INSIGHT: ACTIVE TRAVEL

Making
the case for

travel
Planners need to think more about cycling
and walking and less about the road network
and car ownership, suggests Laura Laker

I

t’s not often an engineer makes a
speech that goes viral. However,
when Urban Movement’s Brian
Deegan spoke at the Dublin Joint
Committee on Climate Change, any
atmosphere of polite interest evaporated
and people sat up and took notice.
Urban design engineer Deegan, the
mastermind behind Manchester’s bold
cycling and walking plans, described growing up in 1970s in Moss Side.
Like many children of that era, Deegan
and his friends kicked a ball about on the
cobbled streets of their Mancunian neighbourhood, until one day asphalt was laid “in
the name of progress”.
“Suddenly it became quite difficult to
play football,” said Deegan, “because you
couldn’t get out of the way of the cars in
time. It no longer became a place to play.”.
A friend of Deegan’s, Stephen, was hit by a
car. It became difficult for Stephen to focus,
and he “slipped out of school”. After that,
Deegan says, many parents started bringing their kids indoors.
“Only the bad kids were left outside,” said
Deegan. “Kids like myself. In the ’70s, early
’80s, really the presence of a young person
on the streets of Moss Side meant you were
up to no good, and the police started coming around, throwing us in the back of vans
and beating us, just for being on the street.
“Eventually one kid got killed, the riots
started, all the streets burned down, all the

shops smashed in there, and that’s that,”
he concluded.
If one wanted to sum up the changes that
have befallen our streets during the rapid
advance of the motor car, you would be
hard pressed to find a more striking example.
Evidence for the benefits of active travel,
i.e. walking and cycling, are plentiful, from
the obvious boosts to physical health, to
cutting carbon emissions, air pollution and
congestion. If cycling outside of London
were to catch up with what’s happening in
the capital, it could save the NHS £319 million over the next 21 years, it is estimated.
Then there are the less obvious benefits,
which include reductions in social isolation, improving children’s performance at
school, reducing noise pollution, boosting the economies of towns and cities and
tackling transport inequalities.
One European Commission estimate of
the return on investment for cycling infrastructure is as high as 20:1, significantly
more than road and rail.
In London this year, the Parliamentary
Transport Committee held an inquiry into
what would encourage people to walk and
cycle more in the UK and the barriers stopping them.
Committee members visited Greater
Manchester, where city mayor, former
Labour health secretary Andy Burnham,
is investing £160m in cycling and walking,

part of what he hopes will be a £1.4 billion
active travel network. Burnham feels walking and cycling is unique as a transport
investment in that the two reap economic,
environmental and health returns.
He recognises a major culture change is
needed to achieve widespread uptake of
active travel, though, both in society and the
way we plan our streets.
At the inaugural meeting of the UK’s
cycling and walking commissioners in
Manchester, Burnham said: “We’ve got to
stop building for the car – we cannot carry
on doing that. Wherever you travel around
the UK, you can feel the effects of congestion … the issues around air quality. We
can’t think in the way we thought in the
past, we have to do things differently.”
He adds: “You’re clearly getting more
return for the public funding if you’re
investing in infrastructure that facilitates
walking in the first place and cycling next
rather than active travel being something
that’s ‘struggling to be heard, or buried
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under any other business’.”
Some 40% of urban journeys in the UK
are less than two miles, according to the
Department for Transport (DfT) – trips that
could easily be done in part or whole by bike,
public transport, micromobility or on foot.
In Greater Manchester alone, 250 million trips a year of less than a kilometre are
taken by car.
According to the Propensity to Cycle tool,
calculating pent-up demand for cycling in
the UK, nearly one-in-five people would be
able to cycle to work – a sixfold increase –
if a safe, convenient network existed on a
par with the Netherlands. With e-bikes that
would increase to around one-in-four trips.
The UK’s active travel commissioners
and champions collectively represent a
population of 22 million, covering Scotland,
London, the West Midlands, Liverpool, the
Sheffield city region and Manchester.
They wrote to then Secretary of State
for transport Chris Grayling, asking for
measures to prioritise active travel. These
included a commitment to long-term
devolved funding, minimum quality levels
of infrastructure, the ability to retain fixed
penalty notice revenue to fund road danger
reduction measures, the regular review of
road traffic regulations, and that transport
investment decisions reflect the true cost of
car use to society.

UNEQUAL STREETS

Those costs are often meted out on the
most disadvantaged in society. Recent
research by Sustrans Scotland shows children who live in the poorest 20% of neighbourhoods are three times more likely to
be killed or seriously injured on the roads
while walking or cycling than children in the
wealthiest areas.
Lee Craigie, Scotland’s Active Nation
Commissioner, points out that for many
children in low income households, cycling
and walking are their only options.
“I’ve worked a lot with young people from
social disadvantaged areas,” she says.
“Poor streets, they are the streets suffering high traffic, they’re the kids most likely
to get hurt. This is a social justice issue; this
is about tackling inequalities.”
In Scotland two years ago, 65% of adults

were overweight, while one-in-five were
exercising for less than 30 minutes a
day. There are pockets of high walking
and cycling levels, such as in Edinburgh,
and Craigie’s job is to help people across
Scotland get active.
She says: “The barriers, when people are
asked, they say ‘I can’t possibly cycle, it’s too
far’, ‘there’s too many cars’, ‘cars go too fast’
or ‘drivers are inconsiderate’.
“That’s all about how we are structuring our places. Cars are taking priority;
we’re not showcasing the alternatives we
value. Only 3% of adults cycle to work currently in Scotland. We were supposed to be
approaching 10% of all trips by bike by 2020.
We’re not going to achieve that.”
Rachel Aldred, reader on transport at
Westminster University, notes those who
currently cycle least are the ones most likely
to benefit from cycling. That includes child
ren and older people, as well as women,
who tend to have lower incomes than men,
and less access to cars.
“Women often do more trip chaining than
men,” says Aldred, referring to the multiple
stops on one trip, i.e. to childcare, shops,
etc. “That’s less suitable for public transport,” she says, because of the short, neighbourhood-focused nature of those trips.
Aldred believes too often children’s voices
aren’t heard in consultations. “Often the
decisions adults make are restricting children’s freedoms,” she says. “Children who
used to be able to roam freely are basically
prisoners in their own homes because of
danger from motor traffic.”
Will Norman, London’s walking and
cycling commissioner, says just 20% of
the capital’s children, who are among the
UK’s least active, get the World Health
Organisation (WHO)-recommended
amount of physical activity of at least 60
minutes per day.
“It is scandalous that we’ve got the most
inactive generation of kids in history,” he
says. “For the first time in human evolution,
kids are expected to live less time than their
parents. That is down to physical inactivity.”
Norman wants children to be able to walk,
cycle, scoot or even space hop to school, but
notes training kids alone isn’t enough – they
need safe routes, which are often lacking.

Dutch adults
aged more than
65 ride millions
of kilometers
every year –
200 million kms
on electric
bikes alone

3%
of adults cycle to
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Green light for legislative change
Cycling UK policy director Roger Geffen says
opportunities to improve safety through legislation
include allowing for green lights to mean ‘gives way’
to cyclists and pedestrians proceeding across the
turning on the left, effectively ‘zebra rules’.
This gives cycles and pedestrians more green time
at junctions and is common in Europe. However, it

isn’t attempted with bidirectional cycle tracks in the
Netherlands because drivers may look the wrong way.
Says Geffen: “The traffic light junction will take
longer to do, but if we start by introducing that rule of
the give way at the giveway type junction, drivers will be
much more used to it by the time we then extend the
principle to the traffic light junctions.”

Active travel is actually more inclusive
than any other form of transport.
Because it doesn’t matter how mobile
you are, you can usually propel
yourself with the support of electric
wheelchairs, bikes and trikes
In Copenhagen, it couldn’t be more different. In a city where 62% of residents cycle
to get around, it’s common for children to
cycle to school unattended. Morten Kabell,
Copenhagen’s mayor for technology and
environment 2014-17, says being able to
cycle to school gives Danish kids “feelings of
success on a daily basis”.
“You don’t need your mum or dad to
take you to school,” he says. “That actually
creates independent kids who can stand
up for themselves. That’s what every parent
wants to teach their kids to be.”
For Kabell, three main things needed to
get people cycling are “infrastructure, infrastructure and infrastructure – build it and
they will come”, he says.

“As it goes for highways, the moment you
start building a coherent, safe, protected
network, then you will see people cycling,
and then you’ll see all ages, all abilities, all
walks of life, using a bicycle,” he adds.
In the Netherlands, meanwhile, Dutch
adults aged more than 65 ride millions of
kilometres every year; 200 million kms on
electric bikes alone. Dutch retirees reap
enormous health benefits from their ability
to stay active and mobile, and it’s common
to see older Dutch people riding side-byside on dedicated cycle paths between
towns, including on ‘bike roads’ away from
motor traffic routes entirely. In the UK, however, when people finally hang up their car
keys as they age, there are often too few, if
any, alternatives available.
Aldred says: “There’s a lot of evidence
that giving up on driving is bad for people’s
health, if they can’t get out and about. A lot
of those people might still be safe to cycle,
even if they’re not safe to drive.
“There is an increasing number of older
people and, if they are not able to cycle, then
it’s a really big problem with an aging society. People are losing their independence
and social connections. Often we calculate
the health and economic cost of this, but it’s

also a case of people being miserable
because they are not
able to get out and see
their friends any more.”
As Dame Sarah Storey,
Britain’s most decorated Paralympian,
and Active Travel Commissioner for
Sheffield City Region, says: “Active travel is
actually more inclusive than any other form
of transport. Because it doesn’t matter how
mobile you are, you can usually propel yourself with the support of electric wheelchair
if necessary, electric assist bikes, cargo
bikes, trikes”.
With a comprehensive network it would
be possible for older people, even in rural
areas, to get about independently – not to
mention the tourism and leisure benefits.

UNIVERSAL CYCLE TRAINING

The Active Travel Alliance (ATA), a coalition
between Cycling UK, Living Streets,
Sustrans, the Ramblers, British Cycling
and the Bicycle Association, wants default
20mph streets, a ban on pavement parking
and universal cycle training, among other
measures to boost walking and cycling.
Cycling UK policy director Roger Geffen

Dame Sarah Storey,
British Paralympian

2%
of current
transport budget
is for cycling

is among a growing number of voices
calling for a proportion
of transport budgets dedicated to walking and cycling,
rather than a per-head figure.
Currently cycling gets 2% of the
transport budget, but Geffen says 5% is
needed immediately, rising to 10% in the
spending review.
This is “fairly modest”, he says, compared
with the WHO recommendation of 20%.
Geffen says change at a policy level is
frustratingly slow, however, with the same
issues mooted in Parliament in 2019 as
back in 2012 when the parliamentary Get
Britain Cycling report was produced.
After the 2012 report, it took three years
to reach what Geffen describes a “derisory”
plan, that in 2017 became a Cycling and
Walking Investment Strategy which was
“desperately short of investment or strategy – but at least it’s there”.
Much of that funding, which concentrated
on eight cities on Highways England’s
trunk network and on cycle training, aka
Bikeability, has now run out, its renewal
delayed in a spending review hampered by
Brexit.
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This means that while some local
authorities found additional funding to keep
active travel staff on, others have had to let
those staff go.
As, and when, funding becomes available
once more, those local authorities will need
to recruit new staff before they can start to
get going on any new projects.
The UK’s active travel network is unique
in that it’s a national strategic piece of
infrastructure that’s run and managed by
a charity and funded in fits and starts by
grants from central Government.
Xavier Brice is the CEO of that charity,
Sustrans, which describes itself as ‘custodian’ of the National Cycle Network (NCN)
– actually a walking and cycling network.
“Half the users of the network are not
cyclists,” says Brice. “It’s about people walking, scooting, wheeling, rolling, in places on
horseback. And the notion of people sharing paths together.”

SAFE AND ACCESSIBLE

In November 2018, Sustrans published
a review of the 16,575 miles of the NCN
and found two-thirds were on roads, with
a lot of those sections “poor, or worse”,
i.e. on roads that were once quiet but have
grown busier and faster as motor traffic
has increased. Sustrans wants to make
the network safe and accessible, moving
some sections off-road, reducing speeds or
building protected infrastructure on others,
and filling gaps and adding new routes.

It estimates this will cost £2.8bn over 22
years, while returning £7.6bn in economic
contributions, including tourism revenue,
health and congestion-busting benefits.
“We want a network that is safe and
accessible for all,” says Brice. “That means
traffic-free. It also means accessible, which
involves removing or redesigning the 16,000
barriers that litter the network and make
it inaccessible for anyone on a non-conventional bicycle, anyone in a wheelchair, a
mobility scooter or adaptive trike, for example.”
Sustrans is taking advice on providing
for non-standard cycles from Wheels for
Wellbeing, a charity that helps disabled
people cycle, and campaigns to ensure
infrastructure meets their needs.
The NCN was allocated £21m by
Government in March 2019, which Sustrans
will spend on a handful of ‘activation projects’ – i.e. key missing links it has identified.
But it’s a long way off what’s needed to bring
the network up to scratch.
Although the Government is supporting
local authorities to draw up local cycling
and walking investment plans (LCWIPs)
there is no funding available to deliver them.
LCWIPs involve planning where active travel
networks could go by joining up existing
routes and identifying new routes.
Geffen says this means local authorities
are “planning rather cautiously for fear of
raising expectations they can’t deliver”,
which he describes as being “very under-

How Manchester is doing it
Olympian Chris Boardman
wants to change
Manchester, but he needs
to take people with him.
As he puts it: “If I can’t look
out of the window and see
something that is at least as
attractive as what I do now,
why would I do it?
“It’s not about cycling,
it’s about would you let a
competent 12-year-old out
on the street?”
That means rather than
banning pavement parking,
there must be enough
room on the pavement
for a double buggy to get
through, for example.
To bring people along,
Brian Deegan’s team went
to communities across
Manchester with coloured
pens and maps.
Deegan said: “We gave
them a red pen and said ‘tell

Walking,
cycling and
scooters should
share pathways

£21
million
in funds was
allocated by the
Government to the
NCN in 2019 for a
handful of projects

me where it’s bad, all the
busy roads, rat runs, roads
that are difficult to cross
and to cycle’, to get people
to acknowledge what
they’ve done to the area, the
barriers we’ve created.”
They found 80% of
streets were ‘okay’, then
they used green pens for
plotting crossings across
difficult roads to link
neighbourhoods.
The resulting Bee
Network, inspired by
Manchester’s civic emblem,
was a case of “join the
dots” between local
neighbourhoods.
By strategically placing
2,400 crossings around
Greater Manchester they
believe they can open up
an 1,800-mile network in
three years that 92% of the
population will benefit from.

standable”. Funding is available for active
travel from diverse other funds, but it’s not
always easy to access.
While network planning is a key first
step in delivering local cycling and walking
routes, funding is essential to delivery – and
that means funding cycling in the same
way all other transport modes are funded,
i.e. through genuinely long-term budgets
rather than stop-start grants and funds.
Chris Boardman, the gold-medalwinning cyclist, is Greater Manchester’s
Walking and Cycling Commissioner.
He says: “Committed funding similar to
that already enjoyed by Highways England,
for example, would allow us to build the
team skills and confidence necessary to
deliver (an active travel network) at scale.”
Boardman notes a lack of funding partially stems from how we value different
modes of transport.

Contrary to car drivers, they
(cyclists) actually look at what’s
on offer in the local shops;
they go in and buy stuff
Morten Kabell, Copenhagen mayor for
technology and environment 2014-17
“Currently,
economic
appraisal models
don’t take full account
of the negative consequences of
making private car use easy, nor do they
take full account of the benefits walking and
cycling have on our health, well-being and
the environment,” he says.
“This broad approach to appraising the
value of transport investment has led to a
systematic under-evaluation and underinvestment in sustainable transport
options, and led to a poor long-term return
on public expenditure.”
He adds: “Change is never easy, even
when it’s important, but it would be easier if
we were to value the benefits properly.”
A striking example can be found at the
Black Cat roundabout near Bedford, where
£1.4bn is being spent on saving 10 minutes
off motor traffic journey times at peak hours,
with a return on investment of 1.5 to 1.
Meanwhile, Greater Manchester’s entire
1,800-mile cycling and walking network
would cost £1.5bn to deliver, including cycle
bridges with, according to Boardman, a 5:1
ROI, or £8bn in benefits to the public.
Ultimately, Boardman says, the longterm goal is that cycling and walking
spending becomes an integral part of how

streets are
done.
“That’s what we’re
shooting for, isn’t it? In the
Netherlands, you don’t segregate
the stuff you put on the streets. These are
the things you always have on the streets,”
says, adding “that’s doable in 10 years”.
And what active travel infrastructure is
built needs to be up to standard. Over the
past two decades, it’s estimated multimillions of pounds have been spent, and
continue to be spent, on white line cycling
infrastructure.
Public health journal analysis recently
found drivers pass cyclists up to 40
centimetres closer if there’s a painted cycle
lane than if there’s no lined cycle lane at all.
Astonishingly, there are no national minimum standards for cycling infrastructure, a
‘safety critical’ mode of transport, though it
is hoped this will soon change.
New design standards must be applied
across transport plans, meaning an end to
new housing developments that assume
everyone will have a car, which Geffen
describes as a “self-fulfilling assumption”.
To boost active travel, motor traffic needs
to be curbed – that means electric vehicles
(EVs), too – and road space reallocated
away from the private car. Geffen says: “If

Carnaby
Street in
London sees
much more
customer
spending
than a street
crowded with
cars thanks
to it being
pedestrianised
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%
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busier streets

we continue to spend money on walking
and cycling facilities while still also investing on a road network that allows people to
whizz around in motor vehicles further and
faster, we’re still pushing water uphill.
“The longer we leave it, the more drastic
the action required.”
Change takes political courage, but
there’s evidence when it comes to investing
in active travel, fortune favours the brave.
Morten Kabell says: “Every single car park
spot that was taken down in Copenhagen
came after a big fight and a big debate, and
the whole automobile lobby saying that now
is the end of the world, and nothing would
ever work any more in Copenhagen.
“Consistently we proved that was not the
case, that the local commercial life actually
thrived... because suddenly, there were a lot
of bicyclists and, contrary to car drivers, they
actually look at what’s on offer in the local
shops; they go in and buy stuff.”
The same is true in London, where Orford
Road, a narrow shopping street previously
crowded with motor vehicles, was made
pedestrian, cycle and bus only in 2015. A
2018 study from University College London,
showed a 40% increase in spending following the changes, 93% greater footfall, and a
17% decline in retail vacancies.
The changes, part of a borough-wide
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active travel programme, were met
with protests and complaints, but are now
largely supported by residents.
Filtering of neighbourhood streets, so
people can walk and cycle through but
motor traffic cannot rat run, has increased
walking and cycling in the area. And the
councillor leading the changes, Clyde
Loakes, was re-elected with a greater
majority than ever.
Loakes says he spent years “tinkering
around the edges and pandering to drivers” before receiving £100m from the then
London mayor, Boris Johnson, to implement change. For Loakes, local councillors
hold the true power to implement active
travel improvements, a sentiment London
walking and cycling commissioner Will
Norman echoes.

Norman says: “Look at the global challenges we’re facing: climate change, air pollution, every city facing life expectancy falling
because of chronic disease, the carnage in
terms of the number of fatalities on the road.
These are significant things.
“This is the one area I can see where
councillors have got the power to make
a difference. So for local councillors, this
should be the thing if they got elected to
make a difference to their communities.
This is the one area where they actually have
more power than anyone else.”

SHOW OF STRENGTH

Back to Deegan in our introduction. He
worked during Johnson’s mayoralty on
some of the major cycle routes in London,
which caused a lot of controversy. Deegan’s

200
schoolchildren,
when questioned,
said they would
cycle in if cycle
lanes were better

Bicycle lane
and pedestrian
walkway in
Seville, Spain

How to build an active travel network, fast
Seville, in southern Spain, has a 75-mile cycle
network, much of which was built very rapidly. We
could do it here, too, and here’s how.
Cycling UK policy director Roger Geffen’s advice
is to start with a network plan, linking main road
routes, neighbourhoods and greenways.
In smaller towns there will be radial routes into
the centre, including from surrounding villages, and
also quiet residential streets linking, i.e. schools,
public transport.
Out of town routes can also be leisure and tourism
routes, which means funding may be available from
different governmental sources.
“If you want to demonstrate value for money,
when you’re spending on cycling as a relatively new
thing, then you do need to plant the seed in the areas
where the soil is already reasonably fertile,” he says.
It needs to then spread out to other
neighbourhoods. Not everywhere will deliver
great returns at first, but a network has to start
somewhere.
In Manchester, they started with crossings, which

are fairly uncontroversial, and easy for people to
understand a need for.
Brian Deegan believes filtered neighbourhoods
have to come from the communities; however, they
have to say they want it.
On the other hand, core corridors, he
recommends saying you’re going to do it anyway,
and ask people “what’s the least difficult way to do
this? How do I make sure this doesn’t adversely
affect your business?” He says: “Sometimes you’ve
got to be strong and sometimes you’ve got to be as
collaborative as possible”.
To deliver quickly, Geffen recommends using
bollards, i.e. flexible wands, rather than kerbs. It’s
cheaper, quicker, you get more mileage for your
money, and you’ve got flexibility to widen the cycle
facilities as cycling numbers grow.
Moving drainage is the most expensive bit, and
flexible wands, which offer “90% of the protection for
cyclists and would-be cyclists, for a fraction of the
cost”, mean drainage stays put. More permanent
infrastructure, with good design standards, can follow.

advice: “You know it needs to happen, you
know the overall aims of society, you have
to show some strength and make it happen.
“Sometimes we have to say: ‘this is for
the greater good, I’m going to battle and
defend’.”
Manchester’s Burnham seems to be one
of those politicians willing to do so.
He recounted the story of a school he’d
visited recently in Bury.
He says: “I asked 200 kids in the assembly whether any of them have cycled in that
morning, I think four or five hands went up.
Then I asked, ‘how many of you would cycle
in, if you had better cycle lanes?’
“Pretty much the whole school put their
hands up. If that doesn’t make the case for
change from the coming generation, I don’t
know what does.”

