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Tim Gore, Thorfinn Stainforth and Antoine Lucic, we are White, 
heterosexual, Northern feminist men, committed to addressing inequality 
in all its forms in our work to accelerate Europe’s low carbon transition.

The Institute for European Environmental Policy (IEEP) is a Brussels-
based sustainability think tank. Working with stakeholders across 
European Union (EU) institutions, international bodies, academia, civil 
society and industry, our team of policy professionals composed of 
economists, scientists and lawyers produce evidence-based research 
and policy insight. Our work covers a wide range of environmental and 
sustainability policy areas and includes both short-term policy issues  
and long-term strategic studies. As a not-for-profit organisation with  
over 40-years of experience, we are committed to advancing impact- 
driven sustainability policy across the EU and the world. Further 
information about IEEP is available from our website (www.ieep.eu).

Sustainable and inclusive 
transport systems

Transforming transport is one of the most urgent priorities of the European Green Deal. 
Transport represents around a quarter of EU greenhouse gas emissions, and while emissions 
from the power sector are in structural decline, emissions from transport are still higher 
today than in 1990.1

	 But the sector is also a site of major inequalities. Transport is the most unequal form of 
carbon consumption by income,2 with the majority of the sector’s emissions driven by a small 
minority of the highest emitting EU citizens.3 It is the biggest driver of air pollution in cities, to 
which people with low incomes and from Black and minority ethnic communities are often 
disproportionately exposed.4 And critically for this gender analysis, transport systems in the 
EU are largely designed by and for abled men, reproducing forms of discrimination such as 
sexism, racism or ableism.  
	 In this chapter we present evidence of gender inequality in the use of different types 
of transport, in the types of trips people make, in the experience of using transport and of 
employment in the transport sector. We then present an overview of the relevant legislative 
landscape under the Green Deal and recommendations to help build inclusive, gender-just 
and sustainable mobility systems in the EU.

Gendered analysis of transport systems in the EU

The International Transport Forum has concluded that “gender is one of the most defining 
determinants of transport choice”.5 Different mobility patterns between women and men 
explored in this chapter can be seen to reflect patriarchal structures which place greater 
responsibility for care work on women, while abled men generally have more cultural, and 
economic independence, as well as power over the design of mobility systems.

www.ieep.eu
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Transport modes

Research shows that women walk and use public transport (especially buses) more than 
men.6 Men on the other hand tend to fly, drive individual cars, cycle and use new mobility 
services like carsharing, ridesharing, bike sharing and e-scooters more than women, although 
there is evidence that when cycling infrastructure is safe, women and men cycle equally as 
often. Men are more likely to have a driver’s license and access to a car than women, while 
women are more likely to be a passenger than to drive themselves.7 

“If everyone travelled in the way women do today, the energy use and emissions from passenger 
transport in Sweden would decrease with almost 20 per cent. Furthermore, the use of the car as 
a mode of transport would already be on the level estimated to be sustainable for the year 2050,” 
Lena Smidfelt Rosqvist, Head of Research at Trivector.

Trips

Trip patterns are gendered, in part due to women’s lower participation in the labour market 
and higher involvement in unpaid care work. Women are more likely to make several, shorter 
trips while carrying groceries and/or accompanying children or older family members, while 
men are more likely to undertake individual trips commuting to and from a workplace. One 
estimate suggests more than 2/3 of trips made by men are for work, compared to only half 
of trips made by women, while almost 1/3 of trips made by women relate to household 
responsibilities compared to just 1/8 of trips by men.8

	 These male trip patterns have to a large extent shaped transport policies and systems 
in the EU to date, which fail to address the needs for multiple, shorter trips in off-peak 
hours, accessible to people of all ages. For example, transport pricing structures do not 
always take trip-chaining into account, and public transport hubs and stations are not always 
designed for people traveling with children, prams and groceries or accompanying people 
with reduced mobility.9

source: Eurobarometermenwomen
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Experiences

Women and men experience and use transport modes differently. Men tend to be more 
dangerous drivers, causing a large majority of accidents to which women are dispropor-
tionately vulnerable.10 Safety considerations, notably in the use of public transportation, 
are often cited as limiting women’s mobility, which in turn may impact women’s access  
to opportunities (including education and jobs) and have repercussions for long-term well-
being. Fear of harassment and assaults mean that women worry more than men about 
which routes to take and which time they travel. 
	 For example, a survey by the French National Federation of Transport Users showed 
that 90% of women respondents had experienced sexual harassment while taking public 
transport.11 One study in the UK found that the number of public transport users would 
increase by 10 per cent if passengers, especially women, felt safer.12 The LGBTQI+  community 
is also vulnerable to violence and harassment worldwide13 but its particular security needs 
are largely ignored in transport policy and data collection.14 

Employment 

Women make up 22% of the EU transport sector labour force. While this is the highest rate 
of female employees in the transport sector in the world, women are also impeded from 
rising to senior positions, so there are disproportionately few women in decision making 
roles, reinforcing gender bias in transport policy. Women predominantly work in customer-
facing or administrative roles, often under more flexible work arrangements and in part-time 
jobs, and thus have less decision-making power or opportunities for promotion than male 
workers. 
	 A 2019 survey by the European Transport Workers’ Federation (ETWF) of women transport 
workers across Europe found that a quarter thought that being a woman has a negative 
impact on their wages and nearly half said that their workplace does not prioritise a safe and 
adequate work environment for women, demonstrating that gender-based violence affects 
women transport workers as well as users.15 In a separate survey, a quarter of respondents 
said that violence against women is regular and considered it to be “part of the job.”16

	 As a consequence of men’s dominance among senior positions in the transport sector, 
many of the assumptions in planning and design may be male oriented. This may mean, 
for example, a greater emphasis on commuter traffic and transport systems designed 
for simple home to work trips, or car design using males as the “default” value, leading to 
increased chances of death for women in crashes.17 Attracting, retaining and increasing the 
representation of women at all levels in the transport workforce is therefore vital to building 
more gender-just and inclusive transport systems.18 

Gender and sustainable mobility in the European Green Deal

Addressing sustainability challenges in the transport sector is a key pillar of the European 
Green Deal. In this section we assess the extent to which gender is explicitly considered in 
current and upcoming EU mobility and related policy measures and make recommendations 
for a more gender-just and inclusive approach.

2.1 Gender, mobility and the European Green Deal

The European Commission (EC) presented the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy in 
December 2020 as a European Green Deal flagship initiative,19 including the vital requirement 
that any future transport policy proposal should comply with the EC’s Gender Equality and 
Disability Strategies. But the Strategy is otherwise gender blind. 
	 It aims inter alia to protect health and wellbeing while ensuring that the transition 
“should leave nobody behind,” but its commitment to the principle “that mobility is available 
and affordable for all” refers explicitly only to “rural and remote regions” and to “persons with 
reduced mobility and persons with disabilities,” making no reference to gender. With regard 
to safety issues, the Strategy fails to recognise women’s disproportionate representation 
among road traffic victims, and even more concerning, makes no reference to the grave 
safety issues reported extensively by women with regard to primarily male violence and 
harassment as users of and workers in transport systems. 
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	 The only other explicit reference to gender in the Strategy relates to employment in the 
transport sector, in relation to continued support to stakeholder cooperation and exchange 
of good practices on the “More Women in Transport – Platform for Change,”20 established in 
2017 to increase the number of women in transport professions. This initiative has led to 19 
“actions” so far, ranging from conferences, seminars, and training to the implementation of 
new action plans and advisory bodies in some participating organisations. 
	 Furthermore, the EU’s most important legislative initiatives in the area of sustainable 
mobility, including the CO2 Standards for Cars Regulation, Fuel Quality Directive, Eurovignette 
Directive and the Trans-European Transport Network, have no explicit recognition of gender 
whatsoever.
	 The one area in which gender dimensions of mobility have been explicitly addressed 
by the EC is the 2020 Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan (SUMP) topic guide - “Addressing 
gender equity and vulnerable groups in SUMPs”21 – designed to reflect the EC’s commitment 
to integrating gender issues across its policy initiatives. SUMPs are the central element of the 
EC’s 2013 Urban Mobility Package, and likely to continue as a critical element in sustainable 
urban transport policy at the EU level following a positive evaluation in 2021.22 

Towards gender justice in EU mobility policy

Here we present four priority areas to strengthen the integration of a gendered analysis into 
the Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, alongside efforts to address the root causes of 
patriarchy and gender inequality explored in other chapters of this report.

 	 Investing in gender disaggregated data collection and intersectional analysis
	 Both the EC23 and the Court of Auditors24 have noted that there is a lack of systemati- 

cally collected, gender-disaggregated and comparable data at city level in the EU, and 
currently there is no legal requirement for Member States to report data on urban mo- 
bility to the EC. 

		  The EC should insist on Member State collection of intersectional gender-disaggre-
	 gated data on urban mobility as a first priority, as a precondition for more gender-just 

policy-making and fund research that makies use of this new data.

 	 From private cars to safe and accessible public and non-motorised travel	
EU policy continues to prioritise the transition towards zero and low-emission vehicles 
over other sustainable transport options, which, given the disproportionate use of cars 
by men, represents a continued bias towards male mobility priorities. 		
	 The EU and Member States should shift tax incentives and public investment from 
the promotion of private transport towards flexible, affordable, secure public transport. 
Building off-peak capacity, reliability and flexibility of service and ticketing should be a 
central goal to better accommodate the needs of women and those with mobility 
challenges. Investment should also be scaled-up for building safe and accessible cycle 
and walking infrastructure.

 	 Addressing gender bias in the design of autonomous cars
	 Serious concerns have been raised that autonomous cars are being coded with sexist or 

racist driving patterns as a baseline.25 Such questions require transparency around the 
algorithms guiding a car (and other transport systems and technologies) and should be 
addressed under the relevant Directives governing intelligent transport systems.26

 	 Prioritising safe and accessible rail over aviation
	 In terms of inter-city travel, the aviation industry benefits from a large number of tax breaks 

compared to rail and bus sectors, despite the fact that this overwhelmingly benefits male, 
affluent consumers. 

		  The EU and Member States should drop tax breaks for aviation fuels, the VAT 
exemption for flights, and stop public investment in airports for inter-city travel. Safe, 
reliable, accessible, and flexible inter-city options by rail and bus should be promoted, 
with the safety and comfort of women given priority attention to ensure that women feel 
safe to choose this option.



 113Sustainable and inclusive transport systems    

1	 European Commission, Transport Emissions (accessed May 18, 2021)
2	 Yannick Oswald et al., “Large Inequality in International and Intranational Energy Footprints between 

Income Groups and across Consumption Categories” Nature Energy, Vol. 5, no. 3 (2020): 231–39
3	 Diana Ivanova and Richard Wood, “The Unequal Distribution of Household Carbon Footprints in Europe 

and Its Link to Sustainability” Global Sustainability, Vol. 3 (2020)
4	 European Environment Agency and European Topic Centre for Air Pollution and Climate Change 

Mitigation, Unequal Exposure and Unequal Impacts: Social Vulnerability to Air Pollution, Noise and Extreme 
Temperatures in Europe (Luxemburg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2018)

5	 International Transport Forum, “Gender is One of the Most Robust Determinants of Transport Choice”, 
Transport Policy Matter, Original publication February 6, 2020 (accessed May 6, 2021)

6	 German Environment Agency, Transforming the transport sector for everyone, (Dessau-Roßlau : German 
Environment Agency, 2020), https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/en/publikationen/transforming-the-
transport-sector-for-everyone

7	 Ramboll, Gender and (Smart) Mobility: Green Paper 2021 (2021)
8	 Karla Gonzalez Carvajal and Muneeza Mehmood Alam, “Transport is not gender-neutral”, World Bank 

Blogs, Original publication January 24, 2018 (accessed May 16, 2021)
9	 Ramboll, Gender and (Smart) Mobility
10	 Rachel Aldred et al., “How does mode of travel affect risks posed to other road users? An analysis of 

English road fatality data incorporating gender and road type,” Injury Prevention, Vol. 27, (2021):71-76; 
Peter C. Baker, Collision course: why are cars killing more and more pedestrians? (The Guardian, 2019)

11	 UN Women, ed., Women’s access to safe transport (2020)
12	 British Transport Authority, Fear of Crime and Concerns about Personal safety on the rail network. Summary 

of findings from existing research: 2008 update, 16
13	 Doug Meyer, “An Intersectional Analysis of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) People’s 

Evaluations of Anti-Queer Violence”, Gender & Society, Vol. 26, no. 6 (2012): 849-873
14	 Gustavo Carvalho Moreira and Vania Aparecida Ceccato, “Gendered Mobility and Violence in the São 

Paulo Metro, Brazil”, Urban Studies, Vol. 58, no. 1 (2020): 203–22
15	 ”Making the Transport Sector Fit for Women to Work in”, European Transport Workers’ Federation (ETF)  

(accessed May 16, 2021)
16	 Jane Pillinger, Violence against women at work in transport: Summary report of findings from a survey by 

ETF (2017)
17	 Sophie Putka, Why Are There No Crash Test Dummies That Represent Average Women?, Discover, 

Original publication February 16, 2021 (accessed May 18, 2021)
18	 Wei-Shiuen Ng and Ashley Acker, The Gender Dimension of the Transport Workforce (OECD/ITF, 2020)
19	 European Commission, Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport, COMMUNICATION FROM THE 

COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT, THE COUNCIL, THE EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL COMMITTEE AND THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy 
– putting European transport on track for the future, 2020, COM/2020/789, Brussels

20	 European Commission Mobility and Transport, Women in Transport – EU Platform for change (accessed 
May 16, 2021) 

21	 Ana Drăguțescu, Topic Guide: ADDRESSING GENDER EQUITY AND VULNERABLE GROUPS IN SUMPs (2020)
22	 European Commission, Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport, COMMISSION STAFF WORKING 

DOCUMENT EVALUATION of the 2013 Urban Mobility Package, 2021, SWD/2021/0047 final, Brussels
23	 European Commission, COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT EVALUATION of the 2013 Urban Mobility 

Package
24	 European Court of Auditors, Sustainable Urban Mobility in the EU: No substantial improvement is possible 

without Member States’ commitment (2020)
25	 Lance Eliot, ”Here’s Why The AI At The Wheel Of A Self-Driving Car Might Be Male, Female, Gender-Fluid, 

Or Gender-Neutral”, Forbes, Original publication  February 22, 2020 (accessed May 18, 2021)
26	 European Commission, White Paper: On Artificial Intelligence – A European approach to excellence and 

trust, 2020, COM(2020)65, Brussels; European Commission, Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities 
for Women and Men, 2020; European Commission, ”New rules for Artificial Intelligence – Questions and 
Answers”, Original publication April 21, 2021 (accessed May 19, 2021)

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport_en
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-020-0579-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-020-0579-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.12
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.12
https://doi.org/10.2800/324183
https://doi.org/10.2800/324183
https://transportpolicymatters.org/2020/02/06/gender-is-one-of-the-most-robust-determinants-of-transport-choice/
https://www.tinngo.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Gender-and-mobility_report.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/transport/transport-not-gender-neutral
https://www.tinngo.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Gender-and-mobility_report.pdf
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/27/1/71
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/27/1/71
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/oct/03/collision-course-pedestrian-deaths-rising-driverless-cars
https://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/1991-womens-access-to-safe-transport.html
https://btpa.police.uk/livesite/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/2008-update-BTPA-Passenger-fear-of-crime-paper-FINAL.pdf
https://btpa.police.uk/livesite/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/2008-update-BTPA-Passenger-fear-of-crime-paper-FINAL.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243212461299
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243212461299
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019885552
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019885552
https://www.etf-europe.org/activity/yes-more-women-in-transport-make-transport-fit-for-women-to-work-in/
https://www.etf-europe.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ETF-summary-report-VAW-at-work-in-transport_EN.pdf
https://www.etf-europe.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ETF-summary-report-VAW-at-work-in-transport_EN.pdf
https://www.discovermagazine.com/technology/why-are-there-no-crash-test-dummies-that-represent-average-women
https://www.itf-oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/gender-dimension-transport-workforce.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/social/women-transport-eu-platform-change_en
https://www.eltis.org/sites/default/files/sump_topic-guide_gender-equity_vulnerable-groups_final.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0047#footnote330
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0047#footnote330
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0047#footnote330
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0047#footnote330
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR20_06/SR_Sustainable_Urban_Mobility_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR20_06/SR_Sustainable_Urban_Mobility_EN.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lanceeliot/2020/02/22/heres-why-the-ai-at-the-wheel-of-a-self-driving-car-might-be-male-female-gender-fluid-or-gender-neutral/?sh=69ad66232fd8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lanceeliot/2020/02/22/heres-why-the-ai-at-the-wheel-of-a-self-driving-car-might-be-male-female-gender-fluid-or-gender-neutral/?sh=69ad66232fd8
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/commission-white-paper-artificial-intelligence-feb2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/commission-white-paper-artificial-intelligence-feb2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/opinion_artificial_intelligence_gender_equality_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/opinion_artificial_intelligence_gender_equality_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_21_1683
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_21_1683

