
 

Urban Transport Statistics - Promoting Data Quality 

Transportation management is a major part of 

urban planning and development. Today the 

proportion of people living in urban areas is 55% and 

these figures may rise to 68% of the world 

population by 20501. Urban areas are expanding in 

both size and density, as is urban travel. With this 

rapid urban growth, how do policy makers decide on 

levels of public transport provision?  

The answer is data. The world is in the midst of a 

data explosion with new “big data” sources becoming available, and these data have the potential to 

transform cities in various ways, from facilitating the planning of new transport infrastructure driven by 

urban growth to better understanding existing commuting patterns. For this purpose, policy makers 

play an important role. For urban transport, planning decisions are typically based on official statistics 

published by national statistics offices or transport ministries. Yet the collection of accurate data and 

detailed information still leaves many gaps, and many policy makers are finding that cities are not fully 

utilising available or potentially-available datasets. For example, despite it being the principal transport 

mode in many large cities, there is currently no established official statistics collation on 

metros/subways at the international level. 

To help to fill these data issues, on 12th June, the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) brought together 

representatives of national statistics offices and transport 

ministries, international organizations, academia and transport 

operators to participate in a workshop on Urban Public Transport 

Statistics. Participants presented their work, discussed public 

needs, private sector constraints and new transport measuring 

                                                           
1 United Nations Report. 68% of the world population projected to live in urban areas by 2050.  2018  
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-
prospects.html 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html


tools with the aim of bridging the data gap on urban public transport statistics, and to chart a possible 

course of action towards better data collection.  

The workshop was held in the context of monitoring Sustainable Development Goal 11, on sustainable 

cities and communities, in particular SDG indicator 11.2.1 which tracks the proportion of the urban 

population that has convenient access to public transport, defined as being within 500m of a public 

transport stop. As such UN-Habitat, the custodian agency for indicator 11.2.1, presented their progress 

in monitoring this indicator for cities across the world.2 Obtaining geospatial population data for cities 

is possible, but a time lag is often present due to population data being based on census information. 

Two further challenges to consider are the frequency of service at the local stop (is two buses a day 

convenient access?) and the significant role that informal public transport (paratransit) plays in many 

countries. 

Figure 1: Difference between access to public transport through formal (left) and informal (right) means in an example city 

 

Having addressed aspects of accessibility, discussions moved on to existing work on tracking public 

transport use.  National statistical officers described their experiences in the collection of data on 

passenger journeys on buses, trams and metros. For many countries, statistics in urban transport are 

based on traditional questionnaires, surveys and censuses. Although the collection on these data 

provides information for many subdivisions of the population, these data are expensive to collect, often 
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time-consuming, and they are not always consistent. Nevertheless, paper surveys continue to be used, 

and where they are well designed and brief they can still be a source of quality data, as demonstrated 

in the United Kingdom’s collection of tram and light rail data in this way for  tram networks across 

multiple cities. 

The Smart Card was another example for data collection, where a card  containing a microchip is used 

to access public transport, often across multiple modes. This facilitates the counting of passengers 

boarding the bus, trams and metros or making transfers from one vehicle to another. Unfortunately, 

one of the challenges of this system is that although it allows the measurement of passengers boarding, 

it is limited when it comes to understanding the distance travelled by these passengers due to the fact 

that there is not always a track of when the passengers alight from buses for instance, as is the case in 

Denmark. 

Automatic Passenger Counting (APC) systems such as electronic machines that count the number of 

passengers that board and disembark every vehicle are a potential solution (Figure 2), and their 

successful use was highlighted in the 

presentation by TPG. 

Passenger counting is 

carried out either through 

the  estimation of  

passenger numbers based 

on the weight of the vehicle 

under the passenger 

compartment, or through 

“Video Counting” systems 

where cameras over each door detect entries and exits. The counters regularly send data to a central 

database and information can be near-instantly used for analysis. 3 

In addition to these methods of data collection on traditional public transport, tracking new urban 

mobility developments was also a focus of discussion. Over the past decade, the emergence of new 

mobility services such as ride-hailing, electric scooters, or shared bicycles, have rapidly reshaped how 

people make urban transportation choices. Many predict that these services will play a big role in the 

future of urban transport, so understanding their impacts on cities is critical to planning for the future 

                                                           
3 Transport Public Genevois. Statistiques transports publics genevois. Presentation 2019.  
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/trans/doc/2019/wp6/Presentations/TPGED-_274000-v1-
Pr%C3%A9sentation_UNECE_-_GT_Statistiques_transport_-_12_jui....pdf 

Figure 2. Digital Information system of a TPG bus (source in footnote) 
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of mobility. Ways of producing and sharing data on these new services could likely be a future focus for 

international statistics, something emphasised in the presentation of Statistics Canada. 

In conclusion, it was agreed that the workshop helped assess the current practices in the collection of 

data for Urban Transport Statistics, contributed to an understanding of the issues faced by statistic 

offices in this process, and, ultimately, presented innovative methods in data collection. The workshop 

should be viewed as part of UNECE’s plans to continue to promote communication and collaboration 

between countries and organizations on data collection in the transport sector. 

To learn more about  transport statistics or to receive information on future transport statistics 

workshops, UNECE can be contacted directly by email at stat.trans@un.org. In addition, 

transport data for UNECE member states is available on our website   

mailto:stat.trans@un.org

