Cycling for Health – an update

Since sending the copy of our proposal for increasing physical activity through promoting cycling, three relevant reports have been published.

Report 1 documents in considerable detail the poor performance of the UK on measures of early mortality or morbidity.  Amongst 19 developed countries the UK in 2010 ranks 14th on years of life lost due to premature mortality (YLLs).  In 1990 we ranked 10th, so our relative performance is getting worse.  This report also looks at risk factors and finds that low levels of physical activity are the 4th most important risk factor (after smoking, high blood pressure and high body mass index).  As physical activity also helps reduce body weight, increasing physical activity yet again comes out high on the list of actions that would improve health.

Report 2 is, as its title says, a call to action from the Dept of Health and was released to coincide with the publication of the Lancet report.  Para 3.4 says:”This call to action aims to encourage and inspire health and wellbeing boards as the system leaders to develop their own local challenge – or call to action, driving local change for local people, responding to the issues their communities face.”  Para 3.5 continues:” The voluntary and community sector, professional bodies and academic experts will have a major role to play in helping to drive innovation and making sure the public and patient voice is heard.”  Para 3.16 says: ”Action to drive up levels of physical activity is taking place across government... (including)… promoting active travel (walking and cycling for travel purposes)”.  In our view this latter statement is rather complacent.  There is little EFFECTIVE action to promote physical activity or active travel coming from government.  But there is some action promised for London.

Report 3 sets out a plan to greatly increase provision for cycling in London.  It is ambitious and will certainly provide much needed enhancement of cycle routes and increased safety on those routes.  There is remarkably little in the cycling vision report about personal health. Brief mention is made of the value of cycling in controlling weight.  Plus a note that in improving general health there would be economic benefits through fewer working days lost due to illness. There is a very nice analysis of the effect on air quality of doubling cycling, concluding with the claim that:  “Over the years ahead the bicycle could, in short, save literally thousands of people’s lives.”
It is clearly a good time for a local cycling for health initiative.  So please heed the call to action.  We stand ready to help.
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