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Key messages:

• Physical inactivity is a major public health issue

• Walking and cycling for transport are the most 
appropriate physical activity options 

• Cycling and walking are safe 

• More cycling and walking achieves multiple public 
health objectives within the public health outcomes 
framework 

• More cycling and walking reduces health inequalities 

• We know what interventions are effective and cost-
effective 



Source: WHO (2009). Global health Risks. Mortality and burden of disease attributable to selected major risk. Geneva. WHO

Physical activity: a global health priority



Inactivity: a major UK public health issue 

Source: Health Survey for England 2008 

• Around 6/10 men and 
7/10 women not active 
enough (from self 
report) 

• Accelerometer data 
shows this may be more 
like 9/10

• Impact on over 20 
conditions including 
obesity; CVD; some 
cancers; diabetes  



Walking and cycling for transport are the 
most appropriate physical activity options 

• Sport: <10% participate regularly 

• Work: few active occupations exist 

• Leisure: infrequent participation in leisure pursuits

• Active travel offers the potential for daily physical 
activity of sufficient frequency and intensity 

• Encouraging most 
inactive to walk has the 
greatest potential for 
health gain (see panel) 



Walking and cycling are safe

• Safety is improving 
– In 2006, the fatality rate for pedestrians was 54% 

lower than the 1980 level

– for pedal cyclists it was 46% lower (DfT 2008)

• The real risks are low 
– one death per 33 million km cycled (CE 2007)

• More cycling and walking increases safety  
– Evidence of ‘safety in numbers’ (Jacobsen 2003, Robinson 2005) 

• The benefits outweigh the risks
– Multiple studies show physical activity benefits 

outweigh the risks by at least 10 to one 

– The real risk is being sedentary (see next slide) 



The risk of physical inactivity 
compared to road casualties 

Source: * **DfT Road Traffic Casualties 2009   *** BHF statistics 2010 edition; McPherson et al 2002.



More cycling and walking achieves 
multiple public health objectives 

• Achieves physical activity objectives in the 
public health outcomes framework 

• Reduces obesity 

• Reduces road traffic casualties  

• Improves local air quality 

• Reduces CO2 emissions

• Increases social interaction and builds social 
capital    



More cycling and walking reduces 
health inequalities 

• Sport and active leisure have costs to the user

• Walking is free; cycling is cheap  

• Improving the environment for walking and 
cycling reaches people from all socio-economic 
groups  

• ‘Shifting the curve’: increasing the average 
levels of activity across society  



We know what interventions are 
effective and cost-effective 

• NICE guidance on environment and physical 
activity (NICE, 2008) 

• NICE guidance on walking and cycling (NICE 2012) 

• Cochrane reviews of physical activity (Baker et al 2011)

• BMJ reviews on walking and cycling (Ogilvie et al 2007, Yang et 

al 2010)

• Lancet series on physical activity (Woodcock et al 2007) 



Ideas for action: DsPH

• Take a town/city-wide approach to creating environments 
for walking and cycling. 

• Implements NICE guidance on walking and 
cycling/physical activity 

• Work with the local authority transport planners to 
ensure cycling and walking are central to the local 
transport plan 

• Ensure physical activity is part of the joint strategic needs 
assessment (JSNA) 

• Influence local planning decisions in favour of active 
environments 

• Encourage staff to use the WHO HEAT tool. WHO provide 
free online training



Example

• In Hereford, the Public Health team initiated 
‘learning sets’ on walking and cycling, 
engaging the transport team

• This coincided with funding for sustainable 
transport initiatives from the DfT’s Local 
Sustainable Transport Fund 

• The new Local Transport Plan now has a 
significantly enhanced focus on active travel 



Ideas for action: elected members 

• Become the champion for walking and cycling; lead 
by example 

• Encourage car drivers to walk or bike for short 
journeys  

• Increase the focus on active travel in your local 
transport plan 

• Help link the public health and transport agendas 
• Apply planning policy on new developments to 

encourage sustainable transport 
• Encourage staff to use the WHO HEAT tool. WHO 

provide free online training



Example

• Darlington, Peterborough and Worcester were designated 
‘Sustainable Travel Towns’ from 2004 to 2009, aiming to 
reduce car use

• Car driver trips by residents fell by 9% per person, and car 
driver distance by 5%-7% (compared to a fall of about 1% 
in medium-sized urban areas over the same period)

• Walking and cycling increased in all three towns 
• The value of the reduced congestion alone (using Dept for 

Transport’s measures) outweighed the costs by 4.5:1 
• More comprehensive evaluation (including health and 

social benefits) would produce even higher benefit:cost 
ratios



Other examples…



Montes F et al.  Do health benefits outweigh the costs of mass recreational programs? An economic analysis of four Ciclovía 

programs. J Urban Health. 2012 Feb;89(1):153-70.   BCR 1.02 – 4.26

‘Ciclovia’:  Cycle Way.   
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