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SUMMARY 
The focus of transport planning in rural Sub-Saharan Africa has 
been around road construction, with the implicit assumptions that 
there would be sufficient motor vehicles on the roads to justify the 
investments. 

In recent times some diagnoses of the rural transport issues in 
these countries have revealed the complex nature of the problem, 
and how this contributes to the now acknowledged limited impact 
of investment in the transport sector. One facet of the problem is 
that the transport demands and patterns of people in the rural 
areas where roads traverse do not influence investment decisions 
on roads. In particular no attention is paid to the means of 
transport by which rural people can take advantage of the 
transport infrastructure available to them. 

Studies have shown that rural families and particularly women 
spend a considerable amount of time and energy in transport 
activities related to basic needs of water and energy. In addition, 
significant effort goes to journeys related to economic activities 
such as trips to markets for marketing and farm input sourcing. 
These trips are often made on foot. Little attention is paid to 
simple means of transport like bicycles or animal carts, even in 
areas that would be suitable for their use. 

On the other hand motorised transport has demonstrated little 
relevance to the transport activities and patterns of rural people. 
Evidence suggests that presently transport demand in rural areas 
is for low speed, low volume short distance trips. Journeys 
sufficiently long to justify use of motor vehicles are infrequent and 
the cost outlay only justified in occasional situations. 

This paper therefore explores the concept of intermediate means of 
transport. By this is meant “those means of transport that match 
the operational scale and needs, transport patterns and 
investment capacity of majority of people in rural areas”. It also 
looks at ways in which IMTs can be managed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is emerging agreement within development circles and policy 
makers that the past transport planning policies are insufficient in 
meeting the access needs of most rural populations in Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) and indeed many developing countries. The 
initial development thrust was geared towards tapping the 
resources that are available in rural areas. This was mainly done 
via construction of railway lines and later, because of the 
inflexibility of these railway lines, the attention was focused to 
highways. The investment in physical infrastructure for motor 
vehicles was assumed would culminate in a situation where 
access needs of all would be broadly adequately catered for. 

The economic development policy in post colonial Africa focused 
mainly on taxing agriculture to finance forced import substitution 
for industrialisation. This development model focused on the 
transfer of agricultural resources to finance industrialisation and 
social infrastructures as well as general government operations. 
Colonial regimes created cadres of clerks and functionaries to act 
as liaison with, and controllers of, the peasantry in order to re-
orientate peasant growing patterns to satisfy metropolitan raw 
material requirementsi. Prior to 1965 the leadership of Kenya and 
Tanzania devoted much effort to increasing their ability to manage 
and contain political conflict and thereby consolidate their position 
as the ruling elite. Both countries commenced a rapid expansion 
and Africanisation of the civil service by building upon the 
administrative framework established during the colonial periodii. 
Because the pre and postcolonial policies focused on the use of 
agricultural raw materials from rural areas, the drive for 
construction of infrastructure for motor vehicles has not changed. 
There has been since 1950’s in Africa a rapid increase in the 
number of more reliable mechanical transport. This has 
necessitated the widespread construction of all weather roads, and 
since that time, roads have become major arteries of new growth 
in many areas rather than railways, providing door to door transit 
without transhipments of goods. Relative to railway roads can 
react more swiftly to the changing demands of an area and the 
needs of the individual. The construction and improvement of 
transport facilities have thus been over the years seen as playing a 
crucial role in socio-economic development of countries. The role 
of transport in rural economies can be seen in terms of 
stimulating increased agricultural productivity and output, 
improvement of linkages within rural areas and more recently 
creation of non farm employment through transport services.  

Conventional transport planning and research in developing 
countries has been done mainly in the area of highway 
transportation. The emphasis has been on providing better 
highway and road facilities through better construction and 
maintenance methods as well as opening up of rural areas 
through the construction of feeder roads to encourage the 
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development of economic activities in less developed regions. 
Although in some countries Appropriate Modes of Transport (IMTs) 
like bicycles, cycle rickshaws, donkey carts etc. are used, little 
effort has been put into research aimed at improving the existing 
IMTs. There have been little deliberate and conscious programmes 
that encourage the use of these modes and at the same time 
improving the technological application of these modes to suit the 
conditions of developing countriesiii.  

RURAL TRAVELS AND TRANSPORT PATTERNS 
In most of the developing world especially in Sub Saharan Africa 
rural people expend a lot of time and effort in transport activities 
related to basic subsistence, economic and social needs. Transport 
problems associated with production and marketing reduces 
opportunities for income generation in agriculture and trade. Poor 
accesses to health care or educational facilities affect the quality of 
life and social development. Studies have shown that rural 
families and particularly women spend a considerable amount of 
time and energy in transport activities related to subsistence 
needs of water and energy. In addition a significant amount goes 
to journeys related to economic activities such as trips for 
marketing and farm input sourcing. Many of these trips take place 
on foot remote and far removed from the highway and road 
system. Mainly because of lack of government and institutional 
support access to IMT is limited and the options are fewer even in 
areas where these would be suitable for useiv. On the other hand 
many developing countries are having problems expanding and/or 
maintaining their current road network and foreign exchange 
shortages have limited the importation of vehicles, spare parts and 
fuel. Motorised transport has also demonstrated limited relevance 
to transport activities and patterns of rural people. The table below 
shows goods and transport modes that are central in transport for 
rural people in Western Kenya. 

There is growing recognition in Africa of the level of transport 
burdens undertaken by rural communities to meet their basic 
needs, and of the degree to which these limit their social and 
economic development. There is also a parallel recognition that the 
conventional approaches to rural transport and access, with their 
focus on roads and motor vehicles are largely failing to address the 
transport needs of rural people. Poor access to socio-economic 
services has led to isolations, which in turn is a major 
contributing factor to povertyv
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Goods transported and the mode of transport used in western 
Kenya 

Goods Transported  Main Mode of 
Transport  

Water Head loading 

 Wheelbarrows 

 Bicycles 

Firewood (For domestic Use)  Head loading 

Firewood (For Sale) Head loading 

 Handcart 

Agricultural Produce From Fields Head loading 

 Wheelbarrows 

Agricultural Produce to local market 
Centre 

Head loading 

 Matatu1

 Wheelbarrows 

Agricultural produce to posho mills Head loading 

 Bicycles 

Source: Needs assessment for non-motorised transport in Western Kenya. IT-Kenya’s Rural 
Transport Programme. 

INTERMEDIATE MODES OF TRANSPORT 
Ownership of transport modes is limited in rural areas in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Much more limited is ownership of motorised 
modes of transport. The use of motorised transport in addressing 
the transport demands of rural populations is limited because of 
the costs of purchase or hiring motorised transport, and the 
absence of the more advanced types of infrastructures that are 
required for motorised transport to use. To fulfil the access needs 
of rural areas in developing countries more appropriate measures 
need to be undertaken. These measures should increase the 
usability of IMTs and include the improvement of village level 
infrastructure including access roads, footpaths and footbridges; 
improvement of village level IMTs; positioning facilities and 
resources closer to rural people and introducing and increasing 
options of IMTs devices available in rural areas. 
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The introduction of IMTs in an area has various social and 
economic effects. The main advantages of IMTs are that they 
match closely the use and management abilities of the owners. 
They are also more efficient than head loading and their 
manufacture can be tailored to the users needs. The manufacture, 
sales and maintenance of IMTs can also be decentralised thus 
within reach of rural populations and they are able to provide 
access to markets centres and classified roads from inmost areas. 
IT- Kenya’s Rural Transport Programme is involved in activities 
that disseminate IMTs and improve non motorised transport 
services in rural areas in Kenya. The benefits accrued from these 
IMTs are; 

• reduction in time and effort that goes into subsistence 
activities; 

• improved and more timeuos transport of produce from the 
farm; 

• improved methods of transporting sick people from health 
institutions; 

• employment creation through provision of local transport 
services; 

• reduction in time taken for travel to markets, main roads from 
inmost areas. 

• improvement of linkages within rural areas. 

In many smaller markets handcarts and donkey carts are used as 
a main means of hauling goods and transport of water within most 
of Sub Saharan Africa. In many parts of Uganda and Western 
Kenya bicycles are increasingly being converted into taxis. An 
example in the point is the bicycle taxi operation in Kenya’s third 
largest town Kisumu along a distance of about 17 Km. The service 
employs about 300 bicycle taxi operators and 130 bicycle owners 
lease their bicycles to be used in the trade. The service transports 
4600 people per week and generates to the local economy KSh 3.3 
Million (US$55,000) a year.vi In Ndhiwa area in south western 
Kenya IT-Kenya’s Rural Transport Programme is involved in an 
activity aimed at using bicycle pulled ambulances to access health 
institutions for members of the community who live far away from 
health institutions. The table below sows the use of bicycle 
ambulances between the month of March to September 1996. The 
cost of the ambulance trailer is KSh 5,000 (US$ 83.33) and IT-
Kenya’s Rural Transport Programme has leased them to rural 
health centres in south west Kenya on hire acquire basis. 
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USE OF BICYCLE AMBULANCES (BETWEEN MARCH AND 
SEPTEMBER 1996) 
Institution Month 

acquired 
Number 
of times 
used 

Charge 
per trip 
(US c) 

Total 
income 
(US $) 

Institute for Rural 
Development 

March 9 35 3.13 

Sori Nursing 
Home 

March 90 87 78.26 

Got Kojowi Clinic June 0 - - 

Agenga Health 
Centre 

May 0 - - 

Mirogi Catholic 
Health Centre 

May 3 52 6.96 

Source: IT-Kenya’s Rural Transport Programme evaluation. Priyanthi F. and Keter S. 

ISSUES THAT AFFECT THE MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY 
OF IMTS 
The way of introduction of IMTs in an area has direct bearing to 
the sustainability of the device. The process of introduction of 
IMTs in many rural areas is complex because of 

• the different physical features of rural areas; 

• the economic ability of the people in an area and; 

• the social beliefs and attitudes of people in relation to the IMT.  

An introduction and dissemination process of IMTs should include 
a component of parallel introduction of efficient but simple 
manufacturing technologies to reduce production costs or improve 
quality like a Jig and wheel bending machine. There should be a 
component that increases the capacity of local manufactures to 
carry out ongoing adaptation in existing designs in order to reduce 
costs, increase efficiency or facilitate use of locally available 
resources and skills and the demonstration and introduction of 
potentially beneficial IMTs from other areas.  

The concept of appropriateness should revolve around people 
investment and management capabilities and transport needs. In 
western Kenya, IT-Kenya working with rural people in introducing 
improved IMTs identified that the most important consideration 
for investing in a transport vehicle is: 

• price of the vehicle;  

• availability of IMTs and access to local repair and maintenance; 

• versatility of use;  
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• durability of vehicle; 

• ease of propulsion; 

• loading capacity of a vehicle; vii 

There exist two support systems for introduction management and 
sustainability of IMTs. 

THE GOVERNMENT 
Broad government policies have the inherent ability to influence 
the micro decisions in relation to IMTs choice and use. 
Governments therefore have a major role to play putting in place 
policies that promote the use of IMTs. Bilateral and multilateral 
donor/lending agencies and NGOs also have a big share in the 
shaping the direction and face of development. They should have 
policies that encourage IMTs especially in their transport and 
transport infrastructure support to government and local 
communities. Such policies include: 

• Policies that encourage decentralisation decision making on 
locations of facilities and services and issues of promoting 
access such as introduction and promotion of IMTs, 
construction and maintenance of paths/tracks through self 
help 

• IMTs despite their social economic relevance are still expensive 
and policies that improve the availability of credit in rural 
areas and for small-scale users and entrepreneurs should be 
encouraged. Rural credit institutions and branch banks should 
be established to ensure physical access to credit in rural 
areas. The banks and credit institutions should adopt a 
friendly stand towards small and micro entrepreneurs. 

• All actors in development led by governments should adopt 
policies that encourage technology dissemination. Government 
financed science and technology institutions should be 
reformed so as to devote more of their time and resources 
towards appropriate products including IMTs 

• Most producers of IMTs are localised metal smiths and are 
forced to work with scrap metal for most or all their production 
in order to compete with mass-produced IMTs made by the 
formal sector or imported. The playing field would be greatly 
more level if tariffs were selectively placed on imported IMTs or 
tariffs on steel were relaxed. 

• In countries such as Kenya where scrap metal dealers need to 
be licensed there should be review of licensing procedures for 
scrap metal dealers. If the licensing of scrap metal only allows 
wealthy individuals to succeed they may not be well placed to 
respond to the needs of the metal workers who produce IMTs. 
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DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR 
Development agencies should help in the piloting and/or 
dissemination of transport best practices in areas where they 
operate. Development agencies have more flexibility and are able 
to influence government policy by the showing the best practices 
in action. This will encourage both the government and private 
sector to invest in the field. More development agencies should 
also start looking at access as a major contributor to poverty and 
thus be an agenda on the high list for poverty reduction type 
projects. Agencies that offer micro finance can also start looking at 
the income generation from village level transport services as bona 
fide income generating activities and provide loans to support start 
up of the businesses. 

The private sector plays a big role in the dissemination and 
sustainability of the IMT use. Bicycles are more common that the 
rest of the IMTs because of the fact that they can be bought off 
shops easily and also the repairs and spare facilities and relatively 
more common. 

The private sector in this sense means all players using IMTs for 
economic or social profit and this includes CBOs, individuals, 
shopkeepers or local youth who operate handcarts or bicycle taxis. 

CONCLUSIONS AND WAYS OF PROMOTING IMTS 
Having seen the real and potential benefits that IMTs could have 
in rural areas of developing countries, there should be renewed 
vigour to create an atmosphere that encourages the uptake and 
use of IMTs. The adoption of appropriate policies and measures 
and development assistance would contribute to addressing the 
constraints, and to stimulating wider recognition of IMTs as 
important vehicles to improving the access situations in many 
rural areas in developing countries. There is a general policy 
environment that overlooks the choice of efficient low cost 
technologies employed in small scale enterprises in developing 
countries and more preference is given to bigger capital intensive 
ventures. Relative to the importance or potential importance of 
IMTs in developing areas, policies that encourage the use of IMTs 
in most sub-Saharan Africa are wanting mainly because of the 
implicit nature of access problems. Access problems are a major 
problem in development and one of the ways of tackling it is 
increasing access and capacity to manage IMTs in sub-Saharan 
Africa. 

ENDNOTES 
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