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The definition of “rural” is subjective, but often raises a mental image of remoteness, challenging weather, and timber lorries hurtling along single-track roads. For many, the notion of driving is seen as an absolute necessity for rural residents and visitors alike.

However, these perceptions overlook that many, perhaps most, settlements considered “rural”, are actually located on arterial public transport routes and path networks, with many outlying houses and hamlets within a 20-minute walk, wheel, or cycle from local services. 

Given how many rural settlements were established (and sometimes even more populated) well before the rise of the Motor Vehicle, could it be that barriers to active travel are not actually related to distance and location? 

Perhaps the lack of safe active travel provision, combined with modern expectations to live life at a rapid pace, present a much bigger obstacle. 

An abundance of cars has not prevented the depopulation of rural areas.

Where there is little or no provision for walking, wheeling, and cycling, the perceived safest option, even over short distances, might currently be to drive. 

This is of significant concern where many people do not have access to a car. 

Of nine Scottish local authority regions at the maximum risk of transport poverty, all are in rural regions, with Na h-Eileanan Siar and Highland most at risk. 

In Highland, 20% of households have no access to a private car. In Na h-Eileanan Siar, the figure is 23% - nearly 1 in 4.*

There is also the continuous problem of damage to roads caused by traffic volumes, especially tourist traffic which can be significantly greater than local traffic. Roads maintenance is expensive – leaving local authorities with the difficult balance of investing in new active travel infrastructure versus keeping existing roads in good condition. 

Rural regions with extensive road networks are particularly affected. The assumed need to drive also impacts public transport provision – there is no incentive for a bus company to run a regular service on a route nobody rides.

And yet significant demand for cycling is evident. 

In Highland specifically, 46% of households have access to a bike, and rates of commuting by bicycle are second only to City of Edinburgh. 


High rates of bicycle access are also present in other rural regions, including Moray, Dumfries and Galloway, and Perth and Kinross.* 

Research across the globe suggests a significant uptake of walking, wheeling and cycling where safe, coherent paths are made available – in turn decreasing roads maintenance costs.

Fortunately, the outlook for construction of active travel infrastructure in Scotland is bright, with the budget for this increasing year on year, and with rural local authorities and community groups alike incepting new projects.

What are some softer solutions to make active travel more accessible in rural areas in the interim? 

Here’s a shortlist; 

HGV driver training increases driver awareness of the impact of larger vehicles on non-motorised users sharing the roads

Bikeability for young people inspires greater confidence and freedom from reliance on cars (or parent’s cars!)

Incentives offered such as free ebike trials, community pool ebikes, or affordable ebike hire can show that even longer distance rides need not be an intense workout

Rural group ride-outs can increase a sense of safety for those just getting used to cycling on-road

Operation Close Pass teaches car drivers the safest means to pass an on-road cyclist

Rural employers can support homeworking, accept non-motorised transport to site-based jobs, and remove driving licenses as a requirement within job specifications where possible

Upgrading existing path networks and core paths with an increased width and improved surface, ensuring a fully off-road connection to local services means path users don’t need to steel themselves to brave a stroll along the carriageway.

Ultimately, it is up to individuals to ponder, “Do I really need the car to pick up a few things from the shop?” 

For some of us, the answer will always be “yes” – but for most of us, the answer is “No” more often than we think. 

