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Abstract: Transport services represent a vital component of modern soci-
ety and the global economy. They encompass a wide range of activities—
from the movement of people and goods to complex logistics, intelligent sys-
tems, and digital technologies that enhance transport efficiency. With the
growth of globalization and increasingly interconnected markets, the de-
velopment of transport infrastructure has become a fundamental prerequ-
isite for economic growth and international competitiveness. A historical
analysis of transport services offers valuable insights into how states have
used infrastructure as an instrument of economic policy, and how the con-
cept of sustainability has become indispensable in shaping new strategic
approaches to infrastructure planning.

This paper examines the evolution of transport infrastructure, the role of
transportation in economic development, and the contemporary challenges
associated with sustainability and environmental criteria. Special empha-
sis is placed on the historical development of transport systems and various
examples of economic policies that have used transportation as a mecha-
nism of economic influence and national development.

Keywords: transport services, infrastructure, sustainability, economic
policy, transport history, development, transportation, environmental
policy
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Introduction

Transport, as an essential compo-
nent of infrastructure, is far more
than a physical network of roads,
railways, ports, and airports—it is a
reflection of societal structures, eco-
nomic ambitions, and political prio-
rities throughout history. The deve-
lopment of transport services has
consistently mirrored the evolution
of civilizations, revealing how soci-
eties have used mobility not only to
facilitate the movement of people
and goods but also to establish eco-
nomic connectivity, extend their
geopolitical influence, and assert te-
rritorial control. From the earliest
trade routes to complex modern lo-
gistics systems, transport has al-
ways played a central role in
shaping human progress. The cons-
truction and upgrading of transport
have

infrastructure historically

gone beyond technical under-
takings-they represent strategic de-
cisions tied to national develop-
ment, social integration, and geopo-
litical stability (Ivanovié et al.,

2020).

In today’s global context-where sus-
tainability, environmental responsi-
bility, and technological innovation
are integral to development policy-it
is increasingly important to reexa-
mine the evolving role of transport
services. Modern transport systems
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significantly influence a country’s
international image and competiti-
veness. Efficient, safe, and susta-
inable infrastructure sends a power-
ful message about a nation’s level of
modernization, economic vitality,
and openness to global exchange.
Well-connected railway networks,
state-of-the-art airports, and inte-
lligent logistics solutions not only
improve mobility but also enhance
international trade, tourism, and
cultural exchange, thus reshaping
the way a country is perceived glo-
bally (Dasi¢ et al., 2023; 2024).

High-speed trains, digitized logis-
tics hubs, and integrated multimo-
dal transport systems have become
hallmarks of technological advance-
ment, innovation, and global rele-
vance (Dasié, 2013; Dasié & Savié,
2020). The transition from ancient
Roman roads to 21st-century smart
mobility and “green logistics”
exemplifies how transportation re-
mains at the forefront of socio-eco-
nomic transformation (Ahmié et al.,
2016). As we confront the challenges
of climate change, urban congestion,
and resource depletion, the integra-
tion of sustainable practices into
transport planning is not only desi-

rable but imperative.

This paper aims to explore the his-
torical evolution of transport sys-
tems, analyze their impact on econo-



mic and social development, and
highlight the importance of embe-
dding sustainability principles in fu-
ture infrastructure strategies. By
viewing transportation through a
historical and forward-looking lens,
we can better understand its trans-
formative role in building resilient,
inclusive, and future-ready societies.

Historical Development of
Transport Infrastructure
Trade, human interaction, and

transportation have always existed,
as very few societies throughout
history relied solely on a self-
sustaining economy (Zolak, 2024).
As trade expanded and the need for
political dominance grew, the de-
velopment of transport systems
accelerated and often paralleled the
rise and expansion of empires. The
evolution of transportation from
prehistoric times to the Industrial
Revolution was a gradual yet conti-
nuous process. Roman road net-
works, for instance, were among the
first organized forms of infra-
structure, enabling both economic
integration and military supremacy
(Chisholm, 1990). These roads su-
pported Roman hegemony, just as
transport routes had previously
supported the ambitions of Persian,
Chinese, and New World rulers.
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Soon after, grain trade flourished
across the Mediterranean, and new
routes emerged linking the Orient
with Kurope. Eventually, the Ibe-
rian, Dutch, French, and British
empires were fundamentally based
on trade and maritime transport
(Stankovié & Dasié, 2023).

Major transformations in transpor-
tation that laid the foundation for
the modern world began to appear
in Europe several centuries before
the year 1300. During this period, a
network of trading centers began to
replace the feudal economic order.
One of the key catalysts for this
shift was the series of Crusades,
which contributed to breaking down
the feudal barriers that had limited
the free movement of people and
goods. The military campaigns of
Charlemagne, whose armies often
raided between agricultural cycles
of sowing and harvest, illustrate the
growing mobility of the population
by the 9th
accompanied by violence. His mi-

century-frequently

litary journeys also facilitated the
exchange of knowledge-bringing
back expertise in building bridges

and monumental architecture.

By the 11th century, overland tran-
sport had already incorporated se-
veral technological innovations,
such as iron horseshoes, improved

harnesses for draft animals, pivoted

Ekonomski signali 565



Ilievska Kostadinovic, M., Kostadinovi¢, G. Transport economics: the impact of

transport infrastructure on the economic development of rural areas

axles for carts, and more advanced
techniques for constructing bridges.
However, due to the high cost of ro-
ad transport, most traffic still relied
on coastal and riverine routes. In
this regard, Europe held a natural
advantage as a peninsula with a
highly indented coastline and abun-
dant river systems that facilitated
internal trade.

Advancements in navigation further
stimulated maritime commerce (Ra-
dakovié & Marinkovié, 2021). States
began issuing official charters to
ports, mechanical handling of cargo
improved, and new types of ships
designed specifically for trade emer-
ged (Stankovié, 2021; Stankovié &
Virijevié-Jovanovié, 2024). As early as
the 1430s, Portugal initiated its first
Atlantic expeditions. At the same ti-
me, projects were launched to impro-
ve inland waterway navigation and
construct canals. The Peace of West-
phalia in 1648 granted broader access
to German rivers for various stake-
holders. In the centuries that follo-
wed, Europe developed an extensive
canal network, and road infrastruc-
ture was gradually modernized, in-
cluding the introduction of toll roads.

A new wave of transport innovation
emerged nearly two centuries ago
with the introduction of the steam en-
gine in both water and land transport.
Roughly a century later, the techno-
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logical foundations laid by the steam
age evolved into a range of modern
transport modes-including aviation,
maritime, rail, and road systems-that
continue to dominate today’s global
communications and logistics net-
works (Garri-son, 2003). The true ex-
pansion of transportation occurred
during the 19th century with the rise
of the railway, a symbol of industrial
progress and urbanization (Hobs-
bawm, 1962).

In the 20th century, the rise of the
automobile industry and the cons-
truction of highway systems-such as
the U.S. Interstate Highway Sys-tem-
enabled mass transport on an unpre-
cedented scale (Kovadevié, Dasié,
2022). Meanwhile, the development
of the aviation industry after World
War II revolutionized global connec-
tivity (Rodrigue, 2020). Infrastruc-
ture development became increasin-
gly tied to national economic policies,
as investment in transportation was
recognized as a vital stimulus for eco-
nomic growth, regional integration,
and global competitiveness.

Infrastructure as an Instru-
ment of Economic Policy

Infrastructure represents the struc-
tural foundation of economic growth
in market economies. The absence of
a comprehensive approach to infra-



structure planning reflects a bro-
ader neglect of long-term economic
growth as a core goal of economic po-
licy-especially within the frame-
work of Germany's social market
economy since its inception after
World War II (Vuksa et al., 2024).
Drawing from dJéchimsen’s classi-
fication of infrastructure into ma-
terial, institutional, and personal
categories, infrastructure policy has
been proposed as an indirect yet
powerful mechanism to foster sus-
tainable economic growth. The ra-
tionale behind this approach lies in
the fundamental uncertainty surro-
unding future economic develop-
ment and the limits of our current
understanding of its processes and
outcomes (Buhr, 2009).

Transport corridors-vital arteries of
the global economy-enable the cir-
culation of people and the vast flows
of goods and services that underpin
modern life. These corri-dors connect
production and con-sumption zones,
promote intern-ational trade, support
tourism, and enhance the mobility of
labor, all contributing to economic
activity valued in the trillions of
dollars. Within this interconnected
global landscape, transport infra-
structure allows countries to spe-
cialize in sectors where they have

comparative advantages, fostering
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increased efficiency and overall global
economic progress.

By reducing geographic and tempo-
ral barriers, transportation facili-
tates the integration of distant econo-
mies and cultures, encouraging not
only economic cooperation but also
cultural exchange. This exchange
contributes to greater mutual under-
standing among nations, forming a
crucial basis for global peace and
stability-particularly sig-nificant in a
world still shadowed by the threat of
thermonuclear conflict (Dasié¢ et al.,
2020; Cvijanovié et al., 2023). In such
an environment, the development of
inclusive global communities based
on cooperation and mutual respect
becomes both a strategic and moral
imperative. Moreover, these inter-
actions spur intellectual, artistic, and
social creativity, enriching humanity
with a more diverse, dynamic, and
spiritually vibrant global society

(Dempsey, 2002).

In many countries, transport infra-
structure has also been strategically
employed to mitigate regional ine-
qualities, stimulate employment,
and support rural development.
Keynesian economic policy during
the interwar period and the post-
WWII era relied heavily on large-
scale public works-including the
construction of roads, railways, and
bridges-as a tool for economic reco-
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very and crisis management (Ski-
delsky, 2009).

Because infrastructure facilitates
the exchange of goods and services,
it plays a critical role in shaping a
country’s economic trajectory. When
a nation experiences an exogenous
increase in GDP per capita, political
decision-makers are faced with a
fundamental dilemma-whether to
invest the additional income in in-
frastructure (which involves imme-
diate fiscal costs but delayed bene-
fits), or to allocate it toward con-
sumption (which offers instant poli-
tical gains but little long-term im-
pact) (Brueckner, 2021).

In recent years, large-scale infra-
Chi-

na’s Belt and Road Initiative-have

structure initiatives-such as

illustrated how infrastructure has
evolved into a key geopolitical ins-
trument and a means for exerting
long-term economic influence (Su-
mmers, 2016). However, economic
profitability is no longer the sole
metric of success. Increasingly, sus-
tainability and environmental con-
siderations are integrated into
infrastructure planning and evalu-
ation (Pavlovié¢ et al., 2023; Stan-

kovié et al., 2024).

Infrastructure has thus become a
cornerstone of modern economic
policy-directly influencing GDP

growth, employment, productivity,
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and a nation's global competiti-
veness. Strategic investments in
road networks, railways, energy
systems, and digital infrastructure
not only enhance economic perfor-
mance but also strengthen regional

and international connectivity.

According to the World Bank (2020),
a 1% increase in infrastructure in-
vestment relative to GDP can yield
a 0.4% growth in the short term and
up to 1.5%
underscoring the critical importan-

in the long term-

ce of such investments for macroe-
conomic stability. Moreover, infra-
structure spending has a multiplier
effect,
associated sectors such as cons-

boosting activity  in
truction, industry, and transpor-
tation (Calderén & Servén, 2010).

The role of the state in shaping
infrastructure policy is pivotal.
Within the European Union, infra-
structure investment is closely alig-
ned with cohesion policy and re-
gional development objectives. Ini-
tiatives such as the Trans-European
Transport Network (TEN-T) and
financial instruments like those of
the European Investment Bank ser-
ve to reduce disparities among regi-
ons and promote integrated deve-
lopment (European Commission,
2022).

In Serbia, the National Investment
Plan and programs like “Serbia



2025” aim to modernize the coun-
try’s road, rail, and digital infra-
structure. According to the Ministry
of Construction, Transport and In-
frastructure (MGSI, 2021), invest-
ments in infrastructure from 2020
to 2025 will exceed €14 billion,
marking the largest infrastructure
program in the nation's history.
These investments are expected to
generate tens of thousands of jobs
and significantly improve the busi-
ness environment and quality of life.

Beyond economic outcomes, infra-
structure contributes to social in-
clusion, poverty reduction, and gre-
ater access to public services-espe-
cially in underserved and rural
areas (OECD, 2017). Investments in
sustainable infrastructure-such as
green transport, energy efficiency,
and digitalization-are increasingly
prioritized as part of the transition
toward a green economy and resi-
lience to climate change.

In conclusion, infrastructure as an
instrument of economic policy is not
merely a means of physical
connectivity-it is a driving force
behind

ment. Its role in post-crisis recovery

comprehensive develop-

and in transitional economies like
Serbia highlights the
importance of well-planned, sus-

strategic

tainable infrastructure investment
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for long-term growth and societal
well-being.

Sustainability in Transport
Planning

In the context of accelerating urba-
nization, sustainable transport has
become one of the key goals of
modern transport policy-one to
which numerous cities and trans-
portation authorities around the
world have increasingly committed.
Transportation plays a pivotal role
in strategies for urban sustainabi-
lity and the reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions. Public transport,
walking, and cycling are increasin-
gly promoted due to their lower
environmental impact compared to
private motor vehicles.

Although transport is not listed as a
standalone Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG), it plays a crucial role in
achieving many of the 17 goals, as
numerous targets depend directly or
indirectly on the development of
sustainable transport systems. Its
contribution includes reducing green-
house gas emissions, enhancing food
security, improving health and well-
being, increasing access to education,
empowering women and supporting
their employment, ensuring the dig-
nity and independence of older adults
and persons with disabilities, as well
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as advancing access to clean and
affordable energy, developing sustai-
nable urban environments, and pre-
serving biodiversity and ocean health
(Seleni¢ & Krstié¢, 2024). Several of
the 169 SDG targets explicitly refe-
rence transport’s enabling function.

Achieving these goals is a complex
and multifaceted challenge. Policy-
makers are increasingly required to
respond to the emergence of new
technologies and organizational mo-
dels-such as the sharing economy,
autonomous vehicles, and the In-
ternet of Things (IoT)-which can
either support or complicate efforts
toward sustainability. In this pro-
cess, conceptual frameworks, prac-
tical tools, and cross-sectoral know-
ledge can provide important gui-
dance. Addressing sustainability
challenges requires multilevel coo-
peration, involvement of diverse
stakeholders,

across sectors-with national govern-

and coordination
ments playing a critical role as the
dominant political entities in the
current global governance system.

The three pillars of sustainability-
social, economic, and environmen-
tal-form the foundation of the sus-
tainable transport concept in both
academic literature and strategic
policy documents. An illustrative
example is the declaration of the EU
Council of Transport Ministers, ba-
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sed on the definition from the Cana-
dian Centre for Sustainable Tran-
sportation, which emphasizes acce-
effi-
ciency, and the reduction of environ-

ssibility, economic viability,
mental harm as key principles of
sustainable transport. Similar gui-
delines have been adopted by the
United Nations, highlighting the
importance of access, safety, equity,
emission reduction, and addressing
urban traffic congestion and pro-
longed commuting times (Karjala-
inen & Juhola, 2019).

Sustainable transport entails the
balanced integration of economic,
environmental, and social conside-
rations. Transport is responsible for
approximately 23% of global CO,
emissions (IEA, 2021), making it a
priority area in climate policy. In re-
cent decades, many countries have
introduced measures such as invest-
ment in public transportation, the
development of electric vehicles,
and the implementation of “green”
logistics systems (Banister, 2005).

The European Union, through the
European Green Deal, has set an
ambitious objective: to achieve a cli-
mate-neutral transport system by
2050. This requires substantial in-
vestments in rail infrastructure and
alternative fuels (European Commi-
ssion, 2019). In this context, econo-
mic policy must provide both finan-



cial incentives and regulatory fra-
meworks to support the transition
toward sustainability.

Conclusion

The historical development of trans-
port services has demonstrated that
infrastructure is far more than a
physical network-it is a mirror of
societal values, political priorities,
and economic strategies. Roads, rail-
ways, ports, and digital corridors are
not merely channels of co-nnection;
they are instruments through which
a nation's development, its vision for
the future, and its capacity to add-
ress global ch-llenges are reflected
(Penezi¢, Bajié, 2024).

Today, in an era marked by climate
change, energy crises, and geopo-
litical instability, sustainability has
become a central element in the
planning and implementation of
transport systems. Modern infra-
structure projects are no longer
evaluated solely based on kilo-
meters built or project costs but are
increasingly judged by their envi-
ronmental footprint, social in-
clusiveness, and long-term econo-

mic benefits.

Economic policy can no longer ig-
nore the ecological and social con-
sequences of transportation deve-
these aspects

lopment. Instead,
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must be integrated into every phase
of infrastructure planning and im-
plementation. This holistic appro-
ach requires coordination across
various sectors-urban planning, fi-
nance, environmental protection,
and technological innovation. In
this way, infrastructure is trans-
formed into a tool that not only dri-
ves economic development but also
enhances the quality of life for all
citizens (Lunié, Penezié, 2024).

A historical perspective helps us
understand the importance of long-
term strategic thinking and the
need for integrated approaches that
link transport, economy, and susta-
inability. Only through such inte-
grated frameworks can we develop
resilient, efficient, and inclusive
transport systems that serve not
just the economy-but also the pe-
ople. This is why, more than ever
before, infrastructure today repre-
sents both the foundation of con-
temporary economic policy and a
cornerstone of a responsible and

sustainable future.
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EKONOMIKA SAOBRACAJA: UTICAJ
SAOBRACAJNE INFRASTRUKTURE NA
EKONOMSKI RAZVOJ RURALNIH SREDINA

Sazetak: Saobracajne usluge predstavljaju kljuénu komponentu savremenog
drustva i ekonomije. One obuhvataju sirok spektar aktivnosti, od prevoza lica
1 robe, do logistickih, inteligentnih 1 digitalnih sistema koji unapreduju efikas-
nost transporta. S poveéanjem globalizacije 1 umrezavanja trzista, razvoj infra-
strukture za transport postao je preduslov ekonomskog rasta i medunarodne
konkurentnosti. Istorijska analiza saobracajnih usluga pruza uvid u to kako su
drzave koristile infrastrukturu kao instrument ekonomske politike, te kako je
koncept odrzivosti postao neophodan u novim strateskim pristupima planira-
nju. Kroz ovaj rad analiziraéemo evoluciju transportne infrastrukture, ulogu
saobracaja u ekonomskom razvoju, kao 1 savremene izazove povezane sa odrzi-
voséu i ekoloskim kriterijumima. Poseban akcenat biée stavljen na istorijski
razvoj 1 primere razlic¢itih ekonomskih politika koje su koristile transport kao
mehanizam ekonomskog uticaja.

Kljucne reéi: saobracajne usluge, infrastruktura, odrzivost, ekonomska poli-
tika, istorija saobracaja, razvoj, transport, ekoloska politika
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