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The European Conference of Transport Research Institutes (ECTRI) is an international 
non‐profit association that was officially founded in April 2003. It is the first attempt to 
unite the forces of the foremost multimodal transport research centres across Europe 
and to thereby promote the excellence of European transport research. 
 
Today, it includes 27 major transport research institutes or universities from 19 European 
countries. Together, they account for more than 4,000 European scientific and research 
staff in the field of transport. ECTRI as the leading European research association for 
sustainable and multimodal mobility is committed to provide the scientifically based 
competence, knowledge and advice to move towards a green, safe, efficient, and 
inclusive transport for people and goods. 
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ECTRI calls for an innovative and socially balanced European transport policy and a 
consistent strategy for sustainable and smart mobility.  
 
In this paper, ECTRI proposes to review the approach to the European transport policy 
by strongly developing the social dimension of sustainability in transport and develops 
some ideas on how the research community can contribute to such policy.  
 
ECTRI suggests to establish a robust multidisciplinary agenda on sustainable transport 
studies, that can provide the Green Deal and the revised European transport policy with 
the necessary knowledge basis to undertake a disruptive revision of the failed 
paradigms, and put the European transport policy on track towards sustainability. 
 
Putting in place such a knowledge generation platform will effectively mobilize European 
know-how potential in the attainment of a transport system more responsive to the 
social and environmental challenges Europeans face ahead. 
 

An innovative and socially balanced European transport policy and 
a consistent strategy for sustainable and smart mobility 

Transport and mobility play a vital role in the everyday lives of people and businesses. 
European transport policy is designed to meet their needs as well as to address climate change 
and reap the benefits of digitisation. In order to best achieve these multiple aims, the 
European Commission is working on a comprehensive Strategy for a Sustainable and Smart 
Mobility. The Strategy was announced as part of the European Green Deal, and is scheduled 
for release before the end of 2020. It will supersede the 2011 Transport White Paper as the 
European Commission’s vision for transport.  

In July 2020, the European Commission launched a public consultation on the evaluation of 
the 2011 White Paper ‘Roadmap to a Single European Transport Area – Towards a competitive 
and resource efficient transport system’ and on the announced future European Strategy for 
a Sustainable and Smart Mobility. 

The European Conference of Transport Research Institutes (ECTRI) welcomes the opportunity 
offered to share feedbacks and opinions on both the evaluation of the 2011 White Paper and 
on the European Strategy for a Sustainable and Smart Mobility in preparation and would 
therefore like to provide its views in the following position paper.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A call to review the approach to the European transport policy 

The European Conference of Transport Research Institutes (ECTRI) welcomes the 
Commission’s efforts to put forward a comprehensive strategy for sustainable and smart 
mobility and to undertake the evaluation of the 2011 Transport White Paper. 

The EU transport policy has generally been recognized as a success story of European 
integration, based on its delivery in terms of market integration, reduction of transport costs 
to users and facilitation of trade and personal mobility. It has done so with a continuous 
support from innovation, as illustrated by the development of multimodality, the deployment 
of technologies providing ever more convenient public services for urban and interurban 
mobility or the reduction of emissions from transport vehicles, to cite a few globally 
recognized recent European contributions. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en


ECTRI Position Paper: An innovative and socially balanced European transport policy  
and a consistent strategy for sustainable and smart mobility, September 2020  

 

3 
 

 

All these achievements fell within the economic dimension of sustainable development, and 
deserve wide recognition. Regrettably, they have not been accompanied by similar progress 
on the environmental and social fronts. In this sense, the expectations raised since the first 
Transport White Paper in 1992 presented the vision of a sustainable transport system 
supporting European integration have not materialized. 

On the environment, and particularly in what refers to climate change mitigation, the EU 
transport policy has repeatedly failed to meet its targets, and it is currently out of track to 
meet those set up in the current 2011 Transport White Paper (a reduction of 20% below the 
2008 GHG emission level in 2030 and a 60% reduction target in 2050 compared to 1990 level). 
Now that the Green Deal is setting even more ambitious targets for the transport sector (a 
90% GHG emission reduction by 2050), it is high time to explore alternative approaches. 

The social dimension of the sustainable transport paradigm has received comparatively less 
attention than its environmental and economic counterparts. On the one hand, the priorities 
set by the transport policy can be progressively responding more to the expectations of the 
European mobile elites than to bridging the growing social gap within and between European 
regions; on the other hand, transport policy has remained too autonomous from social and 
spatial policies. There is a case to push for a social turn in the EU transport policy. 

Back in 2011, the blunt statement in paragraph 18 of the Transport White Paper that “curbing 
mobility is not an option” raised a turmoil of reactions. After almost 10 years it is worth to re-
discuss that political statement. The 2007 financial crisis and now the COVID-19 pandemia 
have shown the weaknesses of many economic activities relying on cheap and unrestrained 
mobility. 

The contribution of research to European transport policy – The 
underdeveloped social dimension of sustainable mobility 

The EU research and innovation policy has been deployed along the lines set up by the 
transport white papers, making of technological innovation a sort of silver bullet to cope with 
the growing environmental challenges imposed by climate change, without compromising the 
basic principle of supporting the consolidation of the single market through transport 
facilitation, and unrestrained market competition. The deployment of new technological 
solutions has been at the core of many flagship transport actions and initiatives. 

It is worth noticing that public discussion on the innovative solutions proposed and, in 
particular, the strategies for behavioural change many times mirror the personal experiences 
of mobility researchers, public officials and technology developers, therefore addressing a 
particular segment of the population with relatively high income and education levels and high 
mobility needs: a cosmopolitan and technologically savvy “mobile elite”, not necessarily 
aware of the huge social and economic diversity in Europe.  

To make progress in the sustainable transport vision- and particularly on their social and 
environmental dimensions-, the European Transport Policy would be expected to address 
questions such as (1) the need to be able to adapt and strengthen the diversity of the 
European social and economic fabric or (2) the provision of framework conditions encouraging 
the development and deployment of socially-responsive innovations. For too long, the answer 
to these and other similar questions has been merely entrusted to market forces. The extent 
of the current social crisis and growing disparities in Europe strongly call for a revision of this 
approach. 
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As there are not ready-to implement answers to these questions, there is a need for a 
strategic, multidisciplinary effort to build up a knowledge generation and management 
platform that can accompany the design and implementation of transport policies in future.  

The European transport research community is eager to support and contribute to what 
should be a sustained and co-creation task to realize a balanced vision of the future 
sustainable European transport system. Such effort could build upon the experience of the 
many technical assistance and research activities requested in the past by the European 
Commission services to support its policy design, implementation and assessment. But it 
would go several steps forward, providing a structured basis to accelerate the sustainability 
transition in this. Therefore, it would complement, rather than overlap, the current 
technological and industrial focus of transport research activities within Horizon 2020 and the 
forthcoming FP-9 (Horizon Europe). In particular there would be a need to undertake a 
consistent review of challenges such as the following ones: 

- The alignment of the prevailing vision of “transport as the backbone of European 
integration and the European single market” with a socially-responsive vision of 
sustainable transport. This traditional paradigm was successful in the 1990s to 
remover borders and to adopt crucial reforms, but has resulted in ever growing 
transport demand of people and goods, an increasing concentration of high-added 
value economic activities in a few European regions and growing economic disparities 
before them and regions lagging behind. The promises of a “polycentric and balanced 
spatial development in the EU”, outlined in the 1999 European Spatial Development 
Perspective and governing regional development, TEN-T and other European policies 
with a territorial impact, have not materialized. 
 

- Economic and social vulnerability. The COVID-19 crisis has shown that not all economic 
sectors are equally vulnerable: Low-added value sectors and low-income workers 
seem disproportionately hit by the pandemic; and these economic activities and social 
groups are particularly dependent on transport services, and have little- if any- 
capacities to rely on digital technologies. The disruption of transport services hit these 
activities and people particularly hard, showing the equity unbalances of the current 
transport system. 

 

ECTRI’s policy proposals 

To cope with these challenges, and particularly with the development of the social dimension 
of sustainability in transport, requires sustained support from the research community, in 
terms of data, methodologies and tools. ECTRI suggests to establish a robust multidisciplinary 
agenda on sustainable transport studies, that can provide the Green Deal and the revised 
European transport policy with the necessary knowledge basis to undertake a disruptive 
revision of these failed paradigms, and put the European transport policy on track towards 
sustainability. There is an urgent need to learnt from the past, undertake a better 
understanding of the current drivers of economic development in Europe and their 
incompatibility with the sustainable transport paradigm, and to identify how transport 
demand in Europe can be curbed down to sustainable levels while improving the economic 
competitiveness and social cohesion. 
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As a starting point ECTRI proposes to undertake a needs assessment during the coming 
months, in parallel with the design of the Strategy and the revision of the White Paper, 
followed by a four-year work programme, mobilizing the European research and professional 
community beyond the transport sector and with the commitment to deliver in the medium 
term a stronger knowledge platform for decision makers to undertake the substantial reforms 
needed to achieve the Green Deal targets and a truly sustainable transport vision. 

Currently, many controversial topics cannot find their way to be properly addressed by the 
European transport policy debate, much less by deliberative and decision-making processes: 
the scope of a regulatory framework able to materialize a sustainable multimodal system, the 
review of EU transport financing and incentives, the integration of social responsiveness 
within transport research and innovation, or the alternatives at hand to curb unsustainable 
mobility practices and unsustainable, transport-intensive and socially exclusionary economic 
development. Putting in place such a knowledge generation platform will effectively mobilize 
European know-how potential in the attainment of a transport system more responsive to the 
social and environmental challenges Europeans face ahead. 

 

 

 

 

 


