
represents a very significant percentage of the total expenditure on rural transport services in 
Scotland. The community transport grant scheme is administered nationally and the rural 
public transport funding is administered through local authorities.  

1.7 The passenger transport funding allocation for each local authority is determined using 
simple criteria based on the demography of each area as follows: 

!" A base allocation has been given to all Councils excluding the four major city 
Councils: Glasgow, Edinburgh, Dundee and Aberdeen. All other Council areas 
have at least some rural population. 

!" The base allocation has then been augmented by a further amount determined on 
the share of Scotland's population within each relevant Council and the dispersal 
of the rural population in terms of distance from settlements of over 1000 people. 

1.8 It is recognised at both national and local levels that for effective use to be made of 
these funds improved targeting of resources is needed including co-ordinated local rural 
transport strategies. A more accurate assessment of rural transport need would consider 
accessibility for each group in society and prioritise investment towards the public 
interventions which would achieve the greatest change in accessibility.  

1.9 Rural transport need depends on many inter-dependent factors. Research (Shucksmith 
2000) has shown that non car available households tend to live within settlements which offer 
access to basic services such as a shop or a post office. It has also been found that many who 
choose to live in more dispersed patterns are from higher mobility sectors of society.  

1.10 Efficient targeting of transport investment to tackle socially excluded people in rural 
areas therefore needs to consider these social factors in addition to geographic and 
demographic influences from population density and transport network structure.  

1.11 New approaches also need to build on current best practice for prioritisation of 
resources being adopted by local authorities and transport operators across the country.  

1.12 In the allocation of the national community transport funding, community groups are 
required to make a case for funding and applications often include simple accessibility 
measures. Good practice in assessing community transport needs, involves surveys and 
analysis to determine accessibility problems and travel demand requirements. Applicants need 
to demonstrate how any new community transport service will complement existing 
provision.  

1.13 Detailed surveys of the community are expensive and this can be an obstacle to the 
development of some potentially successful schemes. Fund assembly can be frustrating for 
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community groups since the ease of attracting funding increases with the number of funding 
partners. Simple accessibility measures to demonstrate need could help to win initial support 
from funding partners. If a community were able to identify a need using accessibility 
analysis techniques then more of the investment in survey time could be devoted to joint 
working with the community on developing projects. This would not only ensure better 
targeting of funding but should help to ensure that the schemes which are funded are more 
successful.  
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CHAPTER TWO  REVIEW OF PREVIOUS WORK 
 
 
BACKGROUND 

2.1 There is a very extensive body of literature on issues related to rural accessibility. 
Over the last 30 years the research has evolved in line with national and local policy. Initial 
studies (e.g. DoE 1971) attempted to assess the importance of rural public transport and its 
role in rural lifestyles. The main focus was therefore on mobility. These studies identified the 
unequal distribution of mobility between different rural population groups and sought to 
establish minimum level of service criteria based upon a range of factors.  

2.2 A major advance was made by incorporating this thinking about mobility within the 
wider concept of accessibility. The seminal work from this period (Moseley 1979) structured 
the consideration of rural accessibility under three main themes: 

!" The population group – This took account of the wishes of each individual to 
engage in defined activities. 

!" The activity supply point – This identified the opportunities based upon the land 
use supply which would allow any individual to satisfy their desire to participate 
in the activity under consideration. 

!" The availability of transportation – This defined how an individual could traverse 
space to reach the relevant facility. 

2.3 This work recognised that transport was a derived demand and that the analysis of 
accessibility needed to consider both the supply of opportunities and the supply of transport 
for each population group. Unfortunately despite these theoretical advances in the 1970s, the 
apparent complexity of accessibility analysis hindered the application of the concept as a 
planning tool. There was no policy priority or administrative structure to encourage joint 
working between the relevant public agencies to allow transport provision to be considered 
jointly with the provision of healthcare, education etc. There was therefore little demand for 
more integrated appraisal using accessibility techniques. 

2.4 This potential obstacle had been recognised by Moseley in 1979. He therefore 
suggested that standards of accessibility should be established by Central Government to 
provide a framework for local decisions in each local community about service planning. 

2.5 In recent years there has been renewed interest in a more integrated planning 
approach, and accessibility analysis is recognised as having an increasing role to play in 
identifying efficient, effective and equitable solutions. Issues such as the need to reduce social 
exclusion in rural areas have introduced a new political priority to overcoming the problems 
of rural inaccessibility (Scottish Executive 2000). The debate now centres on: 

!" Identifying the accessibility needs of rural dwellers and the impacts, including 
social exclusion, of poor accessibility. 

!" The transport policy interventions which have sought to improve rural 
accessibility.  
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!" Practical techniques for measuring accessibility in rural areas that can be used to 
support expenditure decisions and prioritise initiatives. 

2.6 The literature review below therefore considers previous work under each of these 
three topics. Under each strand, the focus of the work is Scottish issues but relevant 
international literature is also considered where appropriate. 
 
 
ACCESSIBILITY NEEDS OF RURAL DWELLERS 

2.7 Rural areas have diverse characteristics and the problems faced by rural dwellers vary 
according to the specific needs of individuals.  

2.8 To allow practical analysis of issues, rural areas have been categorised in National 
Planning Policy Guidance (Scottish Executive 1999) as commuter, intermediate or remote. 
This national classification is defined using simple accessibility measures. Commuter areas 
are defined as being within 60 minutes travel time of a principal centre, intermediate areas are 
60 to 120 minutes from a principal centre and remote rural areas are more than two hours 
travel from a principal centre.   

2.9 In Scotland about 170,000 people live in remote areas, 270,000 live in intermediate 
rural areas and about 600,000 live in commuter rural areas. Each type of area has its own 
characteristics and within each type there is a wide range of issues and problems including the 
desire for improved accessibility. In each local area practical solutions require approaches to 
be tailored to local needs. 

2.10 Access to a principal centre is, however only one aspect of rural accessibility. Access 
to regional and local population centres increases in importance with remoteness. Regional 
centres will often have a population of around 30,000 and offer a wide range of public and 
private services and local centres will usually have a population of over 2,000 but provide 
only basic services.  

2.11 The existing definitions of types of rural areas are therefore vague so research has 
been undertaken to investigate if a more robust typology can be developed. Recent work 
(RGU 2001) suggested eight theoretical typologies based on transport and geographical 
conditions. The typologies include two peri-urban areas, three contrasting market towns with 
hinterlands and three types of remote areas. The research suggests that the typologies should 
be further developed to allow social and economic differences to be considered in greater 
depth. 

2.12 An alternative approach to categorising rural areas by geographical area is to classify 
them by the characteristics of the travel need. A review for the Countryside Agency in 
England (TAS 1993) identified that, for the purposes of appraisal, need could be considered 
as follows: 

!" Comparative need - This compares individual cases with averages or with other 
similar situations. The level of need is determined by equity aims but recognising 
that trade-offs are made by rural residents i.e. poorer accessibility to theatres in 
exchange for better access to the countryside.  
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!" Expressed need - Demand as an indicator of expressed need is identified as the 
most common measure for defining need in current practice. However this method 
does not address the issue of latent or frustrated demand, and does not address the 
issue of enforced demand e.g. owning and financing the operation of a car because 
there is no alternative, rather than by choice. 

!" Stated need - There is an obvious place for including what people say they need in 
the development of transport policies through a consultative process. 

!" Community need - This requires an objective view to be taken to defining the need 
for a minimum level of access to basic services such as a doctor's surgery, 
educational facilities etc. 

2.13 The research suggests that each of the four methods has some validity, and in practice 
a robust appraisal methodology would incorporate elements from all of the approaches.  

2.14 Solutions to rural exclusion problems are likely to be most effective if developed with 
local communities (Scottish Executive 1996). Community approaches link the identification 
of need with delivery of the solutions allowing effective targeting of measures. However 
objective criteria are still needed to determine the overall level, and prioritisation of public 
resources for such initiatives.  

2.15 The policy emphasis on the equity issues has increased in recent years and research 
has identified factors leading to social exclusion in rural areas (Shucksmith 2000). This 
outlines the current problems with private and public services, notably transport, public 
housing and childcare, and the ineffectiveness of the welfare state in reaching some rural 
dwellers. A number of policy recommendations were made, including: the need for rural 
‘exclusion-proofing’ of new and existing policy; tackling issues concerning low pay, and 
benefits take-up; and reducing poverty amongst older people. Recommendations particularly 
relevant to accessibility included the following: 

!" Many people experiencing social exclusion in rural areas live dispersed amongst 
apparent affluence, rather than concentrated in specific areas. Area based 
intervention may therefore be insufficient.  

!" Aspirations for community based initiatives are required to tackle the problems, 
but top-down incentives need to be supported by parallel initiatives for community 
capacity building. 

!" Current economic and transport trends will lead to an increase in social exclusion 
in rural areas.  

2.16 The work suggests that, to achieve integration into paid work for many people, fresh 
thinking on transport is required. Subsidised taxis for targeted groups, grants to help with car 
purchase and help with car tax and insurance costs are all suggested. More local service 
provision such as small shops and schools, and local community transport schemes, have the 
dual benefit of providing work for local people and improving access to services. The 
research therefore emphasises the need for a joined up approach in tackling social exclusion.  

2.17 Recognising the need for this comprehensive approach, a conceptual framework for 
viewing social exclusion in rural areas has been proposed (Scottish Executive 2000). This 
identifies four main systems which give an individual a sense of belonging in rural society:  
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!" private market processes,  

!" public services,  

!" voluntary schemes   

!" cultural support.  

2.18 Each of these systems has a role in addressing rural accessibility issues. A recent 
policy review (Scottish Executive 2000) identified that discussions about service provision in 
rural areas tended to highlight the following services as of importance. 
 
!" Work 
!" Banks 
!" Shops 
!" Chemists 
!" Post offices 
!" Libraries 
!" Childcare and out of hours school 

care 

!" Sport and leisure facilities 
!" Information and advice services 
!" Health and social care 
!" Education and training 
!" Community halls 
!" Local government Offices 
!" Employment Service and DSS offices 
!" Public and community transport 

 
2.19 The public sector has the primary role in providing most of these services. Even where 
services are predominantly controlled by the private sector, public support is often required in 
some form. Local service provision is therefore largely within the control of public agencies.  

2.20 Debates about service provision in remote areas tend to focus on the quality of a few 
core services: the shop, the primary school, the GP, the community hall and public transport. 
Of particular concern is the wide disparity in opportunities available to different groups in 
society. Lack of access to services particularly disadvantages older people, families on low 
incomes and young people (Scottish Office 1998). 

2.21 A structure for assessing the transport related dimensions of social exclusion was 
proposed by Church et al (1999) and used in research for the Scottish Executive (2001b). This 
suggested that exclusion could be: physical, geographical, economic, time based, facility 
based, fear based, or due to space management strategies. Accessibility levels for rural 
residents are more likely to be sensitive to each of these factors than for their urban 
counterparts. 

2.22 This highlights the crucial relationships between transport and social exclusion. Car 
ownership is critical in explaining the large range in accessibility levels experienced by rural 
dwellers. The limited supply of public transport is a major factor in accessibility for non-car 
households, given the declining availability of local services such as shops, primary schools 
and health facilities in rural areas. This is a particular problem for people without cars who 
live in remote areas (Scottish Executive 1998).  

2.23 Low income car-owning households are also at risk of exclusion due to low 
accessibility levels. The declining relative costs of car use in recent decades have enabled this 
group to adopt a car-dependent lifestyle but levels of accessibility are dependent upon fuel 
prices, so that they could face increasing exclusion with rising fuel costs. It was also found 
that certain groups, particularly the job seeker and teenager, experienced social and economic 
exclusion due principally to transport and accessibility issues.   
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2.24 Overall, in considering rural accessibility levels there is at least as much variance 
between population groups and specific travel purposes as between geographical areas. 
Therefore geographical classification of rural areas is only a starting point in assessing the 
needs of rural dwellers. Accessibility also needs to be considered by trip purpose and 
population sector. 
 
 
TRANSPORT POLICY INTERVENTIONS 

2.25 Private transport by car will invariably offer the best accessibility in rural areas. 
However concerns about the impact of the car are leading many authorities to restrict or 
manage car access (Countryside Agency 1999).  

2.26 For the declining numbers of people without a car, rural public transport offers lifeline 
services, but as the numbers of passengers reduces the cost of providing these services to the 
public sector is increasing. Significant funding has been provided by the Scottish Executive to 
local authorities in recent years to stem the rate of decline (Scottish Executive 2001c). 
Research for the Executive on the impacts of this funding has concluded that: 

!" The cost of providing transport services increases with remoteness. 

!" Shopping was the most frequent trip purpose for passengers on scheduled bus 
services and the surveys revealed a high percentage of female and elderly users on 
the new bus services. 

!" The new transport services were provided with very little analysis of the levels of 
unmet need, but the new services were successful in penetrating the key target 
market of residents who have no access to a car in remoter areas. 

!" 36% of those making journeys on new services in remote areas would not have 
travelled if the service had not been available, with the equivalent percentage for 
peri-urban areas being 23%.     

!" Investment in peri-urban areas was most successful in targeting social exclusion. 

!" Greater efforts should be made to ensure that community transport investment is 
distributed more widely across Scotland in the future. 

!" Priority should be given to community transport schemes which provide services 
for individuals rather than only for groups. 

!" Local transport strategies should set and monitor clear objectives for rural 
transport including the future role of conventional bus, demand responsive bus 
services and community transport measures. 

2.27 The findings of this research therefore confirm an ongoing need for public funding of 
rural transport, but recommend better targeting of these funds through more rigorous analysis 
of rural transport needs to achieve more efficient and equitable solutions.  

2.28 European work (VIRGIL 2000) has reviewed the experience throughout Europe of 
transport schemes to improve rural transport under four main themes:  
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!" Enhancement of regular bus services. 

!" Development of on-demand or responsive services. 

!" Integration of goods and passenger transport.   

!" Development of multi-purpose and/or multi-agency transport services.  

2.29 This work notes the general absence of appraisal in bringing forward project plans 
and, for the UK projects, the report states: 

"We are not aware of any real use application of systems for assessing socio-economic 
benefits to set against the costs of rural passenger transport services. Indeed, even 
simple accessibility indices are conspicuous by their absence. Detailed Cost Benefit 
Analysis is only required or undertaken for large projects, such as major road, rail or 
infrastructure investment." 

2.30 To allow a consistent review of the various projects across Europe, 14 criteria were 
defined within this research as shown in Table 1. Although this framework has primarily been 
used in research it also provides a useful list of questions which the promoters of rural 
transport projects could usefully consider. 
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Table 1 - VIRGIL criteria for evaluating rural transport schemes 
 
Criterion Sub-criterion 

Is service only means of public transport in the area? 
Is it a supplementary service to regular services? 

1: Operational viability 

Does the service substitute a previous service? 
Reservation of service? 
Ticketing system? 
Information system? 

2: Use of telematics Has telematics been 
utilised in: 

Traffic planning, e.g. routing? 
Freight in passenger traffic? 3: Potential for integrated passenger / 

freight transport  Passengers in freight traffic? 
In the same region 
In the same country 

4: Applicability  Is a similar service concept 
in use: 

In other European countries 
Total annual cost of operation 
Ticket (fares) revenues (passengers and freight) 
Annual surplus / deficit 
Financing of deficit 

5: Economic viability Can economic 
viability be determined based on the 
following indicators: 

Continuation of financing 
6: Geographical coverage Has the service brought new areas within service which have 

not had previous public transport services? 
Elderly people 
Disabled people 

7: Social viability Has the service 
particularly improved / decreased the 
mobility for:  School children 

Route 
Stops 
Checkpoints 

8: Flexibility of service Is there any degree 
of flexibility of the service with regard to: 

Timetable 
What is the standard passenger capacity? 
Are there any special comfort features? 
Is there wheelchair access? 
Is there low-floor access? 

9: Technical suitability of vehicle fleet  

Is there separate access to a freight space? 
Vehicle drivers and assistants 10: Training of personnel Is there special 

training for: Reservation personnel 
Reservation via Travel Despatch Centre or in-vehicle mobile 
phone / radio link 

11: Efficiency of reservation and data 
collection system Have the following 
systems been considered: Automatic, semi-automatic or manual data collection  
12: Reallocation of labour Has the service resulted in re-allocation of resources between 

different public sectors (measurable cross-sector benefits)? 
13: Users’ opinion Is the users’ opinion positive about the service? 
14: Marketing Is there sufficient marketing of the services to users? 

 
2.31 The VIRGIL project has assessed a large number of case studies against the above 
criteria from throughout Europe including over 20 from the UK. It therefore provides a 
powerful source of information on the practical experiences of local authorities and others of 
implementing rural transport projects.  

2.32 Voluntary and community schemes are proving to be successful in many places and 
can provide good value solutions to local needs. To help promote these initiatives there is an 
increasing amount of guidance available to help people organise, research, evaluate, and 
promote successful schemes e.g. Scottish Office 2001, CTA 1997. Successful case studies 
across Scotland are described in these documents. 
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2.33 Research (Scottish Office 1998) has also shown that public transport is little used by 
the majority of people in rural Scotland. Rural residents who use public transport usually do 
not have regular access to a car and confine their trips to short journeys which they can make 
using a reasonably frequent public transport service. Due to lack of provision and flexibility, 
many rural dwellers were unwilling or unable to consider public transport as an alternative 
and are regarded as car dependent. Two main types of car dependence were identified:  

!" Structural dependence - Those who are dependent on their cars because there are 
no viable alternatives 

!" Conscious dependence - Those who rely on their vehicle but could realistically 
undertake their journeys by alternative modes. 

2.34 Cars are regarded as a fundamental necessity by the majority of households in rural 
Scotland, who rely on this mode for the bulk of their travel.  Those in more isolated areas 
make a higher proportion of their journeys by car than those living close to shops, 
employment and services. Income is also an important indicator of car use. 

2.35 There are also interesting trends by journey purpose. Travel by car to a supermarket is 
a car journey common to all people, regardless of location, affluence or remoteness. Having a 
car is also often regarded as crucial to obtaining and keeping employment, and in the most 
peripheral areas car sharing for shopping and employment was prevalent. Consequently, 
many rural dwellers without regular access to a car are still dependent on friends’ or relatives’ 
cars for these sorts of journeys. The majority of non car available households are in and 
around small towns and villages, close to shops, services and at least some employment.  

2.36 To reconcile this car dependence with national transport policy, an integrated 
approach to policy intervention is needed (Farrington et al 2000). Policy benefits can be 
maximised and negative impacts minimised by reducing the need for mobility in rural areas, 
improving accessibility by other means, such as supporting rural services (retail, health, etc.).  
However, the work has identified that progress with practical schemes, supported with 
funding from the relevant agencies, requires an objective method of assessing accessibility 
levels which is calibrated with people’s perceptions of their needs. 

2.37 In any local area conflict and synergy between transport policies and the goals of rural 
development can be identified. When evaluated against the aims of achieving social, 
economic and environmental sustainability, transport policies are seen to have many positive 
elements which seek to improve accessibility via increasing public transport-based mobility 
(e.g. the Public Transport Fund and the Rural Transport Initiative Fund). However some 
policies have conflicting elements, notably fuel tax which has positive environmental benefits 
but potential negative implications for social and economic sustainability.  

 
MEASURING ACCESSIBILITY IN RURAL AREAS 

2.38 There have been various approaches to provide a more robust analytical approach to 
measuring rural accessibility. The relative role of demand and accessibility analysis in 
appraisal has shadowed the perceived need of policy makers to balance efficiency and equity 
aims. Moseley (1979) identified that setting national accessibility standards would be likely to 
increase the need for public support for transport. However, national government experiments 
(Coe and Fairfield 1980) concluded that "People living in rural areas have to adapt to their 
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environment by adopting a lifestyle involving limited mobility or by making their own 
arrangements for transport".  

2.39 In the early 1980s a programme of research in England sought to define a 
methodology for assessing accessibility problems in rural areas (Kilvington and McKenzie 
1985). This work gave further insight into rural accessibility problems, and confirmed that 
travel behaviour and need in rural areas was too complex to be measured accurately by any 
simple formula.  

2.40 A disaggregate approach was therefore needed, so research for the Countryside 
Agency (TAS 1993) suggested that accessibility analysis should consider: 

!" The category of person 

!" The availability of a car 

!" The journey purpose. 

2.41 The extent to which any person faces an accessibility problem will depend upon a 
combination of these three characteristics. This work suggested a research programme to 
identify levels of rural accessibility across Europe, compare accessibility for urban and rural 
dwellers, and to benchmark standards of rural accessibility. However this research was not 
taken forward and there continues to be very limited accessibility analysis in developing 
practical initiatives. 

2.42 At a European level in the early 1990s peripherality indices were developed to define 
criteria for financial support. The European Commission continues to favour this approach, 
and Scottish economic development agencies now also use such peripherality indices as a tool 
for regional policy targeting and evaluation.  

2.43 In Scotland various measuring techniques have been used in rural areas for 
accessibility (Copus 2000, SIRP 2000). Most of these analyses have used distance or drive 
times to represent the deterrent effect of existing transport supply. This can be helpful in 
understanding the spatial pattern of activity but does not allow alternative transport options to 
be evaluated. This is discussed further in Chapter 5. 

2.44 Where accessibility has been measured, (Halden et al 1995) it has been found that 
remote economies can be more self contained than intermediate rural areas, giving better 
accessibility to a few essential services such as work and shopping. However remote 
economies face particular challenges in achieving accessibility to more specialised services 
such as regional hospitals. 

2.45 A recent Scottish review of accessibility measuring techniques (Scottish Executive 
2000) suggested a practical framework for accessibility analysis including for rural areas. Any 
accessibility issue must be defined in terms of four categories:  

!" The type of person.  

!" Whether accessibility at the trip origin or destination is being considered.  

!" What is the policy issue being considered.  
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!" What methodology is to being used to calculate accessibility. 

2.46 The main elements in each category are summarised in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 - Framework for Accessibility Analysis 
 

Category Elements 
Car available 
Non car available 

Type of person 

Mobility impaired 

People by age, socio-economic group, 
gender, ethnic group etc. 

Origin or destination Origin accessibility defines access to work, shops etc. 
Destination accessibility defines access of shops, employment 
locations etc. 

Policy issue Accessibility by/of walk and cycle 
Accessibility to/of opportunities by transport system 
Access to/of the transport system itself 
Accessibility by/of freight 
Comparisons of accessibility measures 

Methodology Opportunity, or Value Measures at a level of complexity and 
accuracy commensurate with the appraisal need. 

2.47 This approach is structured using the same three main categories identified in 2.2 but 
expanded to include practical methodologies and to reflect policy appraisal needs. It is equally 
applicable to urban and rural areas. However it also highlights that, although accessibility 
analysis is very flexible, it can become complex or confusing if the policy questions being 
asked are not identified at the outset. Clear policies relating to a group of people for a 
particular purpose can be analysed easily using accessibility techniques. Vague aspirations for 
better accessibility are often more clearly analysed by looking at the narrower concept of 
mobility.  

2.48 A national accessibility target for rural areas in England was set in the 10 year 
transport plan (DETR 2000). This seeks to increase the proportion of the rural population 
living within 10 minutes walk of an hourly or better bus service by one third by 2010. It is not 
clear how this target was arrived at but a similar target for Scotland would introduce pressure 
to divert funding towards less remote rural areas where higher population densities and more 
frequent bus services would make the target threshold achievable. Off major inter-urban 
corridors hourly or better bus services are generally only seen within commuter rural areas. 

2.49 For Scottish rural areas a target for access to the transport system would be more 
difficult to define since some of the best current practice involves targeted services for 
particular population groups on specified days of the week. Nevertheless recent research 
(Scottish Executive 2000) suggested that national accessibility targets for Scotland would be 
an effective way for Government to commit to policy delivery without becoming involved in 
the detailed scheme planning which is best handled at a local level. Targets by trip purpose 
and population group would provide the level of focus needed to implement policy aims 
whilst recognising Scotland's diversity. 

2.50 A major constraint on analysis of accessibility is the availability of spatially 
referenced data. However the increasing development of geographical information systems 
(GIS) means that data are becoming much more widely available for both the distribution of 
population by characteristics and on services such as employment locations and shops.  
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2.51 A comprehensive review of spatially referenced data for rural areas has recently been 
undertaken (SIRP 2000). This has identified how data on rural services could be linked and 
analysed through the use of the Scottish Executive Geographical Information Systems 
(SEGIS). The work has suggested the progressive development of national data to cover 
locations of: 

!" GPs, Hospitals, Dentists, Chemists 

!" Primary Schools, Secondary Schools, FE & HE Colleges, Universities 

!" Post Offices, Banks and Building Societies 

!" Supermarkets, Independent Grocers 

!" Petrol Stations 

2.52 There is already a very large amount of spatially referenced data within SEGIS for 
these services and for population and household characteristics and further development and 
refinement of these data is in progress. 

2.53 As part of the development of SEGIS it was proposed that accessibility indicators 
could be included for rural areas. To date drive time isochrones have been used. The 
advantages and disadvantages of this approach were considered in research for the Scottish 
Executive and are summarised in Table 3 (SIRP 2000). 
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Table 3 - The use of Drive Time Isochrones in SIRP 
 
Advantages Disadvantages 
!" For the purposes of the Scottish 

Household Survey analysis, a drivetime 
threshold of 30 minutes was used for 
defining ‘accessibility’. This is viewed 
as a ‘cut-off’ drivetime which people are 
prepared to travel for in order to reach 
many services. 

!" Drive time accessibility assumes 
accessibility is inextricably linked with 
car travel. For those people without use 
of a car at all times for whatever reason, 
accessibility is much more likely to be a 
function of public transport routing and 
scheduling. 

!" Perceived as a simple indicator which 
will be understood. 

!" The location of centroids from which to 
calculate drivetime isochrones is a 
potential source of disagreement. 

 !" A 30 minute isochrone from a large town 
or city may barely reach the edge of the 
town giving a misleading picture of 
accessibility since secondary centres may 
be available nearer the periphery of the 
town. 

 !" They are generally based on average 
vehicle speeds and even for roads of the 
same class speeds may vary significantly 
and by time of day. 

 !" Maps can be aesthetically unpleasing so 
software packages tend to interpolate 
between points on a road network 
producing ‘star’ patterns with broad 
extensions rather than linear extensions 
of road networks. 

2.54 Overall, the research concludes that, lines delineating 30 minute drive times should be 
seen as ‘fuzzy’ and decisions based on this classification which directly affect areas close to 
boundaries should take account of this fact.  

2.55 Drive time isochrones are not therefore considered to be a final solution, but rather an 
interim step towards measuring rural accessibility.  
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CHAPTER THREE THE STUDY AREAS  
 
 
SELECTION 

3.1 Rural areas have diverse characteristics so the aim was to select study areas to reflect 
as wide a range of this diversity as possible. Within the strategic classification of rural areas 
as remote, intermediate or commuter there are many different accessibility characteristics. Of 
particular importance is the need to consider areas by the nature of their economy to include 
wealthy, poor, growing and declining economies. 

3.2 There was also a need to ensure that a range of transport characteristics were covered 
including: 

!" levels of car ownership,  

!" the level and quality of bus, taxi and rail services 

!" the quality of the road network including links to the strategic road network.  

!" Areas where local initiatives have sought to improve rural transport through 
innovative approaches to transport provision . 

3.3 In consultation with the Project Advisory Group the five case study areas shown in 
Table 4 were selected. 
 
Table 4 - Case Study Areas 
 
Area Characteristics Reason for Selection 
West Aberdeenshire Mixed, commuter/ 

affluent/agricultural. 
Several local centres. Variety of public 
transport including community transport 
schemes operating. 

East Ayrshire Agricultural and 
declining industrial 
area.. 

Pockets of high unemployment. Local 
economic restructuring underway. Parts 
of the area remote rural with marginal 
farming. Very little community transport 
and public transport the responsibility of 
the PTE. 

Caithness/ 
Sutherland 

Remote mainland  Sparsely populated and  generally ‘thin’ 
public transport with pockets of poverty. 

East Lothian Affluent commuter 
 

High proportion of high income 
commuters and relatively good public 
transport. Important influence of major 
nearby urban area combined with local 
agricultural economic base. Well 
established demand responsive bus 
services. 

Wigtownshire area 
in Dumfries and 
Galloway 

Strongly rural/ 
agricultural  

Discrete market centre with limited 
public transport. Good examples of 
different community transport schemes. 
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3.6 The study areas are shown in Figure 1. 
 

Figure 1 - Case Study Areas 

3.7 For each case study area, surveys were undertaken as follows: 

!" A survey of local authorities and transport operators to identify trends within rural 
transport and plans being put in place to respond to, or influence these trends. This 
includes data collection on public and community transport in the area covering 
routes, timetables, passenger numbers, trends and plans for the future.  

!" A postal survey with questionnaires sent to 10% of the residents in the area 
seeking information on travel patterns and attitudes to transport.  

!" A telephone survey of about 50 residents in each area to follow up the postal 
responses with more detailed perceptions and views of accessibility issues  

!" One focus group in each area, with a small number of those interviewed from the 
telephone surveys, to explore issues emerging from the telephone surveys 
particularly potential solutions to accessibility problems.   

3.8 To provide the background for these surveys it is interesting to start by placing the 
study areas in context. A strategic analysis has therefore been undertaken looking at broad, 
regional accessibility to major centres and higher/middle order services.  



 18 

STRATEGIC ACCESSIBILITY CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDY AREAS 

3.9 The strategic analysis starts by looking at average road travel-time to major urban 
centres, and then maps patterns of accessibility to major shopping centres and to regional 
health care facilities. The analysis has been undertaken at a postcode sector level covering the 
whole of Scotland but looking at the case study areas in detail. It must be emphasised that 
postcode sectors do not provide a level of detail sufficient for the analysis of rural policies. 
The strategic analysis has been undertaken to illustrate the strategic accessibility context for 
each of the study areas and postcode sectors provide sufficient detail for this. The 
methodology is described in detail in Appendix A.  

3.10 The choice of “key services” for looking at strategic accessibility is a difficult one, 
although a potentially very long wish list is effectively constrained by the availability of 
appropriate data. Within the resources of this project it is only feasible to generate a limited 
number of travel-time surfaces under the three categories below: 

!" Specialist Services - There are four cities in Scotland with a population of more 
than 150,0001, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Dundee. These represent the 
top level of the urban hierarchy. They each offer the broadest range of specialist 
goods and services and are thus an appropriate focus for analysis of accessibility to 
such high level requirements. 

!" Middle Order Shopping Services - Below the top tier of specialist services there is 
a long “tail” of smaller service centres, each providing a different combination of 
shopping opportunities, some perhaps higher level, covering a relatively large 
hinterland, others purely local. At the medium levels of the hierarchy these 
hinterlands appear to overlap to a considerable degree, so that adjacent towns of 
roughly comparable size may offer different and complementary goods and 
services to largely the same area. 

!" Middle Order Hospitals Services - Key medical facilities have been defined in 
terms of accident and emergency units, general surgery centres and maternity 
hospitals. This list is clearly incomplete, but it is illustrative of what can be done 
through GIS analysis. 

3.11 Generally speaking the highest order of goods and services (in other words the most 
specialised/expensive/infrequently used, and in pursuit of which most people are prepared to 
travel the longest distances) are found only in the largest cities, where a sufficient market is 
available both within the city itself, and in its large surrounding “hinterland”. The time it 
takes to travel to the nearest high order service centre is a significant aspect of the 
accessibility. Examples of such services are specialised shops, financial and legal services, 
regional/national theatre and concert venues etc. The four largest cities in Scotland, Glasgow, 
Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Dundee are distinguished by the presence of a large number of such 
high order services. Carlisle and Newcastle-upon-Tyne were also included in the analysis to 
avoid boundary effects. 

                                                 
1 Several other “conurbations” may exceed this threshold. However these are not easily represented as point 
locations, and it is convenient at this point to restrict the analysis to these four. 
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3.12 The pattern revealed by Figure 2 brings no great surprises, with a broad NW-SE trend 
in accessibility reflecting the location of the main cities, and highlighting the well known 
problems of the Highlands and Islands.  

3.13 Turning to middle order services, a different approach to the identification of 
destinations is required, since it is much more difficult to identify a precise list of towns 
associated with a broad band of services. A simpler approach is to select particular services 
within the middle order, and to identify the destinations where these services are available. 
Two types of “middle order” services which previous research has shown to be of particular 
concern to rural residents are medium sized shopping centres, and medical services such as 
maternity units and accident and emergency centres.  

3.14 Medium sized shopping centres are considered to be the sort of place visited 
occasionally for a full or half day’s shopping, perhaps for specific items of clothing, or for 
Christmas gifts. In the absence of any published data, it was decided that such shopping 
centres could best be selected on the base of certain “indicator “ retailers. A medium order 
shopping centre was defined as a location where three or more of these retailers are present. 
Thirteen Scottish towns/cities, namely Aberdeen, Ayr, Dumfries, Dundee, East Kilbride, 
Falkirk, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Inverness, Kilmarnock, Kirkcaldy, Perth and Stirling, satisfy 
this criterion. The Northern  English towns of Carlisle and Newcastle–upon-Tyne were also 
included. 

3.15 Access to these centres is shown in Figure 3. Although most of the shopping centres 
are in the Central Belt or along the East  Coast, and there are therefore many similarities 
between this pattern and the one shown in Figure 2,  the presence of Inverness (a city of only 
44,000 people) results in an “oasis” of more accessible postcode sectors in central Highland. 
This neatly illustrates the inadequacies of simple urban population as a proxy for the role of 
different towns and cities as service centres. Accessibility indicators, based on distance from 
settlements above a certain size, may be misleading since some settlements have a service 
function above that normally associated with their size by virtue of their remoteness and lack 
of competition. 

3.16 Rural accessibility issues come to the fore in family life in a particularly powerful way 
at times when specialist medical assistance is needed. GP surgeries are fairly widely 
distributed and not usually very far from their customers. However, due to scale economies, 
various hospital functions are provided at a relatively limited number of locations, and 
journey times from remote rural locations may be surprisingly long. 

3.17 The closure of rural maternity units has been a sensitive political issue, since 
centralisation causes anxiety in relation to emergency admissions, and the ease with which 
relatives and friends can visit mother and baby after the birth. Similarly, the closure of rural 
accident and emergency centres has engendered concerns regarding the possible threat to life 
associated with long journeys to hospital in emergency cases (even though smaller centres 
may not have had the specialist expertise available to provide optimum care).  

3.18 Figure 4 reveals a rather complex and apparently inconsistent pattern of accessibility 
to maternity units. Provision seems relatively sparse in mainland Highland, and in Scottish 
Borders and Dumfries and Galloway. There appears to be, for instance no provision between 
Inverness and Wick, a distance of 100 miles, and no mainland provision on the West Coast 



 20 

north of Fort William2. Some island areas are, by contrast, relatively well served (for example 
Arran, Islay, S Uist, Lewis and the Northern Isles) and have modest journey times. It has to be 
stressed, however that such a map cannot take account of various local solutions (perhaps 
provided by local GP practices, and involving delivery at home) which may well compensate 
for poor access to in patient maternity care in sparsely populated areas. A more objective 
assessment would need to take account of variations in policy and approach to provision 
between the different health boards. This is beyond the scope of the present project. 

3.19 The map of travel time to the nearest accident and emergency unit (Figure 5) shows 
that the latter outnumber maternity units almost two to one (93 and 47 respectively). Their 
distribution is rather denser than that of maternity units in the eastern half of Scotland, but 
fairly similar in its sparsity in the north and west, where parts of Sutherland, Upland Tayside, 
Argyll and several Island areas are more than one and a half hours from the nearest accident 
and emergency unit. However, again, the map cannot take into account special provision in 
remote areas, through local GP surgeries for minor accidents, or the use of a helicopter in 
major incidents. 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 However, the Skye Bridge now improves access from Lochalsh to the unit at Portree. 
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Figure 2: Road Travel Time to Nearest City  (>150,000) by Rural Postcode Sector 








































































































































