Cycling and Health in Southwark and Lambeth

A proposal for increasing cycling as part of the Health and Wellbeing Strategy for Southwark and Lambeth

Prepared on behalf of Southwark Cyclists and Lambeth Cyclists and with support from the Bicycle Users Group Committee of Guy's and St Thomas' NHS Trust by Bruce Lynn  (Healthy Rides Co-ordinator, Southwark Cyclists and Emeritus Professor of Physiology at University College London)

Summary.  By continuing to support existing programmes and by developing selected new ones, it will be possible to provide a cost-effective increase in physical activity in Lambeth and Southwark.  Increasing cycling will also deliver other useful benefits such as reduced air pollution and reduced carbon emissions. Physical activity still represents the “best buy” in public health and increasing cycling is arguably the best way to increase physical activity.

1) In Lambeth and Southwark only 11-12% of adults are doing the recommended 150min per week of moderate physical activity.  The low level of physical activity undoubtedly contributes to the poor performance of our areas on some health indicators. For example early deaths from cardiovascular disease or from cancer are much higher than the national average (Public Health Outcome Framework Indicators 4.04 and 4.05).

2) So how are we to increase physical activity?  We propose that the best way is to increase cycling. In particular cycling for transport can save time and so is attractive to people who feel they have no time to do leisure-time exercise.  The important role for cycling has recently been highlighted by the Chief Medical Officer in an interview in The Times.  The CMO said: “I think that investment in cycling to drive up physical activity might emerge as one of the ‘best buys’ in some areas.” (Times, Feb 11th, 2013)

3) The NICE Report on Walking and Cycling (NICE, 2012) provides guidance on how to promote cycling and walking as part of an overall strategy to improve health and wellbeing.  The extensive evidence of the health benefits of walking and cycling is reviewed. The positive benefit:cost ratio of such initiatives as the UK Cycling Demonstration Towns is quantified at 2.6–3.5:1 (Cope et al. 2010).

4) The earlier NICE Guidance (2008, PH8) on “Promotion and creation of physical environments that support increased levels of physical activity” is also very relevant.  Key summary points include: 

•  Ensure pedestrians and cyclists are given the highest priority when developing or maintaining streets and roads. 
•  Plan and provide a comprehensive network of routes for walking and cycling

The present proposal does not include “hard” projects, but we hope that the Health and Wellbeing Borad will work with Transport and other departments to pursue the NICE guidance in this area.

5) Walking programmes are relatively well-established.  Cycling programmes are very limited.  Yet the scope for increasing cycling levels is probably greater than for any other form of physical activity.  Approximately 85% of adults can ride a bike, yet only around 16% of Southwark and Lambeth residents cycle for 30 minutes once or more a month.  Only 6% of adults cycle more than 3 times per week.  Yet this is a relatively flat borough and most journeys (to school, work, shops) are less than 5 miles.  Other inner boroughs do better, notably Hackney where 10% cycle more than 3 times a week (Data from the UK Sport Active People Survey).

6) Implementing the NICE guidelines.  The guidelines make many organisational recommendations.  Notable is the need for “Cycling Champions” at all levels in the public health and transport structures.  In addition the guidance stresses the need for cycling to form part of the overall Health and Wellbeing Strategy and for initiatives to be funded through the Clinical Commissioning Groups.

7) Present programmes that contribute to cycling in Southwark and Lambeth.

a) Availability of cycle training in schools (the Bikeability programme).  This programme needs to be expanded to include all schools and to add refresher courses in early secondary years.  It should be fully endorsed by the Health and Wellbeing Board with the specific target of 100% attendance.

b) Free cycle training for adults living and working in the borough.  This programme needs to be advertised much more widely.

c) Greenways programme.  A small programme of routes to Burgess Park is underway.  With the TfL Greenways funding available, more Greenways should be planned and implemented.

d) Development of Burgess Park BMX track, opening Summer 2013.  This will be an important resource for younger residents.

e) Wheels for Wellbeing.  This programme of cycling for disabled people already runs at Herne Hill Velodrome.  WfW have recently been awarded a grant of over £450,000 by Sport England to develop an inclusive cycling network for London in partnership with Ecolocal in Sutton, Pedal Power in North London and Bikeworks in East and West London. The project will promote and expand inclusive cycling provision across London.  It will be important to develop links with WfW to promote inclusive cycling further in Lambeth and Southwark.

f) Dr Bike free bike repair sessions.  Regular Dr Bike sessions are held in Lambeth along popular commuter routes.  A similar programme should be funded in Southwark.

g) Providing secure bike storage.  Lambeth has gone some way with this, including looking at “on street” storage in areas of high density housing.  Southwark has started, but needs to expand its efforts.

h) London Recumbents.  Independent company providing bike hire in Dulwich Park, including hire of bikes suitable for disabled adults and children

8) Additional proposals.

a) Bike loan scheme to encourage people to try out cycling. This has been successfully piloted in Greenwich in a council/NHS joint project as part of the Greenwich “Get Active” programme.  Inexpensive loan (£10 per month) of a bicycle is linked to cycle training, membership benefits such as 3rd party insurance, safety tips and provision of route information.  Adults have to apply by phone or via the web site.  A similar scheme could be launched in Southwark and Lambeth. 

b) A programme of led rides.  A small scale programme of Healthy Rides run by Southwark Cyclists has demonstrated the demand for such a programme. With support from the Peckham Community Fund and the Community Cycling Fund for London, weekly rides were run from Burgess Park, Peckham Rye Park and Peckham Square through the summer of 2012. Professional cycle trainers were hired to assist volunteer cyclists.  Rides were Saturday mornings for 2 hours. On average 7 riders turned up and when surveyed half said they had increased their cycling after coming on the rides (for the other half cycling was unchanged).  

A more extensive programme of led rides is proposed, funded long term and using professional cycle trainers to lead rides. The programme could link with adult cycle training to ensure that those receiving training were encouraged to come on rides, develop confidence and get to know the area and other local people.

c) AgeWell. This programme of group rides for older citizens ran in the summers of 2010 and 2011.  This programme should be re-activated.

d) Estate-based Health and Wellbeing initiatives.  This idea arises from discussion with participants on Southwark Cyclists' Healthy Rides.  They noted that people are more likely to participate in a new activity (or re-start an old one) if (a) it is occurring near them and (b) they will be able to take part with friends and neighbours.  At present a programme of improved cycle storage is being implemented on some estates.  This could be linked to a cycle instruction/led rides initiative.  Possibly other healthy living activities could be linked in as well, for example led walks, outdoor running groups and nature’s gym (“Improve your fitness by taking part in conservation activities” outdoor nature conservation programme run by Lewisham).

e) Cycling to school.  Southwark and Lambeth have amongst the lowest rates of cycling to school in the country.  Some individual schools have managed to promote good levels of cycling.  What is needed is 

i) investment in cycle crossings and paths leading to schools so that teachers and parents feel it is safe to travel to school by bike

ii) the appointment of “Cycling Champions” from the staff of every school.

9) Resources. Running a cycling for health programme will need some resources.  Crucial will be to fund a post for a dedicated cycling for health organiser (or to pay a suitable outside consultant or organisation to develop the programme).  This post could be combined with other tasks related to physical activity and health, e.g. a walking for health programme.  Funding would also need to be available for equipment (e.g. loan bikes) and publicity (e.g. printed posters and flyers for local libraries and leisure centres).

Sources

NICE (National Institute for Clinical Excellence) 2012. Walking and cycling: local measures to promote walking and cycling as forms of travel or recreation. Issued: November 2012. NICE public health guidance 41. www.guidance.nice.org.uk/ph41
NICE (National Institute for Clinical Excellence) 2008. Physical activity and the environment. Issued: January 2008. NICE public health guidance PH8. http://guidance.nice.org.uk/PH8

Cope et al. 2010  Cycling demonstration towns – an economic evaluation. http://etcproceedings.org/paper/cycling-demonstration-towns-an-economic-evaluation
Councils urged to invest in cycling for better health. Times interview with CMO. Feb 11, 2013. 
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/public/cyclesafety/article3684033.ece
