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Geographies of transport I: reinventing a field?

Abstract

This first of three reports confirms and extends recent reflections on the diversity and vibrancy of the study of transport in geography. It identifies multiple drivers for the recent re-engagement with transport, suggesting that the way in which transport has become enmeshed with other forms of flow and circulation across multiple spatial and temporal scales may be the most significant. It reviews recent geographical research on the enmeshment of transport and a wide range of other circulations in three settings: the economy, climate change, and public health. The review suggests that the now widespread attention to transport issues by geographers who may not self-identify as experts in transport or mobilities is the defining characteristic of recent work on the geographies of transport. The re-engagement from across the discipline is potentially reinventing the field by bringing an unprecedented variety of perspectives to bear on the geographical analysis of transport. It means that the transport geography community should not limit its attention to staging further dialogue with the mobilities community but rather strike up more topic-oriented conversations across the whole discipline.
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Introduction

Some fifteen years ago Susan Hanson, ex-AAG president and long-time leading authority on passenger transport, offered a trenchant critique of much geographical work on transport. Once at the centre, it had “become a quiet, some might say moribund, corner” (Hanson 2000, 469) of the discipline, overly reliant on “analytical frameworks of the 1960s” (481) with their privileging of the general over the particular, preoccupation with speed and efficiency, and lack of reflectivity on their own situatedness. Hanson’s piece triggered a protracted process of introspection among transport geographers, many of whom have qualified – if not rejected – her views (Horner and Casas 2006; Keeling 2007; Goetz et al. 2009; Hall 2010; Shaw and Sidaway 2011). She nonetheless appealed to broader sentiments, given that in Europe the mobilities turn in sociology and geography (Cresswell 2011, 2012, 2014; Merriman 2015) has been positioned more than once as stemming in part from transport geography’s inadequacy to render understandable contemporary transformations in the (non)movement of people, objects, ideas and so forth (Shaw and Hesse 2010). 

Still, much has changed in geographers’ engagements with transport since the publication of Hanson’s critique. Publication numbers and diversity of substantive topics have thrived unabatedly since Keeling’s (2007, 2008, 2009) previous trilogy of Progress Reports. Whatever one thinks of citation scores, they do indicate that Journal of Transport Geography now ranks among the discipline’s more influential journals. Moreover, and a point developed further below, increasing numbers of geographers are writing about transport without self-identifying or aligning themselves with either institutionalised transport geography – i.e., its flagship journal or specialised research groups in learned societies – or the mobilities community. Transport is no longer drifting away from the centre of Human Geography, although that centre, insofar as it exists at all, is more difficult to identify than in the 1960s or indeed at the time of Hanson’s paper.

The re-engagement with transport, to use Shaw and Sidaway’s (2011) phrase, reflects multiple processes. The mainstreaming of mobilities scholarship in geography is key, and the emergence of new methodological practices and data – geocomputation, geovisualisation, tracking technologies, big data – has benefited the analysis of transport perhaps more than other fields of Human Geography. However, the way in which transport has become enmeshed with other forms of flow and circulation across multiple spatial and temporal scales is perhaps the most significant driver of re-engagement. 

This first of three Reports addresses several modes of such flow and circulation. It starts by discussing recent work in geography on the reconfiguration since the rise of neoliberal capitalism of the linkages between transport infrastructure development, mobile capital and governmental strategies to enhance economic growth, and sociospatial inequalities. Then it turns to geographical scholarship on the entangled flows of transport, carbon – now a “veritable empty signifier ... being invested with a whole range of significations to do with virtuous action on climate change” (Paterson 2014: 580) – and energy. Finally, it looks at the convergence of research agendas in the areas of health and transport around questions of obesity. The disentanglement of economy, climate change and public health that this Report’s structure seems to suggest is of course a gross and inaccurate simplification of reality. Indeed, much of the current momentum of ‘sustainable transport’ rests on the extent to which it traverses and complicates neat distinctions between domains. The structure has been adopted for heuristic purposes and supports one of this Report’s key conclusions: the re-engagement with transport beyond the transport geography and mobilities communities occurs in relation to multiple themes and concerns.


Economisation and inequality

The movement of people and goods has always been integral to economic processes, but its significance seems to have only increased recently. Under neoliberal and post-neoliberal capitalism, a key governmental response to perceived problems of territories’ economic decline or lack of competitiveness has been to make transport more economical. New transport infrastructures in particular have been built – or at least desired and proposed – based on the idea that greater efficiency, speed and reliability of movement will attract capital and create jobs. Developing transport infrastructure to encourage economic growth and overcome capitalism’s crises is anything but new (Harvey 2001; Paterson 2014) but especially popular among contemporary ‘rolled-back’ (Peck 2001) national and regional/local governments wishing to be seen as proactive and supporting businesses. Moreover, while the building and expansion of airports, ports and to a lesser extent roads remain prominent, the rise of sustainability discourses has induced a shift towards high speed rail (HSR), urban rail, bus rapid transit (BRT) and most recently cycling (Parkes et al. 2013; UN Habitat 2013; Marti-Henneberg 2015). Reborn and revitalised, rail, bus and cycling schemes circulate around the globe as mutable policy models (Peck 2011), allowing social and environmental objectives to be allied seemingly seamlessly – yet in practice often subordinated – to economic considerations of congestion relief and network optimisation.    

In recent years geographers have both charted and critically analysed the latest wave of transport’s economisation. This term is used here to refer not only to attempts to (re)construct the economy through interventions in transport systems, but also – following  Çalişkan and Callon (2009) – to the (re)constitution of ‘old’ forms of transport, such as rail, as economical and efficient. Niedzielski and Malecki (2012) chart the revaluation of urban rail as a means to foster agglomeration economies and economic efficiency in contemporary world cities, whilst simultaneously enhancing inhabitants’ quality of life and cities’ image. Nonetheless, their discussion of the ‘glocal’ infrastructure of the express rail between a city’s airport and its centre/CBD, and its over-representation among cities at the apex of the world city hierarchy, highlights how carefully designed urban rail systems are now widely seen as pivotal to a city-region’s economic fortunes. 

A similar impression, at an aggregated scale, emerges from the now substantial literature on HSR suggesting that investments in fast, intercity rail connections can bring important economic benefits, such as new employment and GDP growth, to national and regional economies through faster travel times and improved accessibility to destinations (Chen and Hall 2011; Willigers and Van Wee 2011; Preston 2012; Tierney 2012; see also Lakshmanan 2011). Nonetheless, many geographers are cautious regarding the proclaimed benefits of HSR investments, pointing out various risks and issues. Some argue that academic and planning discourses often disregard that the actual economic benefits depend on the extent to which door-to-door travel times are reduced rather than simply the duration of travel on high speed tracks (Givoni and Banister 2012; JJ Wang et al. 2013; Shaw et al. 2014). This observation raises important questions about whether and how HSR is supported by a ‘conventional’ rail network and where HSR stations are located vis-à-vis urban centres. Also, research focused on Spain, the UK, the USA and China has demonstrated the prevalence of spatial polarisation caused by HSR investment (Martínez Sánchez-Santeos and Givoni 2012; Monzón et al. 2013; Chandra and Vadali 2014; Jiao et al. 2014; Shaw et al. 2014): some cities and regions gain whilst others lose because they are bypassed or see economic activity disappear to places with HSR connections. There is also the issue that HSR investments are very large, resulting in debt-ridden states taking significant financial risks – Spain is a well-known case (Guirao 2013; Marti-Henneberg 2015). Moreover, HSR construction is deeply political. As in parts of France and Spain, it can become a means of spatial redistribution and/or career advancement for ambitious politicians, leading to the construction of stations and lines that are not easily justifiable on the basis of demand levels (ibid.). Alternatively, as Minn (2013) suggests in reference to the USA, the incompatibility of the vision for urban development that HSR implies with the locked-in political economy of urban sprawl may militate against HSR becoming a physical reality in the vast majority of American cities, notwithstanding the anticipated economic benefits.   

In a more critical fashion, geographers have unravelled the politics and power dynamics shaping public transport infrastructure investments in neoliberal and post-neoliberal cities (Farmer 2011; Addie 2013; Enright 2013; Jonas et al. 2014; Young and Keil 2014). Farmer (2011) shows how since the 1990s public transport investments have helped to restructure and enhance uneven spatial development to the benefit of “capital and the affluent” (page 1169) and at the expense of working-class and ethnic/racial minority residents in Chicago. Focusing on regional transport governance in Chicago and Toronto, Addie (2013) complements Farmer’s analysis by suggesting that the uneven development logics of neoliberal city-regionalism are likely to be perpetuated rather than fundamentally altered by the financial crises in the wake of the Great Recession. Enright (2013) also emphasises the sociospatially divisive impacts of urban rail investment in Greater Paris, suggesting that the envisaged Grand Paris Express network will likely deepen rather than reduce sociospatial inequalities because of its tight coupling to gentrification processes and logics of commodification and territorial competition. Nonetheless, new alliances across common socio-spatial divisions can also coalesce around urban rail projects in the era of the ‘competition’ state. According to Jonas and colleagues (2014), new regional coalitions among businesses, local government, civil society and the electorate made possible the construction of new regional public transport systems in Denver (CO) for various reasons. Their study did not consider whether Denver’s new public transport systems are truly inclusive and make transport easier and quicker for all. It thus remains to be seen whether, as in so many other cities around the world, the (re)constitution of public transport as efficient and economical has intensified socio-spatial polarisation.




Carbon and energy

Because of its near total – 94% according to International Energy Agency (IEA 2012) – reliance on oil, the continued growth of freight and passenger transport is a key factor in the changing circulations of carbon within the geo-sphere which result in anthropogenic climate change. In 2011 transport accounted for 27% and 22% of global energy consumption and CO2 emissions, respectively (IEA 2012, 2013). It is widely seen as one of the most difficult sectors to decarbonise (IPCC 2014) given the myriad obstacles that exist to deep cuts in emissions and energy consumption through a combination of: fewer and shorter trips, use of other transport modes, deployment of more fuel-efficient vehicles, and utilisation of less carbon-intensive fuels. There is now an extensive literature in the broader interdisciplinary field of transport studies on emission and energy consumption reduction (Schwanen et al. 2011; Figueroa et al. 2013, 2014). Geographers are contributing to this literature in multiple ways but also undertake important work that is directed towards other academic communities, not least other geographers. 

At least three observations can be made regarding geographers’ recent work on carbon, energy and transport. First, attention is divided unevenly across transport systems. The focus is very much on passenger transport and much less on freight and logistics, and also more on short-distance, urban travel than on long-distance transport. This selectivity is understandable insofar as the vast majority of trips is short (<25km) and within urban regions yet also worrying because, globally, the sharpest growth in transport volumes and emissions occurs in aviation and maritime transport (IPCC 2014). Recent authoritative reviews of the significant achievements of port and maritime transport geography since 1950 (NG 2012; Ng and Ducruet 2015) do not contain the words ‘carbon’, ‘emission’, ‘CO2’ or ‘energy’. Carleton and Travis (2013) note a dearth of research on aviation’s climate impacts in geography, although several air transport geography publications have recently emerged on energy and emissions (Park and O’Kelly 2014; Loo et al. 2014; Ryley 2014) and the geopolitical implications of aviation’s inclusion in the EU’s emissions trading scheme (Lin 2013, 2014).

Secondly, geographers interested in carbon, energy and transport increasingly work with multiple sociotechnical perspectives that examine the multifaceted linkages among, and indeed complicate neat divisions between, infrastructures and the material fabrics of cities (‘supply’), institutions and governance (‘regulation’) and user behaviour and practices (‘demand’). Conceptually originating elsewhere in the discipline and beyond (Bulkeley et al. 2010; Geels 2012; Shove et al. 2012; Rutherford and Coutard 2014) these perspectives, which are characterised by a heterogeneity to which this Report can do no justice, have usefully been brought to bear on the uptake and evolution of park-and-ride facilities (Dijk and Parkhurst 2014), car sharing (Kent and Dowling 2013), cycling (Watson 2012; Vreugdenhil and Williams 2013), and London’s congestion charge (Shove and Walker 2010). Castán Broto and Bulkeley (2013) place urban experiments with transport in a wider context of urban low-carbon initiatives, showing not only that such experiments have become more common since the ratification of the Kyoto protocol but also that they are disproportionally led by local governments and technology or infrastructure oriented. Work on peak oil and biofuels, whilst not always directly focused on transport, has also drawn inspiration from sociotechnical perspectives, even if political economy thinking often shines through more clearly (Bailey et al. 2010; Bridge 2010; Palmer 2014; Ponte and Birch 2014). Nonetheless, research informed by sociotechnical perspectives overwhelmingly stems from Europe; the idea that the linkages of ‘supply’, ‘regulation’ and ‘demand’ need to be examined in conjunction can also be gleaned from studies from North America and Asia and in closer alignment with transport geography’s theoretical and methodological roots (Horner 2013; Kelley and Kuby 2013; Loo and Wang 2014). Whatever its theoretical background, geographers’ work seems to suggest that technological change, pricing mechanisms and low-carbon transport infrastructures that are efficient and well integrated with compact urban developments will not be sufficient to enact deep cuts in emissions and energy consumption in transport; wider institutional, political and cultural changes across multiple geographical scales will be at least as important.

Finally, geographers interested in transport, carbon and energy have critically engaged policymaking and governance, sometimes actively working with policymakers and other stakeholders. Engagement has not been limited to conveying the above point regarding the need for comprehensive change. Individualistic approaches to behaviour change informed by social psychology and behavioural economics and increasingly popular among policymakers in liberal democracies have been criticised for misunderstanding and under-appreciating the collective dimensions of mobility practices (Schwanen et al. 2012; Barr and Prillwitz 2014; see also Shove 2010) and for neglecting the possibility of unintended and undesirable effects on transport systems and individuals’ ethical self-transformation (Te Brömmelstroet 2014). Moving beyond critique, Hickman and Banister (2014) have developed scenarios analysis methods that allow stakeholders to learn about the likely mismatch between the changes in transport that different policies may bring about and the deep cuts in emissions and energy consumption that are actually required to reduce transport’s contribution to anthropogenic climate change. 

At the same time, research on the governance of carbon in the transport context would significantly benefit from paying greater attention to the implications of climate change mitigation policies from a social justice perspective (Lucas and Pangbourne 2014) and to the consequences of the creation of carbon markets – and the challenges of doing so (Boyd et al. 2011; Lovell and Ghaleigh 2013) – for transport’s role in contemporary society. Both these topics would allow transport-related research to become even more connected to wider engagements with climate change across the discipline.


Health and obesity

Increased public concern over the (non-)circulation of bodies deemed unhealthy, the ‘responsibilisation’ of individuals regarding their own health and shift from treatment towards prevention in the medical sector, and a long-standing academic interest in health inequalities have recently produced a flurry of research in geography and beyond on the intersections of health and transport. Whilst unequal accessibility to health services has received increased interest (Wang 2012; Bell et al. 2012; Hawthorne and Kwan 2013), the bulk of geographers’ attention focuses on obesity. Here too, accessibility is a key concept, appealing to transport geographers and others who may not self-identify as experts in transport or mobility. 

Work on transport and obesity is deeply influenced by the obesogenic environment thesis (Hill and Peters 1998; Guthman 2013):  the ubiquity of cheap and convenient high-calorie food, coupled with predominantly physically inactive lifestyles in car-oriented spatial settings, has produced widespread imbalance between energy intake and expenditure among individuals. Geographical critiques are accumulating (Guthman 2013; Colls and Evans 2015), but the thesis has spawned two bodies of geography literature over the past two decades. One is on ‘food deserts’ – typically poor areas where residents cannot buy affordable healthy food – which in a transport context translates into questions over accessibility, or the ease with which places that sell healthy food items, such as fruits and vegetables, at affordable prices can be reached. A range of authors, often concentrating on North America, have examined accessibility to healthy food in poorer urban neighbourhoods (Bader et al. 2010; Eckert and Shetty 2011; Russell and Heidkamp 2011; McKenzie 2014) and rural areas (McEntee and Agyeman 2010; Yeager and Gatrell 2014). This work is overwhelmingly quantitative and GIS based, and tends to rely on fairly simple accessibility indicators, such as distance to the nearest supermarket or grocery shop. Since such measures cannot account for the time constraints that individuals – and especially women, who also continue to be disproportionally responsible for food shopping – experience and food shopping trips need not originate from the home location (cf. Kwan 1999), it is encouraging to see increased use of time-sensitive and space-time accessibility measures in food desert research (Chen and Clark 2013; Widener et al. 2013; Horner and Wood 2014). Nonetheless, while accessibility of supermarkets and grocery stores can be correlated with lower obesity levels among poor people (Chen et al. 2010), its relevance in shaping food consumption seems to be trumped by affordability (Alkon et al. 2013; Gill and Rudkin 2014). Also, the implicit assumption underpinning much food desert research that low-income households tend to patronise the nearest shopping facility has been challenged by research on their actual shopping practices (Hillier et al. 2011; LeDoux and Voinovic 2013). In short, recent geographical research on food deserts implies that policy interventions should go beyond changing the spatial patterning of shops offering high-quality food. Policy should also address the institutional regimes of local food provision and wider socioeconomic inequalities, and be based on (poor) people’s actual practices and experiences of mobility and food consumption (Alkon et al. 2013; Donald 2013; Guthman 2013). 

The other body of work is on ‘active travel’ – walking and cycling. Geographers have engaged extensively with the unprecedented debates about walking and cycling in both transport and urban studies[footnoteRef:1] and public health research (e.g., Millward et al. 2013; Pooley et al. 2013; Lanzendorf and Busch-Geertsema 2014). However, as regards the obesogenic environment thesis, their perhaps most significant contribution relates to children’s travel to school and other places. Extensively studied across disciplines (Mitra 2013), recent geographical research complicates environmentally deterministic and narrowly individual- or household-oriented understandings of children’s and parental travel. Although information on the material fabric of neighbourhoods and other spatial units is indispensible to understanding such travel (Yamada et al. 2012; F Wang et al, 2013), ‘walkability’ or ‘bikeability’ cannot be reduced to a function of readily quantifiable indicators of the built environment, street networks and/or traffic volumes (Kelly et al 2011; Andrews et al. 2012). Parents’ perceptions of trip length and road safety, concerns over children’s fitness and competence, their wider activity-travel patterns, as well as locally specific social norms and parenting cultures are all important (Christie et al. 2011; Lang et al. 2011; Mitra and Buliung 2014). Moreover, children’s views and perspectives need to be considered as well, which has been done through both survey and qualitative methods (Pooley et al. 2010; Zwerts et al. 2010; Fusco et al. 2012). In short, not only do walkability and bikeability for children emerge from the situated and locally specific interactions of materiality, discourse, bodily capacity and affect; walkability and bikeability also need not translate into active travel because car use may be better compatible with parents’ juggling of employment, care-giving and other commitments. This is especially so because, in car-dependent communities,  a car trip shared between parent(s) and child(ren) is more than a utilitarian movement from A to B but also an expression of care and a moment of family time (Dowling 2000; Bean et al. 2008). More generally, and utilising insights from the mobilities literature, geographers have argued that interdisciplinary research on active travel and obesity should more critically unpack the norms and power relations embedded in seemingly objective indicators of body size, energy expenditure and socio-physical environments, and pay much more detailed attention to differentiation in embodied experience and bodily capacities (Andrews et al. 2012).  [1:  Here cycling and walking are promoted not only for health reasons but also to reduce congestion, emissions, energy consumption and noise pollution, and to improve liveability, social cohesion and wellbeing.] 



Beyond transport versus mobilities

This Report cannot do justice to all dimensions of the re-engagement with transport across the discipline, even if attention is restricted to the ways in which transport is now enmeshed in a limited series of other forms of circulation and flow. Research on transport continues to be diverse and vibrant, not least because the institutionalised transport geography research community is expanding and because ‘transport’ and ‘mobilities’ are increasingly engaging in productive dialogue (as evidenced in, for instance, Shaw and Hesse [2010], Bissell et al. [2011] and Ernste et al. [2012]). However, perhaps the greatest change in recent years has been that – because of transport’s significance to current attempts to enhance economic growth, reduce emissions and energy consumption, and halt obesity – many geographers who would probably not self-identify as transport or mobility researchers have directed their attention to the transport of people and to a lesser degree freight. Transport tends not to be their central concern, but their engagements are incredibly important and to some extent reinvent the research field. For they bring new concepts, ideas, approaches and data to bear on the study of transport within geography in ways that the mobilities research community cannot always do. This much is suggested by the above discussions of political economy perspectives on transport infrastructure investment and planning; socio-technical approaches to the analysis of linkages between transport, carbon and energy; and health geography interests in food deserts and walkability.

[bookmark: _GoBack]These observations do not imply that endeavours to stage further dialogue between ‘transport’ and ‘mobilities’ should be discontinued; both research communities still have much to learn from each other. Nonetheless, as a body of work, the geographical analysis of transport would benefit at least as much from transport geographers engaging in further exchange and collaboration with geographers from every nook and cranny of the discipline. Our collective understanding of transport and mobility would benefit most if identity-based dialogues were complemented, and ultimately superseded, by more topic- or problem-oriented debates on the (non)movement of people and objects. 
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