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ABSTRACT
We have been aware of the accessibility challenge of remote rural areas for
many years – low (and often declining) population density means that public
transport services are rarely commercially viable, and costly to support.
However, the reliance on private transport can incur a high cost on rural
residents. Furthermore, the difficulties of access to further education and
employment can restrict regeneration/ economic activity in remote rural areas.
Yet, to date, little research has focussed on the individual trade offs between
cost/journey time and the availability of private/public transport made by rural
residents and decisions relating to continuing in education or taking up
suitable employment. Understanding such decision-making processes can
assist policy makers, employers and education providers in remote rural areas
in targeting resources.
The Highlands and Islands is a diverse region and the most sparsely
populated area in the UK, with approximately 460,000 people resident in an
area covering 39,000 square km – a population density of around 11.8
persons/km2 compared to the Scottish average of 65.5 persons/km2.
This paper reports on a study undertaken by Steer Davies Gleave on behalf of
Highlands and Islands Enterprise. The paper presents two detailed case
studies that identified the extent to which high travel costs for work, education
and training result in individuals and households having to make sacrifices to
travel or choosing not to travel. The paper then goes on to identify the wider
impacts in terms of social exclusion and effects on the labour market mobility.
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INTRODUCTION
Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE)1, a government-sponsored
development agency, commissioned Steer Davies Gleave to undertake a
study to assess the affordability of travel for work and education and training
in the Highlands and Islands. The objectives for this work were to:
♦ identify the extent to which high travel costs for work, post-18 education or
training result in individuals and households having to make sacrifices to
travel, or choosing not to travel, especially for those living in the rural
hinterlands of the Highlands and Islands; and
♦ identify the wider impacts in terms of social exclusion and effects on labour
market mobility.
The geographical area covered by this study for Highlands and Islands
Enterprise is vast, incorporating the local authority areas of:
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Argyll and Bute;
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar;
Highland;
Moray;
Arran and the Cumbraes;
Orkney; and
Shetland.

This represents a diverse region, with a mixture of rural and remote rural
areas, as well as several key urban centres such as Inverness, Fort William,
Elgin and smaller, but important, local centres such as Stornoway, Lerwick
and Kirkwall. A large proportion of the region, and its households, are located
in remote and rural areas, in the islands and the west and north mainland,
with significant implications for access to services, jobs and all manner of
other destinations that are often taken for granted.
The Highlands and Islands region has several characteristics that make the
affordability of travel a significant issue. Covering an extensive geographical
area, journeys are often over long distances, and services and facilities are
often harder to access due to this and the low density of the population,
together with a decline in local services and facilities across rural Scotland.
Increasingly, the need to facilitate access to education, employment and
training services is being recognised, and the social and personal costs of the
lack of connectivity and access to such opportunities and services being

1

The HIE network works to unlock the potential of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland and to help
create a strong, diverse and sustainable economy.
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realised. The specific transport needs of rural areas have long been
recognised:
‘the well-being of individuals, families and rural communities depends on
access to employment and to basic services and amenities. Transport is the
main agent enabling people to satisfy these needs’ 2
This remains true today, albeit current terminology relates to social exclusion.
One of the most frequently cited statements on this issue of social exclusion is
the Prime Minister’s description of the problems which the Social Exclusion
Unit was established to deal with. Social exclusion, the Prime Minister said,
was:
‘a short-hand label for what can happen when individuals or areas suffer from
a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low
income, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family
breakdown’3
In Scotland, the term social inclusion is more frequently used (particularly by
the Scottish Executive) than social exclusion. However, this more positive
phrase covers essentially the same issues, and refers to the need to
overcome:
‘the complex set of linked problems centred around lack of opportunity and
diminished life circumstances, including unemployment, poor skills, low
incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, poor health and family
breakdown’4
Social exclusion, or the challenge for social inclusion, has largely the same
end result in both rural and urban areas. But there are some important
differences:5
♦ socially excluded households in rural areas tend to be geographically
scattered. By contrast, social exclusion is often concentrated in urban
areas, especially on housing estates;
♦ the manifestation of social exclusion differs. For example, rural housing
problems may relate more to affordability than to quality and rural jobs
problems may relate more to low pay and seasonality than to
unemployment;
2
3

Pacine M (1984) Rural Geography Harper & Row. Pp 281

Quoted by Countryside Agency, Social Exclusion in the countryside, available at
http://www.countryside.gov.uk/EssentialServices/Social_Inclusion/intro.asp.
4
The Scottish Parliament Information Centre. (2000). The Policy Framework for Tackling Poverty And
Social Exclusion In Scotland. Edinburgh Scottish Parliament Research Paper 00/15 30th August.
5
The Countryside Agency, Social Exclusion in the countryside, available at
http://www.countryside.gov.uk/EssentialServices/Social_Inclusion/intro.asp.
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♦ distance, isolation, sparsity of population and poor access to jobs, services
and other opportunities compound the problems for rural people;
♦ the myth of a rural idyll leads to misconceptions about the countryside,
with many people finding it difficult to believe that social exclusion exists in
green and picturesque surroundings; and
♦ more traditional attitudes in rural areas about self sufficiency and making
do can lead to social exclusion going undeclared or unheeded. Rural
communities may also be seen by others as more self-contained and
mutually supportive, with less need of external support.
Several transport-related factors affect a particular group or individual’s social
inclusion:
♦ Access needs: For example, people who are going to school, employed, or
searching for work, and parents with children or children with elderly
parents, tend to require access to more activities than people who are
retired and have no dependents.
♦ Location and land use: In a more accessible location, destinations are
closer together, reducing the amount of physical travel required to reach a
given set of activities.
♦ Mobility options: People’s ability to travel is affected by the quantity, quality
and affordability of their travel options.
♦ Mobility substitutes: Telecommunications and delivery services can
sometimes substitute for physical mobility, reducing the amount of travel
needed to reach activities.
These factors typically overlap and it is the cumulative effects that determine
an individual’s level of social exclusion, as illustrated below.6

6

th

Todd Litman, Victoria Transport Policy Institute, 4 April 2003. Social Inclusion as a transport planning
issue in Canada. Contribution to the FIA Foundation G7 Comparison.
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The affordability of transport forms part of the Department for Transport (DfT)
Mobility and Inclusion Unit’s (MIU) definition of adequate transport, along with
availability, accessibility and acceptability. Affordability, is defined by MIU as:
‘The extent to which the financial cost of journeys put an individual or
household in the position of having to make sacrifices to travel or the extent to
which they can afford to travel when they want to.’7
It is widely understood that travel costs impact disproportionately on the
lowest paid within society, leading to ‘travel poverty,’ and contributing to social
exclusion, particularly when this is combined with a lack of availability of
transport (be it a private car or public transport). Such availability of transport
is thought to be a particular problem in the Highlands and Islands, where for
many people the private car is the only viable means of transport, and
anecdotal evidence suggests that significant problems are caused by the
large distances travelled between settlements / key employment centres and
the high cost of fuel for private transport.
THIS STUDY
The study consisted of three main elements, looking in depth at two case
study areas – Caithness and Skye.
♦ desk-based assessment of travel costs was undertaken;
♦ survey of local residents in employment, education/training or who were
seeking work; and

7

Social Exclusion and the Provision and Availability of Public Transport, Mobility and Inclusion Unit,
Department for Transport, 2000.
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♦ in-depth one-to-one interviews were held to explore the complex issues for
both individuals and households as a result of travel costs.
Overall, issues associated with limited local well-paid jobs, a tight housing
market and problems of limited transport options / high transport costs all
merge to limit Highlands and Island residents’ opportunities for personal
development, as represented in the figure below.
LIMITING OPPORTUNITIES
Lack of local,
accessible wellpaid jobs

Limiting
opportunities for
personal
development
Tight housing
market

Limited / high
cost transport
options

In this study however we concentrated on the transport element within this
complex set of relationships.
CASE STUDY AREAS
The isle of Skye and the north easterly area of Caithness were chosen as
case study areas for this study. Skye was selected as being representative of
the west coast of the Highlands and Islands and Caithness as being
representative of the mainland and east coast. The two case study areas are
shown in the figure below, also highlighting the public transport network and
main employment sites across the areas.
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CASE STUDY AREAS

Notable traits of Skye, include an unemployment rate that is generally higher
than the HIE area and which is highly seasonal, more than one-quarter of
employees working in companies with 1-4 employees and a growing
population, with a large increase in the percentage of population aged 45 to
64 years.
In Caithness, the unemployment rate is higher than that for the HIE area, and
is similarly seasonal. More than one-third of employees work in companies
with 100 or more employees, a far greater percentage than the HIE area
average. There is still however a dominance of small firms in the area. The
population of the area is declining and showing a trend toward ageing.
TRAVEL NEEDS
For those in employment, those in training or education and jobseekers, the
availability of a car is felt to be essential, especially for those living outwith the
main towns in the Highlands and Islands. Availability is taken here to mean
physical availability and the ability to afford to run the vehicle when required to
reach work, education or training opportunities. For those without a car, the
availability of public transport is critical. Here, availability means public
transport services operating to the sites of jobs, education/training that people
need to travel to and at times which make it viable for commuting (including
early mornings / late evenings).
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For those in the lowest paid jobs the availability of a car often becomes more
critical as they are more likely to be working shifts, work that requires travel
outside the journey patterns generally operated by public transport services.
Jobseekers are less likely to have access to a car for a journey to work and
often have restricted travel horizons in terms of how far they feel it is
affordable and so viable for them to travel to work.
CAR AND PUBLIC TRANSPORT AVAILABILITY
For employees, job seekers and students alike, owning a car is an essential
aspect of being able to access a job / course. For those seeking work the
degree of agreement with the need for a car is stronger than those in a job
currently.
Fifty-three per cent of job seekers in the survey reported that a car is available
to them to travel to a job, while to a lesser extent job seekers report that
walking (33%), cycling (17%), and bus options (42%) would be available to
them.
“I need a car and am unable to afford that, public transport is irregular
and costly.”
As bus services are not widely available (and job, training and education
opportunities are at some distance), many people are dependent on cars,
either in the form of driving themselves, getting lifts with other people, or using
taxis.
Part-time workers, particularly amongst students reported that they were often
reliant on taxis to access work, and grouped together to use a taxi to travel.
This has obvious cost implications for individuals, particularly if they have to
own a car, or use taxis at their own expense. Students reported that they
needed to work longer shifts in order to compensate for the cost of travel, and
if such shifts were not available then a tough decision had to be made
whether to go or not. For those reliant upon a lift there is often the worry that
if the driver changes job or shift then you can find yourself without a means of
accessing your job.
For many in the Highlands and Islands attending training, it is not an option to
travel on a daily basis, which raises a number of issues over moving away
from home, accommodation costs and so on.
Employers time and time again raised issues of poor availability of public
transport as well as affordability of travel to work. As one employer stated:
“The lack of public transport is almost as important as the cost”.
Employers frequently mentioned problems relating to the geographical
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remoteness of the area as well as a general lack of viable public transport
options.
Staff at one jobcentre suggested a car sharing initiative as a possible local
solution, as they were aware that many people could not access opportunities
through lack of access to a car, but at the same time, car journeys were being
made by other people who could assist others to reach places if they could
only make contact between the two parties.
Several people expressed a view that it was almost essential to have a car,
and those who did not felt particularly excluded. Many people felt that public
transport was simply not an option, due to what they felt was a lack of any real
public transport network. One individual said they depended on lifts from
friends and family as they did not have a car, and when they had to use taxis,
it was at a high financial cost. One individual in further education stated they
probably would not have stayed at college for four years if they did not have a
car, as they needed it for work as well.
In the case of one restaurant that was contacted, the issue of young staff was
raised. In many cases they do not have a driver’s license or are unable to
afford a car. In addition, evening work at restaurants does not coincide with
the times of public transport services. In such cases, it was stated that the
employer tried as far as possible to arrange shifts so that staff could arrange
to share lifts.
COST OF TRAVEL
When annualising the cost of travel to and from work, the scale of the costs is
revealing, and when these annual costs are compared to the average gross
salary of £3678 for HIE area we show that public transport costs account for 519% of net pay and that car fuel costs account for 4-29% of net pay. If we
include all the costs of running a car over journey to work distances then this
rises to up to 56% of the net annual average pay for the journey from Portree
to Sabhal Mor Ostaig College for example (64km). These percentage
expenditure of net pay are presented spatially in the figure below, together
with other typical journeys on Skye, in relation to the distances to the
destinations.

8

Highlands and Islands Enterprise : Highlands and Islands Economic Update, October 2003. Available
at www.hie.co.uk/HIE-highlands-and-islands-area-profile-2003.pdf
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SKYE – PERCENTAGE SPEND OF SALARY ON TRANSPORT
Flodigarry

Private transport (car)

Flodigarry

% of salary spent on travel to
work

Public Transport

greater than 35%

greater than 35%

Uig

Uig

25% to 35%

25% to 35%

11-24%

11-24%

up to 10%

Skeabost

Skeabost

Portree

Dunvegan

% of salary spent on travel to
work

Dunvegan

Broadford

Sconser

up to 10%

Portree

Broadford

Sconser

Kyle of
Lochalsh

Kyle of
Lochalsh

Sleat

Sleat

This figure highlights the general pattern that private car costs are higher than
the fare costs of public transport and that travel costs can account for
significant proportions of income. If we take for example the public transport
journey between Portree and Sabhal Mor Ostaig College, there are only 4
departures per day (each way), significantly limiting this as an option if you
want or need to travel at times other than these. Indeed, the timing of the
journeys does not allow for normal working hours at the college.
Salary levels will undoubtedly vary significantly across the area, such that the
cost of travel to work will account for greater and lesser amounts of income. If
we take for example, the Working Tax Credit9 guarantee for a single earner
without children of £183 per week, then travel between Portree and Sabhal
Mor Ostaig College would account for 83% of net income.
This however is a length journey, although not untypical, however an
assessment of typical journeys around the Highlands and Islands shows that
residents can face public transport costs of up to 13% of their net income or
car costs of more than 20% (and this is only considering the cost of fuel) of
their net income (based on Local Enterprise Council (LEC) area average
salaries10).

9

Details from Inland Revenue. Available at www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk.

10

Area profiles available from: http://hie.co.uk/area-profiles-2003.htm
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Overall, high proportion spends of income on travel costs is true for only a
proportion of the population. The survey found that 79% of people are
reportedly outlaying up to 10% of their income on travel costs, a further 14%
are spending 11-20% and the remaining 6% are outlaying more than 20% on
travel costs to access to work or study.
The high cost of travel impacts most on those at the lower end of the pay
spectrum. For those in the lowest paid jobs (less than £10,400 per annum)
the threshold of affordability lies between 7% and 14% of their pay being
spent on the cost of travel to work. When asked to state the most they would
be willing to pay for travel to work, respondents in this salary bracket reported
that on average they would pay £897 per annum, equivalent to around 10% of
pay.
The costs (and distances) of travel in the case study areas were generally
accepted as being part of life, and something that cannot be avoided.
“One third of wages goes on transport cost – petrol is so bloody
expensive, but the job is worth it, so I pay for transport.”11
Three employers pointed out that high petrol prices rendered both running a
car and going by bus expensive. One employer stated that: “Jobseekers will
have to take into account whether their salary will cover high transport
costs. This is especially a problem for low-paid jobs.”
One jobseeker explicitly stated that they limited the number of interviews they
attended due to the cost of fuel. An employee interviewed said they carshared with co-workers as it was less expensive. One individual stated they
had to give up their study on Skye due to travel being so expensive.
CURRENT DEFICIENCIES AND THREATS
The outlay on transport for residents in the Highlands and Islands is realised
in everyday life. Transport is essential for many purposes, not just access to
employment, education and training. If this access is constrained then it is
accepted that isolation will ensue. The Social Exclusion Unit reported on the
vicious circle that is created between lack of affordable, reliable and safe

11

This respondent travels 48km each way to work, and reports spending £58 per week on car travel to
work and earns less than £10,400 per annum. This is equivalent to spending 29% of pay on travel to
work (assuming that the respondents is in receipt of the Working Tax Credit that guarantees £183 per
week). In the Transport Cost Assessment for Caithness, we calculated that for a journey distance of
48km the percentage spend of average income on travel to work to be between 21% (fuel only) and
48% (standing and running costs). Therefore, it is plausible that this respondent is correct in his
statement of spending around one-third of his pay on his travel to work.
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transport and restricted access to work, education, services, food shopping
and socio-cultural activities and mental health12.
Residents in the Highlands and Islands report that the high cost of travel to
access employment, as well as the other essentials in life, is acknowledged
within their household budget. This is reported to be to the detriment of
luxuries, such as holidays, as well as after school activities for children for
example. Residents also reported that the high costs of travel mean that they
“get by”, not allowing them to save for the future.
There is a considerable body of evidence that confirms that such financial
exclusion exists in Britain, and is both prevalent and often localised in
‘financial deserts’13. This research for HIE indicates that such
financial
deserts are in existence in the Highlands and Islands.
IMPACT ON INDIVIDUALS AND HOUSEHOLDS
Residents reported having an understanding or appreciation of how far was
acceptable to travel and indeed where and when it is acceptable to travel to.
Residents therefore have an inherent appreciation of their travel horizon,
based on a combination of:
♦ availability of transport;
♦ cost of transport; and
♦ time taken to travel.
We have found that residents tend to under-report their travel costs and as
well as taking onboard this and the burdens above, the study has revealed
instances where high travel costs have had telling impacts:
♦ studying at home rather than undertake study at college;
♦ moving away from the area to find employment as suitable employment is
not available within existing travel boundaries;
♦ limiting the number of job interviews that can be attended by job seekers;
♦ giving up job due to high travel costs incurred;
♦ not being able to take a suitable job that is available due to public transport
costs (particularly for those wanting to work part-time yet still over 5 days
per week);
♦ twenty-two per cent of the employee survey sample reported that they had
in the past not applied for a suitable job or turned a job down because of
difficulties they would have had travelling to and from the job (40% of
respondents currently earning between £18,201 and £23,920).
12

The Social Exclusion Unit for the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister: The Drivers of Social
Exclusion: A Review of the Literature, May 2004.

13

Stephen P Sinclair, 2001: Financial Exclusion: An Introductory Survey. Centre for Research into
Socially Inclusive Services (CRSIS), Edinburgh College of Art / Heriot Watt University.
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IMPACT ON BUSINESS, EDUCATION AND TRAINING
Social exclusion negatively affects economic productivity and development.
For example, limitations that prevent an individual from obtaining optimal
education, training or employment threaten overall economic productivity.
Social exclusion contributes to problems such as crime and homelessness for
example and reduces economic productivity directly by reducing employment,
and indirectly by increasing demand on social services and other services.
This suggests that promoting social inclusion for young people, the
unemployed and the underemployed may have a particularly high value to
society by increasing economic productivity.
Employers and training providers in the HIE study remarked upon the impacts
of high travel costs to the detriment of their business or service. Businesses
commented that high travel costs meant that the business struggled to send
staff to training courses to the detriment of the business and the employee’s
skill level and prospects.
Local businesses are constrained by a number of factors due to high travel
costs, including:
♦ increased operating (e.g. distribution) costs such that their product or
service becomes more expensive to the end user;
♦ higher incurred costs to send their employees on external training courses
due to long travel distances and thereby high travel costs as well as the
need for these often involving overnight stays. (This of course also means
additional time away from productive activities); and
♦ a constrained geographical area in which to draw their staff from.
Under these threats to business, industries may continue to decline, leading
to fewer employment vacancies in the future. This could further fuel the trend
of a declining population, particularly amongst the younger generations.
A common theme emerged from those organisations providing training (and
other) services in rural areas – their budget does not take into account the
scarcity of the area and the dispersed and distant home origins of their clients
and potential clients. Providers reported paying upwards of one-quarter of
their budget on facilitating clients’ access to services, with the consequence of
this being that this money is not spent on the service delivery itself. Therefore
in the HIE area, and of course other remote rural areas, it is either the case
that only those with the most acute needs are assisted or that the same
people are assisted as elsewhere, but to a lesser extent than in other areas.
A further problem was identified when residents move from one stage to
another in their education or career. Support, including financial support for
travel, is often available when a resident is under the support of the JobCentre
Plus or a training provider for example. However, when the next step into
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employment is taken, and that support is removed, a barrier is raised to their
progression in the form of a big step-up in financial costs incurred.
Education providers reported that motivation is an unsurpassable factor, with
it being difficult to motivate young people to take a course that involves long
days of travelling to and from their course. Furthermore, the financial
implications can be significant with hours spent travelling, meaning that they
are unable to take part-time paid employment in the evenings, and even if this
is possible, their education may suffer from not enough time spent studying.
MEETING TRAVEL NEEDS
Local residents limit their opportunities by how far and how much they are
willing to outlay on travel to opportunities local to them.
There is the fear that the car will not always be available, and breakdowns
were reported as being frequent – a combination of older vehicles and high
maintenance costs (due to high costs per se and the disrepair of roads). If the
repair bill is too high then the car will be off the road, and when there is no
other affordable alternative (i.e. no public transport service and the high cost
of taxi fares) then a job may be lost or a course ended. It is difficult to assess
the extent of such incidences, but the fact that it has been revealed in this
study is evidence enough that incidences are occurring.
Informal car sharing is a proactive response to circumstances. Sabhal Mòr
Ostaig College facilitates a car-sharing email service, whereby students and
staff log details of journeys that are to be made or journeys people want to
make so that they can be matched. Thereby high travel costs can be shared
and issues of isolation addressed at the same time.
Car sharing was also cited as something that would usefully address the
barriers of high travel costs for job seekers. If a database of willing car
sharers and their routes and timings to work could be matched with those
looking for jobs in similar locations then high travel costs could be shared and
indeed travel horizons extended for those with or without access to a car.
Participants could effectively travel further or with less financial burden if they
were to share costs. At the present time such an initiative is not known to
exist. However, car sharing raises challenges, such as the burden of
administration, personal safety / trust and issues of insurance for example.
An additional option may be the development of an employment related
Demand Responsive Transport (DRT) service. Where demand for standard
public transport is likely to be insufficient, a DRT scheme could connect
people to jobs and training / education, thus reducing the cost of private
transport and providing a connection for those without access to a car. This
could include initiatives such as Wheels to Work, and could also involve
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linking into existing DRT services in an area which do not already provide for
explicit links to employment and training opportunities. Again challenges are
presented in terms of administration, funding and so on.
Developing locally accessible economies with higher salaried jobs is a good
solution to the effects of high travel costs on two counts – jobs will be closer
(and so entail lower travel cost) and the income paid will be more (and
therefore proportion spent on travel less). This is a complex and major
aspiration requiring significant cross-sector working.

