
Multi-Modal Rural 
Planning

Understanding 
Demands and 

Solutions

Todd Litman
Victoria Transport Policy Institute

Presented 

Manitoba Planning Conference

Winnipeg, MB
11 May 2017



Rural Mobility Needs

1. Isolation and high transport 

costs

2. Relatively high portion of 

seniors, retirees, people with 

disabilities.

3. High poverty rates.

4. Increasing health and 

environmental concerns.

5. Special needs, such as 

commuter and tourist travel



Urban Versus Rural

Urban Rural

Development 

conditions Dense, mixed, growing, expensive Dispersed, low or negative growth

Development 

type
Commercial centers (downtowns), 

urban neighborhoods and suburbs

Villages, towns, farms and 

openspace

Transport 

conditions Multi-modal More automobile-dependent

Transport 

type
Sidewalks, paths, bikelanes, public 

transit, roads Mainly roads.

Transport 

problems

Traffic and parking congestion, 

poverty

Inadequate mobility for non-

drivers, poverty, unpaved and 

poorly-maintained roads

Unaffordability, traffic risks, inadequate physical activity, etc



Senior Population by Location



Mobility Constraints by Age



Ability to Drive by Age and Location



Healthy Disparities 

Rural  communities 

tend to have high 

rates of:
• Disabilities

• Poor nutrition

• Obesity, 

• Alcoholism 

• Poor mental health

Healthy Rural Communities 

Tool Kit A Guide for Rural 

Municipalities

Public Health Ontario



Youth Driver’s Licensure



Valuing Transport Diversity

Diverse travel demands requires diverse 

travel options. An efficient and equitable 

transportation system is diverse so users 

can choose the best mode for each trip:

• Walking and cycling for local errands.

• Public transit for travel on major 

corridors and to serve non-drivers.

• Automobile travel when it is truly most 

efficient, considering all impacts.



Transit’s Roles  

Public transit plays various roles in an efficient and 

equitable transportation system:

• Basic mobility for non-drivers. A portion of community residents 

(typically 20-40%) cannot or should not drive and so depend on 

walking, cycling, public transit and ridesharing. Without public 

transit they either lack mobility or require chauffeuring. Transit 

therefore reduces chauffeuring burdens.

• Affordable mobility, including fuel savings for longer trips and 

allows some households to reduce their vehicle ownership.

• Reducing traffic congestion on major corridors, and reducing 

parking problems (e.g., downtown and at university).

• Supports certain industries, such as higher education (colleges 

and universities), tourism, retirement industries, and 

businesses that require numerous lower-wage employees.

• Can be a catalyst for compact urban development (transit-

oriented development).



Types of Non-Drivers
Transit User Types Prevalence Consequences if Transit 

is Unavailable

Seniors who do not or should 
not drive

10-20% of residents and 

increasing Lack mobility, require 

chauffeuring (special vehicle 

travel to transport a non-driver), 

or move to another community 

with better transport options

People with disabilities 3-5% of residents

Adolescents (12-20 years) 5-15% of residents

Stay-at-home parents in single-
vehicle household Varies

Low-income households 20-40% of households

Lack mobility or spend an 

excessive portion of budgets on 

transport

Drivers who temporarily lack a 
vehicle Varies

Lack mobility, require 

chauffeuring or expensive taxis

Tourists and visitors Varies

Lack mobility or visit other areas 

with better transport options

Law-abiding drinkers Varies 

Drive impaired, risking citations 

and crashes



Transport Diversity Benefits

Residents of communities with 

diverse transport systems:

• Save money

• Spend less total time driving

• Have lower traffic fatality rates

• Are healthier 

Even people who do not use 

these modes benefit from 

reduced traffic and parking 

congestion, reduced 

chauffeuring burdens, and 

increased traffic safety.



Who Values Improved Options?

• Youths 8-18 (about 20% of total population).

• Seniors who do not or should not drive (about 

10% of total population and increasing).

• Adults with certain disabilities (3-5%).

• Law-abiding drinkers.

• Lower income households that want to 

minimize automobile expenses.

• People who walk or bike for enjoyment and 

health.

• Pets who walk or bike for enjoyment and 

health.

• Motorists who want to avoid chauffeuring non-

drivers.

Rural areas tend to have high rates of:
• Seniors

• Poverty

• Isolation

• Ill health



Savings and Benefits

Users Motorists Local Economies

• More independent 

mobility

• Economic opportunity 

• Financial savings

• Reduced accident and 

assault risk

• Improved public fitness 

and health

• Reduced impaired 

driving citation or 
accident risk

• Reduced chauffeuring 

burdens

• Reduced traffic risks 

(due to less higher-risk 

driving)

• Reduced traffic and 

parking congestion

• Improved mobility 

option for times when 
they cannot drive

• Retains and attract 

more residents

• Increases tourism 

by non-drivers

• Helps attract major 

employers such as 

colleges and 
hospitals



Strategic Development Objectives 

1. Supports growing economic sectors including 

education (colleges and university), tourism 

and retirement communities.

2. Is a catalyst for compact, downtown 

redevelopment – a popular trend. 

3. Saves households money, particularly if they 

can reduce their vehicle ownership.

4. Improves disadvantaged residents’ economic 

opportunity, and expands the pool of potential 

low-wage workers available to businesses.

5. Can help reduce road and parking facility cost, 

and traffic accident rates.

6. Supports public fitness and health.



Social Services Perspective

• Every community incudes people who for 

various reasons cannot or should not drive. 

Many of them rely on public transit for basic 

mobility: access to schools, jobs, healthcare 

shopping and services.

• Many people will at some point experience 

disabilities or other constraints that limit their 

ability to drive. Public transit is comparable to 

a lifeboat, available if it is ever needed.

• Without adequate mobility services, non-

drivers are isolated or drivers must chauffeur 

non-drivers family members and friends.



Affordability as a Planning Issue

2009 National Household 

Travel Survey 

respondents ranked the 

“Price of Travel” most 

important of the six 

transport issues 

considered.
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Affordability

Households in 

multi-modal 

communities can 

save thousands of 

dollars annually in 

transportation 

costs.



Comparing Expenditures 

Public transit costs are 

small compared with 

total vehicle, road and 

parking costs for 

automobile travel. 
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U.S. Crash Rates
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Safety Impacts



Healthy Rural Communities



What Gets People Moving?

Walking is a natural 

and essential 

activity. If you ask 

sedentary people 

what physical 

activity they will 

most likely to stick 

with, walking usually 

ranks first.
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Complete Streets

A Complete Street is 
designed for all activities, 
abilities, and travel modes. 
Complete Streets provide 
safe and comfortable 
access for pedestrians, 
cyclists, transit users and 
motorists, and a livable 
environment for visitors, 
customers, employees and 
residents in the area.



Complete Streets Design Features

• Sidewalks

• Cross walks

• Bike lanes

• Traffic speed reductions (traffic 
calming)

• Bus lanes

• Bus stops

• Traffic lanes 

• Center turn lanes

• On-street parking

• Landscaping and street furniture



State Highways and Mainstreets

Complete streets 

planning is particularly 

appropriate where 

highways pass through 

small towns and 

villages. This ensures 

that these roadways 

accommodate walking, 

cycling, driving, public 

transit, parking and 

commercial activities.  
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Multi-Modal LOS

New indicators can  

be used to 

evaluate multiple 

modes. 

This is critical for 

creating more 

efficient and 

diverse 

transportation 

systems. 



Walking and Cycling Improvements

• More investment in 

sidewalks, crosswalks, 

paths and bike lanes.

• Improved roadway 

shoulders.

• More traffic calming.

• Bicycle parking and 

changing facilities.

• Encouragement, education 

and enforcement programs. 
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Rural Cycling Level-Of-Service

• Presence and quality of roadway shoulders, particularly on 

busier roads. (The Oregon Department of Transportation 

has established road shoulder standards, which require 

additional width as motor vehicle traffic volumes increase).

• Motor vehicle traffic speeds (lower is better) and traffic law 

enforcement (higher is better).

• Quantity and quality of cycling trails, including surfaced 

(for road bikes) and rough (for mountain bikes).

• Presence of public transit services that connect rural 

communities and larger cities, particularly if they carry 

bicycles.

• Presence of a bicycle shop in the community.

• Quality of cycling maps and guides.

• Suitable camping and hostel facilities for bicycle tourists.

• Cycling education and encouragement programs.

• Quality of food and drink (cycling is just an excuse to eat).



Road Shoulder Standards
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ADT < 

250
ADT 250-

400
ADT 400-

DHV 100
DHV 100-

200
DHV 200-

400
DHV 

>400

Rural Arterials 1.2 1.2 1.8 1.8 2.4 2.4

Rural Collectors 0.6 0.6 1.2 1.8 2.4 2.4

Rural Local Routes 0.6 0.6 1.2 1.8 1.8 2.4

ADT = Average Daily Traffic  
DHV = Design Hour Volume (0.6 = 2 ft; 1.2 = 4 ft.; 1.8 = 6 ft; 2.4 = 8 ft.)

On rural roads, pedestrians and cyclists travel on roads. As traffic 
volumes increase so does the need for adequate road shoulders. The 
Oregon DOT developed these recommended road shoulder standards.
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Types of Rural Public Transit
Name Description Service Quality User Costs Public Costs

Taxi Subsidies

Private taxies receive subsidies 

for certain types of trips. Users 
pay any additional fares.

Moderate to high, 

depending on local taxi 
service availability.

Varies depending on 

size of subsidy and 
length of trip. Varies.

Volunteer 

Drivers – Own 
Vehicles

Non-profit organizations 

coordinate volunteer drivers who 
provide rides in their own vehicles.

Low. Limited to what 
volunteers can provide.

Users may be asked 
to help pay for gas.

Varies. May help 
reimburse drivers.

Community 
buses

Non-profit organizations use 

volunteer or paid drivers to offer 
subsidized van or bus rides.

Low to moderate, depending 
on resources.

Varies. Users may be 

asked to help pay 
expenses.

Low. Helps fund 
vehicles.

Paratransit 

(Demand 
Response)

Non-profit organizations or 

government agencies coordinate 

paid drivers using vans or small 
buses.

Moderate, depending on 
resources.

Varies. Generally 

requires a fare of 
several dollars. High.

Vanpool 
services

A transportation agency or 

employer group helps organize 
commuter vanpools

Good for longer commute 
trips

Low compared with 

driving a private 
vehicle

Very low. Vanpools 

are generally self-
supporting

Fixed Route 

Transit Bus 
Services

Government agencies or 

contractors operate buses on 
scheduled routes.

High in service area, 
depending on resources.

Generally requires 
moderate fares. Moderate to high. 

Integrated 

Regional  
Transit Services

Local and regional agencies 

coordinate transit services to 
connect communities.

High, depending on funding: 

more funding allows more 
service.

Generally requires 
moderate fares. Moderate to high. 



Transit Station Level-Of-Service

• Clean

• Comfort (seating, 
temperature, quiet)

• Convenience (real-time user 
information, easy fare 
payment)

• Accessible (walkability, bike 
parking, nearby housing, 
employment, nearby shops)

• Services (refreshments, 
periodicals, etc.)

• Security



Public Transport Revenue Options

• Dedicated Property Taxes

• Land Value Capture (special property taxes)

• Dedicated Fuel Tax

• Commercial Parking Surtax

• Expand pricing of public parking

• Per-space Parking Levy

• Employee Levies

• Transportation Impact Fee



Rural Transportation Management

• Improve walking and cycling facilities for 

transport, recreation and exercise.

• Improve public transit services, including 

bus and rail stations and shelters.

• Integrate bus and bicycling. 

• Improve user information concerning 

transport options.

• Use context sensitive roadway design to 

accommodate local needs.

• Manage tourist and special event 

transport.

• Redevelop downtowns and villages.



Ridesharing

Ridesharing (car- and 

van-pooling) can be 

very cost-effective, and 

is particularly 

appropriate in rural 

areas.  



Rural Smart Growth

• Revitalize village and town centers. 

• Meet diverse housing needs. 

• Provide transportation options 

including walking, cycling, public 

transit, ridesharing and taxi. 

• Improve public fitness and health.

• Protect natural habitats. 

• Strengthen local economies. 

• Support productive agriculture. 

• Preserve historic and cultural 

resources. 

• Create efficient public infrastructure. 

• Efficient and renewable energy. 



Parking Management

Various strategies that 
result in more efficient 
use of parking supply



Affordable-Accessible Housing

• Create walkable villages, towns and 

urban neighborhoods.

• Locate affordable housing in 

accessible areas, near services and 

jobs, walkable and public transit.

• Diverse, affordable housing options 

(secondary suites, rooms over 

shops, loft apartments).

• Reduce parking requirements and 

unbundle parking.

• Reduce property taxes and utility 

fees for infill housing.

• Aging in place

• Inclusive communities

• Economic opportunity 



Example: Mobility Needs Index

Identifying and Satisfying the 
Mobility Needs of North Dakota’s 
Transit System (Mattson and 
Hough 2015) analyzed 
demographic and economic 
trends that affect transit 
demands to estimate future 
transit demands and funding 
needs. 

They calculated a Mobility Need 
Index for each county. 



Example: Travel Washington Intercity Bus

Washington State’s Travel 
Washington Intercity Bus 
Program contracts with 
private companies to 
provide services to many 
rural communities. The 
State Department of 
Transportation works 
with communities to 
design the program and 
select service providers 



Example – Olympic Peninsula Transit

Washington State’s Olympic 

Peninsula has numerous towns 

and villages located in six 

counties each with its own public 

transit system. It possible to 

travel between these 

communities by public transit.

▪ Terminals in each town. 

▪ Convenient user information. 

▪ Integrating schedules.

▪ Bike racks on all buses.

▪ Sidewalks and highway 

shoulders for cyclists.



Olympic Peninsula Transit Services



Example: Highway of Tears

The so-called Highway of Tears is a 724 kilometer 

stretch of northern British Columbia highway where 

numerous low-income, First Nations women have 

been assaulted, murdered or disappeared while 

hitchhiking between rural communities. To address 

this risk, a major symposium in 2006, and the federal 

Missing Women Commission in 2012, both of which 

recommended the establishment of transit services 

on the corridor, but as of 2015 no service is planned. 

This is an example of the tendency of transport 

planning to undervalue non-drivers’ needs. The BC 

Ministry of Transportation collects data on vehicle 

travel and traffic crashes, and invests significant 

resources to improve vehicle travel conditions and 

safety, but collects little data on non-drivers travel 

needs and risks, such as assaults while hitchhiking. 

Numerous public studies have 

examined the Highway of Tears risks, 

but none have addressed it simply as a 

rural transport planning issue. The BC 

Ministry of Transportation has done little 

to evaluate or reduce this risk.



Example: Ride To Wellness

Rides to Wellness (R2W) is 
non‐emergency medical transport 
program available to residents of 
Union County in rural Oregon. 

The program provides 3,000‐14,000 
annual round trips in an area with an 
estimated 1,100‐5,000 residents who 
lack transportation to medical 
services. This is estimated to provide 
benefits $2.2‐9.8m annual net 
benefits.
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Example: Malahat Highway 

Several options are being 

considered to address 

congestion problems on the 

Malahat highway north of 

Victoria, BC. Current 

proposals have $500 million 

to $1.5 billion capital costs, 

or about $30 to $60 million in 

annualized costs.
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Multi-Modal Solution

• Bus frequency: 60-minute peak headways (18 

daily trips).

• Bus fares: $3-$6 per trip, $120 monthly passes.

• Vanpool fares: 20% subsidy ($50-$100 per month)

• Commute trip reduction programs: 30% of 

commuters.

• HOV priority: saves 3-5 minutes per trip.

• General marketing along corridor: moderate.

• Pricing reforms: parking cash out and Pay-As-

You-Drive insurance. No road pricing.

• User information services: moderate

• Results: 5-15% shift

• Annualized Costs: $1-3 million



Themes For Building Support 

1. Identify demographic and economic trends 

that are increasing public transit demand.

2. Show ridership growth and latent demand 

(increased ridership with improved service).

3. Identify ways that public transit helps achieve 

regional development objectives (financial 

savings to governments and businesses, 

economic development, improved quality of 

life).

4. Demonstrate that public transit benefits non-

users.

5. Demonstrate positive economic returns from 

public transit investments.

6. Demonstrate fiscal responsibility.



Potential Advocacy Partners

Benefit Potential Partners

Traffic congestion reduction Transportation agencies, motorists

Parking congestion reductions

Local transport agencies, motorists, developers, 

businesses and economic development 

associations

Improved public safety and health

Transportation agencies, public health agencies 

and advocacy organizations

Basic mobility for non-drivers and 

increased affordability

Social service organizations, advocacy groups for 

seniors, low-income and people with disabilities

Local economic development and 

increased real estate values

Business and economic development 

organizations, developers and real estate 

industries

Energy conservation and emission 

reductions

Environmental and economic development 

organizations 

Improved service Current and potential transit users



Supported by Professional Organizations

• International City/County 

Management Association

• Institute of Transportation 

Engineers

• American Planning Association

• American Public Health Assoc.

• Center for Disease Control

• Federal, state, regional and 

local planning agencies

• World Health Organization

• National Governor’s 

Association

• And much more...



Small Town & Rural Multimodal Networks



Rural Transit and Connectivity



Main Street, California Guide



Rural Smart Growth

Goals:

1. Support the rural landscape by 

creating an economic climate that 

enhances the viability of working lands 

and conserves natural lands; 

2. Help existing places thrive by taking 

care of assets and investments such as 

downtowns, Main Streets, existing 

infrastructure, and places that the 

community values; and 

3. Create great new places by building 

vibrant, enduring neighborhoods and 

communities that people, especially 

young people, don’t want to leave. 



Smart Growth Assessment

Rural smart growth self-assessment:  

• Revitalize village and town centers. 

• Strengthen the local economy. 

• Engage and connect community members. 

• Improve health and promote active living.

• Protect natural habitats and ecosystems. 

• Support productive agriculture. 

• Meet housing needs for different ages and 

incomes. 

• Preserve historic and cultural resources. 

• Provide transportation choices. 

• Invest in efficient public infrastructure. 

• Use energy efficiently and renewable energy.
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“Safe Travels: Evaluating Mobility Management Traffic Safety 
Benefits”

“Evaluating Active Transportation Benefits and Costs”

“Evaluating Public Transportation Health Benefits”

“Transportation Pricing for Traffic Safety”

“Selling Smart Growth”

“If Health Matters”

“Online TDM Encyclopedia”

and more...

www.vtpi.org


