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University of Westminster’s Active  

Travel Academy – a new mobility think tank. 

Policymakers have to consider the needs of the whole population when  
it comes to transport, says Laura Laker – but how well are they doing?

C reating a universal, inclusive 
and accessible transport  
system needs to be a priority  
at national and local  

government level.
The first step is for policymakers and 

transport operators to consider all 
the various groups who are currently  
reluctant to travel due to real or perceived 
obstacles, whether related to the car, bus, 
rail, tram, walking or cycling. 

They need to consider: what are the 
challenges presented by each group and 
what are the solutions? What is the best 
way to move people around in each user 
group and how can that be achieved? 
Are there perceptions that need to be  
overcome?

In this series of articles, Smart 
Transport Journal considers the needs of 
five user groups, starting with an overview 
of the challenges facing them all before 
taking a deeper dive into the possible 
solutions for each individual group over 
the next five issues.

PHySICAl dISAbIlITy
Disability affects around 19% of  
working age people, a proportion that 
rises as we age. Sheffield’s Active Travel 
project director Pete Zanzottera says: 
“At close to 20% of the population, this 
is a comparatively large figure. If we 
are excluding them from the transport  
system, surely we have to do something 
about that. We have to, by default, make 
things accessible for them.”

This poses challenges, because  
disabilities come in many forms, from 
physical to sensory impairments, many 
of which, while perhaps invisible to the  
casual observer, can have profound 
impacts on people’s lives. 

Despite longstanding disability legisla-
tion in the UK that trains and buses be 
accessible, too often they do not comply. 
Ann Frye, a specialist on the transport and 
mobility needs of disabled and older peo-
ple, describes the ‘confidence gap’ this 
creates, the uncertainty that, as a disabled 
person, if you start a journey you may not 

be able to finish it. She says: “The system 
may be technically accessible but it’s not 
always being monitored or enforced if 
things are going wrong. If you’re starting 
off on a trip that involves a bus, train or taxi, 
you need to be sure all the steps are going 
to work.

“You might have a lift that gets you from 
platform A to B but what happens if the lift 
is locked or out of service, and the station 
is unstaffed?”

Then there are out-of-order disabled 
toilets on trains or wheelchair spaces on 
buses blocked by pushchairs or luggage. 

“From January 1, 2020, all trains 
in service were legally required to be  
accessible,” notes Frye. “But we knew 
that deadline would be missed because 
the train companies haven’t been buying 
new stock. There are going to be more 
than 1,000 carriages in service that aren’t 
accessible. How do I know the train I need 
to catch is the one that complies?”

In terms of sensory impairments, “that 
absolutely is about information”, says 

Can we really 
find solutions 
for everyone?   

PART ONE
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more men than 
women in the 
UK make trips 

by bike

2.5
Frye. Again, she notes train services 

are required to provide audible and visual  
information to passengers. 

“If I can’t see or hear, I’m relying on that 
system, but often it doesn’t get switched on 
or it’s giving the reverse journey.” 

Most London Underground (LU) lines now 
have audible messages about where the 
train is going, which side the doors open, 
and what the next stop is. LU is considered 
one of the UK’s best providers for disabled  
travellers, as it allows them, like everyone 
else, to ‘turn up and go’ on their journey, in 
the knowledge that clear information and 
staff support are available. 

Transport for All, a campaign organisation 
for people with disabilities and older people, 
wants better staffing on public transport, 
including a guard on every train, and com-
pulsory disability equality training for all staff, 
investment in step-free access and a com-
mitment to level boarding across the UK. 

The charity’s CEO Kirsty Hoyle says: “To 
be able to spontaneously and confidently 
access public transport is key to the lives 
of disabled people. Having a member of 
staff on every train with responsibility for  
assisting passengers goes a long way  
towards providing this service. 

However, she adds: “Disabled passengers 
are regularly left on trains or given incorrect 
assistance, putting their safety at risk.”

Frye says better staffing, staff training and 
monitoring is needed, “enforcing the equip-

If we were designing our motorways 
like we design our active travel  

network there would be no one using 
them. Very few people with any kind 

of disability can be confident they will 
be able to get to their destination

Pete Zanzottera, Sheffield Active Travel

ment and systems 
that are there by 
law”.

As part of his 
work in Sheffield 
with the region’s 
active travel com-
missioner, the 
highly decorated 
Paralympian Dame 
Sarah Storey, Pete 
Zanzottera has been 
looking into the needs of 
wheelchair and non-standard 
cycle users.

“If we were designing our motor-
ways like we design our active travel  
network there would be no one using them,” 
he says. “Very few people with any kind of 
disability can be confident they will be able to 
get to their destination.

“One of the first things Sarah and I did 
together was talk about minimum stand-
ards for pavements. People were throwing 
their hands up in horror, but, when you think 
about the people who are excluded, then 
standards become obvious. Often disabled 
people are accompanied by someone, so a 
pavement needs to be two metres wide to 
allow two people to walk side by side and  
someone to pass them.”

This means removing A-boards and elimi-
nating pavement parking, which Zanzottera 
says can seem a “victimless crime”. He 

adds: “What drivers don’t 
see, when they aren’t there, is 
the wheelchair user or blind 
person” who need a clear 
path. Barriers into parks and 
cycle paths similarly exclude 
non-standard cycle users. 

Anna Craciun is the   
innovation strategy officer at 

Transport for Greater 
Manchester (TfGM), and is looking at what  
autonomous vehicles mean for the city, not 
least its disabled residents and visitors. At 
the moment, discussions with disabled peo-
ple on how accessible autonomy might work 
generate more questions than answers. 

“Every disability is different,” she says. 
“Trying to design a new vehicle that meets 
all of those requirements is impossible.”

When it comes to accessibility, Craciun 
says disabled people “are still quite worried 
that people developing these technologies 
don’t have a clue”. 

Among solutions proposed by industry are 
voice-activated in-vehicle concierges, either 
digital or human. However, this would lock 
out those who communicate non-verbally.

Another is a bracelet communicating user 
needs to the service, prompting the appear-
ance of one of a pool of human ‘drivers’, say, 
or providing a solo ride if needed. But there 
remains the question of private companies’ 
access to personal health data, and the 
added safety risk of vulnerable passengers 
travelling in unstaffed public vehicles.

“It makes you realise how far away the 
technology is when it comes to deploy-
ment,” says Craciun.

AGE – bOTH Old ANd yOUNG
As we age, our reactions slow, our eyesight 
declines and, in many cases, so does our 
mobility. This leads to a number of chal-
lenges across transport, but the impact, if it 
prevents people going out, is the same.

As Frye puts it: “With age comes a combi-
nation of disabilities. For example, you might 

have poor sight and hearing, and difficulty 
with balance. It’s generally said two-thirds  
of people with disabilities are over  
retirement age.”

“Once you stop going out there’s a quite 
rapid decline in physical and mental health 
and wellbeing, because your horizons close 
in and because you aren’t meeting and talk-
ing to people.”

This can impact people in perhaps  
unexpected ways. Frye adds: “If you’re  
relying on neighbours to buy groceries,  
there’s evidence your diet suffers, because 
instead of browsing and saying ‘oh those 
grapes look nice’, you will just ask for a loaf 
of bread, say.”

Some older people will keep driving 
long after they are safe to do so, because 
of a lack of other options – while giving up  
driving can be bad for older people’s mental 
health by isolating them further. Meanwhile, 
many give up walking to the local shops 
due to fears of tripping or falling on uneven  
pavements or of crossing busy roads.

With crossing times optimised for  
average walking speeds, this often doesn’t 
suit older, slower walkers who will find the 
experience highly stressful if the pedestrian 
light starts flashing before they are across.

Public transport, too, can be confusing 
and stressful, from a lack of seats, to last-
minute platform changes that require fast  
movement. 

The solution, Frye says, is informed, prop-
erly trained staff sensitive to customers’ 
needs, who can identify anyone looking con-
fused and distressed, in order to offer help.

“A lot of older people don’t like touchscreens, 
they want the reassurance of talking to the 
person at the ticket office,” says Frye.

Evidence shows older people who are 
most likely to walk regularly live in mixed-
use neighbourhoods, where homes and 
shops are close together, helping people 
maintain their mobility for longer. 

Frye describes this as: “Ageing in place, 
encouraging people to stay in the city where 
there’s public transport available.” 

This is favourable to a country retirement 
where people eventually give up driving only 
to find there are just one or two buses a day, 
effectively isolating them from services and 
social interaction. 

But one country that does age well 
is Japan. Frye says: “They have a huge  
number of policies, in particular housing, 
where older people live alongside young 
families, so you aren’t isolating older people 
in the way that happens elsewhere.

“Often while young people are out at 
work, older people will be able to look after  
children. The Japanese call it productive 
ageing, but it is the whole thing about keep-
ing healthy and keeping active.”

For younger people, there are unique 
challenges. While School Streets, the  
closure of school roads at picking-up and 
dropping-off times, can encourage children 
and their parents to cycle, walk and scoot to 
school, what happens when 
youngsters become more 
independent as teenagers?

In Sheffield, Zanzottera and 
colleagues want young people 
to use city buses. With con-
gestion worsening, “bringing 
on new generations of pub-
lic transport users is really 
important”. 

“Sheffield was the home of the 2p bus any-
where,” he says. “At that time, the patron-
age here was massive, but it has been going 
down since. We are still not recruiting users 
at the rate we are losing them.” 

However, young people “felt the buses 
weren’t clean and that issue of sitting next 
to somebody with germs... there was quite 
a physical response,” he said. 

“We are all about improving the journey 
time by numbers of seconds, when people 
are saying, ‘I don’t want to get on the bloody 
thing in the first place’.”

A generation of people weren’t brought 
up using buses, creating a lack of  
knowledge or confidence in the public 
transport system, while bus services are 
competing with Uber.

“I can’t get the bus to speed up unless 
I get the cars out of the way and I can’t do 
that until the buses are improved,” says 
Zanzottera. “Year-on-year, private car  
ownership and use is growing and buses 
are declining. This creates a toxic 
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environment for officials. We have to 
decrease road use and we aren’t in a good 
political space to do that at the moment.”

MENTAl HEAlTH
One-in-six people in England will experi-
ence a mental health problem in a given 
week, while severe mental illness affects 
500,000 adults in England. 

People with mental illnesses are far 
more likely to need advice and help with 
housing, managing bills and employment. 
Young adults with severe mental illness 
are far more likely to suffer ill health, can 
expect to live 20 years less than the general  
population, and are more than three times 
more likely to experience inactivity-related 
conditions such as obesity, diabetes and 
hypertension. 

That said, most mental health conditions 
are invisible, at times locking people out of 
services they need to get around.  

This has a profound impact. According to 
Anxiety UK, “being able to successfully use 
transport is one of the key determinants of 
the extent and speed of a person’s recovery 
from a period of mental ill health” .

In its report Mental Health and Transport, 
Anxiety UK notes: “The longer it takes 
to recover your confidence to travel, the 
more entrenched and severe the mental 
health problems can become. The longer 
you are out of touch with your colleagues 
and friends, the harder it is to take the  
necessary steps back to involvement,  
recreation and employment. A vicious 
cycle develops and, before you know it, your  
whole world has shrunk to the four walls of 
your house.”

As people re-engage with the world after 
a poor health episode, or even on a normal 
day denied the help they need because 
they don’t exist in an obvious ‘tick box’, the 

people in 
transport 
poverty in 
England

1.5 
m

of public 
transport 

funding goes on 
rail (just 8% is 
spent on local 

transport 
including 

buses)

54 
%

The longer it takes to recover your 
confidence to travel, the more 
entrenched and severe mental 
health problems can become

Anxiety UK Mental Health and  
Transport report

results can be catastrophic on their condi-
tion, and their confidence to travel again.

Andrew Probert, a semi-retired policy 
advisor, says it can be harder for policy-
makers to engage with those with mental 
health issues because the condition may 
mean people can’t consistently come to 
meetings, or stop going altogether – and 
additional representatives from men-
tal health charities, say, are sometimes 
needed. 

One issue Probert has encountered is 
people worried about getting on a train 
and not knowing if they have the right 
ticket. “If an inspector comes and they say 
you don’t have the right ticket, you’re on  
benefits and can’t afford another, that can  
be terrifying,” he said. 

The general confusion, crowdedness and 
noise of transport hubs can be massive 
stress triggers along with strong smells, 
and shiny floors, which can look like water 
for dementia sufferers, or can generate 
fears of falling among the old, or anxious. 

Some large airports now allow people to 
self-identify with a hidden disability using a 
lanyard featuring sunflowers in order that 
trained staff can help customers bypass 
stressors, or give them direct routes 
through the hub. 

Ultimately, Frye says, it’s about design-
ing for everyone. “There’s a concept 
called universal design. So, rather than  
provide a separate special solution for  
people with disabilities, it’s designing from 
the outset an area or system or vehicle 
that’s intuitive to use.”

This means better training of architects 
and engineers. 

“It’s still possible to qualify as an architect 
without having studied any of the topics we 
have talked about,” she says.

For many people with mental health 
issues, travelling by car – or expensive 
taxis – becomes the only feasible option. In 
2019, the blue badge scheme was extended 
to people with hidden disabilities, includ-
ing those for whom travelling, including  

walking, causes “very considerable psy-
chological distress”. Previously, rules were 
open to interpretation. This particularly 
affects those with autism, many of whom 
can find it a challenge to leave the house 
and walk in loud, busy environments.

TRANSPORT POvERTy
Transport poverty affects more than 
1.5 million people in England, and it’s a  
growing problem. According to Sustrans, 
the sustainable transport charity, a  
further 1.5 million people are at high risk of  
transport poverty. 

The term describes a lack of access to 
education, work, healthcare and shops 
because someone needs, but can’t afford, a 
car to get around, while public transport is 
either too expensive or unavailable.

This can have a huge impact on people’s 
lives. According to the Office of National 
Statistics, 43% of UK households own 
a car, and yet, Sustrans says, transport 
systems have been heavily focused on  
private car use, with rail costs increas-
ing above inflation year-on-year and bus 
services cut across the country, outside 
London.

Cycling and walking are cheap options, 
but road safety is often worse in the poorest 
areas, which tend to have larger roads and 
more people walking and cycling, because 
that’s what they can afford to do. Research 
from Sustrans Scotland found children in 

the 20% most deprived 
areas were more than 
three times as likely 
to be hit by drivers 
than in the 20% least 
deprived. Perceptions 
of danger, both from 
traffic and anti-social 
behaviour, can prevent 
people going out, leading to 
greater isolation. 

Local community walking groups 
have been set up as social activities 
that get people travelling around by foot,  
meeting neighbours and getting exercise.

Sheffield City Region’s Jenny Holmes 
says: “The benefits from active travel are 
nearly all in health. There’s a tendency 
to see the transport system as a tool kit, 
when it’s all about moving people, engaging  
people in the simple act of moving about.”

Holmes notes social prescribing can help 
people isolated in their communities to get 
moving; the challenge is levering the NHS 
to act preventatively, although it is moving 
in that direction, “developing links with the 
care system and the transport system”.

In deprived rural communities, the  
challenges are different, such as former 
mining areas in South Yorkshire with distinct  
transport poverty issues. 

Holmes suggests “demand-responsive 
travel” as one solution. Another is investment 
in local active travel infrastructure, such as 

old railway lines, 
to make towns 

themselves attractive, 
rather than building roads 

to funnel people out to large 
shopping centres that can “suck the 

economic life out of towns” and encourage 
environmentally-unfriendly car trips. 

Autonomous vehicles are sometimes 
touted as a solution to transport deserts. 
Craciun believes AVs could play a role 
in the transport mix of cities, providing 
cheaper services in areas with poor  
transport links. 

“There’s still a lot to be done on a  
commercial case,” she says, but adds: 
“Removing the cost of drivers is really big. 
We can have more of these vehicles operat-
ing, either offering it as a first and last mile 
link or bridging gaps where they exist.”

These may be smaller vehicles that can 
get around more easily than, say, a bus. 
However, issues exist with those on low 
incomes, or the elderly, accessing ride-
hailing apps via mobile phones they may 
not be able to afford to use all the time.  
“I think that’s probably where more work 
has to be done,” admits Craciun. “That’s 
one of the first things people say when we 
speak with them: how will I be able to use 
this if it’s only accessible via an app?”

GENdER
Women’s experience of transport can be 
worlds away from men’s experiences, from 
harassment on the street and public 
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transport, to how different genders get 
around. At the same time, the way we invest 
in different modes differs wildly.

According to a briefing written for the UK 
Women’s Budget Group on public transport 
and gender, in 2017 outside London a third 
more women than men travelled by bus, 
while a third more men than women trav-
elled by train. Travel in London was much 
more gender-balanced, however. 

Spending on the two modes is stark, with 
54% of public transport spending going  
on rail, and just 8% on local transport, 
including buses, which has been cut by 46% 
since 2010/11. The briefing notes: “The vast 
majority of politicians and policymakers 
involved in high level decision-making about 
public transport are white men.”

Jenny Holmes echoes this sentiment, 
which, she says, will likely continue to be a 
problem as technology increasingly plays 
a role in transport. “We have had cities and 
transport systems built by men, merging 
with the technology sector which is male-
dominated. It’s for all of us to stop and ask: 
are we working to provide a world that 
works for everyone?

“Transport and future mobility need to be 
about inclusive growth; not technology but 
the outcomes we are seeking to achieve.”

She notes adult social care “is demon-
strably reliant on cars, yet the discussion 
about automation of vehicles tends to 
be a techy discussion”, while adding we 
need to “look at the challenges technology 
needs to solve rather than technology for  
technology’s sake”.

She goes on to ask: “With a low income 
and predominantly female workforce what 
are we trying to achieve?” 

Gender disparity is also apparent in 
cycling where, in the UK, men make 2.5 
times as many trips as women. 

Research by Dr Rachel Aldred, reader in 
transport at the University of Westminster, 
found women far less tolerant of poor 
cycling conditions and, unsurprisingly, 
more supportive of protected cycle tracks in 
their area (74%) compared with men (68%). 

“There are other reasons why women 
might be less likely to cycle but it’s all  
connected,” says Aldred. 

“The cycling environment in this  
country is quite hostile to children; that 
might compound the gender difference 
because women are more likely to travel 
with children, such as trips to the shop.

“It is a shame because women’s trips 
are more suited to cycling than men’s 
because they make shorter trips and 
have less access to cars than men. In the 
Netherlands more women cycle than 
men,” Aldred notes.

Aldred’s Near Miss Project, featuring a 
diary in which participants logged “close 
passes”, found women tended to have  
more near misses when cycling, partly 
because they tended to ride more slowly.

Back streets routes aren’t the solu-
tion either. Aldred says: “If you lengthen a  
journey from two miles to three it has a  
disproportionate effect on women and their 
likelihood of cycling.” 

This is problematic for any kind of “dual 
network” approach, with faster, main  
road routes, and quieter, meandering 
routes for “less confident” cyclists, as it 

could put off the very people designers hope  
to attract. 

In other words, routes need to be both 
safe and direct, as in the Netherlands, 
where more women cycle than men. 

Women on Wheels was founded in 
Dublin, where just 27% of cycle commutes 
are by women. The group analysed census 
data going back three decades and hosted  
listening groups with women. 

A two-week qualitative assessment of 
18 women’s experiences cycling around 
Dublin uncovered “internalised decision-
making and minimisation of risk”, as one of 
its organisers, Louise Williams, puts it. 

“We’re constantly calibrating as women. 
That you need to be a little bit concerned 
and a little bit afraid. But you also want to  
experience the joy and the freedom of 
cycling,” she says.

She argues the city’s infrastructure, 
designed by men, is “male by default”, and 
women are forced to negotiate that space 
as ‘outsiders’.

Williams, also a journalist who has 
worked in development in the Congo, notes 
that as peace negotiations with women 
at the table are far more sustainable than 
without, so the transport system needs 
women at its heart, too.
n The challenges and solutions for  
people with physical disabilities will  
be assessed in the June issue of Smart 
Transport Journal.  


