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KEY MESSAGES

° Active travelis a great opportunity to improve population health outcomes, tackle inequalities,

and reduce carbon emissions

Active travel can be an easy and practical way to incorporate physical activity into people’s
daily routines, helping to increase activity levels across the population

Greater emphasis on active travel within local and regional planning and transport strategies is
needed to help provide safe and accessible opportunities for the public to use active travel

Overview

Active travel refers to modes of transportation that
require physical activity, most commonly walking,
cycling, or wheeling (including the use of wheelchairs
or mobility aids) [1].

While various approaches exist to increase physical
activity, evidence suggests that the most achievable
way to increase physical activity at a population level
is by making it easy for people to incorporate into their
daily lives [2]. Active travel offers a practical, cost-
effective way to incorporate physical activity into daily
routines, helping to increase activity levels across the
population and improve public health outcomes [1].

Active travel in the UK

Rates of active travel remain low in the UK compared
to other European countries, with fewer than one in
five people walking, wheeling or cycling on an average
day compared to more than one in four across Europe
[3]. Physical inactivity can contribute to conditions
such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, stroke and
type 2 diabetes [4]. Rates of active travel also vary
considerably due to factors such as geography, age,
income, and disability [5]. People living in deprived
communities often face multiple barriers, including
safety concerns like high traffic volumes and poor
lighting, poor-quality infrastructure such as narrow or
uneven pavements, a lack of dedicated cycle lanes,
and poorly maintained paths as well as limited
access to affordable equipment or secure cycle
storage [6, 7]. These challenges are further
exacerbated for those living with a disability, women
and carers who often face additional barriers such as
mobility limitations, heightened safety concerns, and
the demands of caregiving and complex travel
patterns [6, 7].

In deprived areas, limited transport options can
restrict access to affordable, healthy food. Without
safe walking routes or connected cycling networks,
families may struggle to reach supermarkets,
schools, or community food settings, contributing to
food insecurity and social isolation [8]. Urban design
and transport infrastructure frequently fail to meet
the needs of these communities, which reinforces
existing inequalities.

What does the evidence say?

e Active travel is the most cost-effective way to
increase physical activity, reduce ill-health and
reduce air pollution [1].

* People who engage in active travel are up to four
times more likely to meet physical activity
guidelines [9].

* Improved active travel infrastructure enhances
access to employment, education, and essential
services, promoting social inclusion and reducing
inequalities [9].

* Pupils who walk or cycle to school arrive more
alert and ready to learn [10].

» Shifting to active travel could save up to a quarter
of personal CO2 emissions from transport [11].

* Almost 12,000 early deaths per year could be
prevented if activity levels for walking and cycling
matched the most active regions in England [12].

* Low-income households and vulnerable groups,
such as disabled residents and carers, often lack
the financial resources, supportive infrastructure
and access to suitable facilities that are essential
for safe and accessible active travel [13].

* Walking and cycling for travel in the North West is
consistently lower than the national average
across England [14].
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Policy context

As part of the Labour Government’s ‘Plan for
Change’, a £300 million funding boost to support new
walking, wheeling, and cycling schemes nationwide
was announced in February 2025. This investment
aims to create 300 miles of new footpaths and cycle
tracks, encouraging 30 million additional journeys by
bike or foot each year [15].

Active Travel England (ATE) is working towards
achieving a target of 50% of all trips in towns and
cities to be made by active travel by 2030 [16]. To
achieve this, they are working with local authorities to
deliver safe infrastructure and support projects
through the Active Travel Fund, focused on increasing
short active journeys, doubling cycling, boosting
walking, and getting more children walking to school.

Sustrans, a UK-based charity, continues to promote
and encourage active travel by building and
maintaining walking and cycling infrastructure, such
as the National Cycle Network. They also work with
schools and workplaces to encourage active travel,
provide educational resources, and support policy
changes that benefit active travel [17].

At a regional level, many transport organisations
across the North West of England embed active travel
into their strategies and missions, making walking,
cycling, and wheeling central to their broader
transport and public health objectives. Transport for
Greater Manchester [18] is actively working towards
increasing active travel, with a goal that by 2040, 50%
of all journeys in Greater Manchester will be made by
active travel or public transport. This is supported by
five key priorities, including the development of
comprehensive cycling and walking infrastructure,
the implementation of initiatives to reduce road
danger and create safe environments, and the
integration of active travel with public transport.
Across the Liverpool City Region, Merseytravel [19]
works closely with local authorities to integrate active

RECOMMENDATIONS

travel into wider transport planning and policy
frameworks, ensuring walking and cycling are central
to sustainable and accessible travel options for local
communities. As part of this commitment, they plan to
deliver 600km of new and upgraded walking and
cycling routes over the next 10 years through their
Active Travel Network.

Our position and what we will do

Advocacy: As part of our work programme, we will
continue to advocate for increased physical activity
through walking, wheeling and cycling, particularly in
workplaces, schools and community settings.

Policy: We will continue to call for measures to
increase physical activity through promoting active
travel, including the provision of safe, well-lit
accessible walking and cycling routes and green
spaces. We will continue to promote our Healthy
Weight Declaration, which highlights the role of
transport and planning in shaping physical activity and
active travel.

Research: We will continue to contribute to and share
research that supports the integration of active travel
into national, local and regional strategies. In
collaboration with Healthier Place, Healthier Future
trailblazer programme, we have published a Planning
for Active Travel briefing paper that highlights how
public health, planning and urban design can work
together to promote active travel and reduce health
inequalities. Our Promoting Active Environments -
What Works Well? briefing paper highlights how
schools, workplaces, and transport networks can
create more opportunities for physical activity, further
embedding active travel into everyday life.

° Ensure there is sufficient funding for local authorities to implement schemes to promote active
travel and increase levels of physical activity

Embed active travel into local and regional planning and transport strategies to ensure walking,
wheeling and cycling are safe, accessible, and prioritised in infrastructure decisions

Recognise and prioritise the role of active travel in preventing long-term conditions and
improving mental and physical health as part of an integrated public health approach
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