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The most effective 
improvement of 
opportunities for active 
travel will flow when 
strategic land use transport 
policy and planning is 
closely aligned with local 
area land use transport 
policy and planning.

 – Active travel
Encourage more walking, cycling and public transport use

ACTION AREA 4
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Walking and cycling for recreation and transport, 
and greater use of public transport, is good for 
health, the environment and the economy. Many 
Australians struggle to find the time to participate in 
physical activity. Active travel is an efficient means of 
incorporating physical activity into daily living through 
commuting, working, learning and socialising. 

Past and present policies and practices promote 
the development of car-oriented built environments 
and car use, limiting the potential for healthier active 
transport. 

Consider the case for change:

 physical activity, including walking and cycling, 
plays an important role in reducing the risk of 
cardiovascular and other chronic diseases(1) 
and brings with it a wide variety of benefits for 
physical and mental health, as well as social and 
community health(2, 3)

 walkable neighbourhoods with higher-density 
mixed-use zoning increase active travel, reduce 
car dependence and air pollution(4), subsequently 
minimising the risk of cardiovascular disease and 
other chronic diseases

 co-benefits of increasing walking, cycling and 
public transport use include: 

› health outcomes for individuals

› sustainability through reducing private motor 
vehicle dependence, air and noise pollution, 
greenhouse gases, energy use and sprawl

› economic benefits such as reduced passenger 
transport subsidies and lower road infrastructure 
development and maintenance costs

› improved traffic management, including 
reduced congestion

› community benefits such as increasing social 
connections in communities and public safety, 
and safer outcomes for people whom walk and 
cycle

› greater equity, including improving transport 
choices for disadvantaged or vulnerable 
groups(5-8) 

 in the last four decades, there has been a rapid 
decline in the number of children walking or 
cycling to school(9-11) so much so that active travel 
has gone from being the most common way for 
children to get to school to now the least common, 
while being driven is the most common. The results 
are similar for adults with very few adults choosing 
active travel modes of transport(12, 13)

 observational studies have consistently shown 
that children who walk or ride bicycles to school 
engage in more physical activity than those who 
travel by other means(14-17)

 commuters who use public transport engage 
in more physical activity than car drivers.(18) For 
example, public transport users in Melbourne 
achieve over 40 minutes of incidental exercise a 
day, compared with less than 10 minutes for car 
users.(19) The odds of achieving 10,000 steps per 
day were 3.55 times higher in a study of university 
students who commuted by public transport, 
compared with drivers.(20, 21) Active patterns of 
travel can be associated with a reduced risk of 
cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes and all-
cause mortality in adults.(22) One study also found 
regular bicycle commuting is associated with a 
lower risk of cardiovascular disease, cancer, and 
all-cause mortality(23)

 there is now strong evidence that the way we build 
cities, communities and neighbourhoods affects 
the travel behaviour choices of both adults(6, 7, 24-26) 
and children(27) and the safety of people who use 
active travel modes(28)

 active transport is another important aspect 
of connectivity and accessibility in the urban 
environment. Promoting active living is a key aspect 
of promoting personal health, and the urban 
environment underpins – or undermines – people’s 
ability to use public transport as part of their regular 
routines.(2)
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WHAT MUST BE DONE? 
Combinations of interventions are required to 
effectively promote walking and cycling to increase 
the activity levels of sedentary people, including 
the provision of safe travel environments. These 
interventions require action at all three tiers of 
government and can be supported by business and 
professionals, particularly urban planners, developers, 
transport planners, engineers and building designers. 
Workplaces and schools are also ideally placed to 
promote active travel options to staff and students. 

The following interventions are recommended to 
support the integration of active travel into the daily 
lives of people in Australia.

Governance arrangements to promote active travel:

 the most effective improvement of opportunities 
for active travel will flow when strategic land use 
transport policy and planning is closely aligned 
with local area land use transport policy and 
planning

 this is most likely to happen when governance 
arrangements ensure a policy/planning line of sight 
from state-level thinking through to local thinking, 
giving equal priority to top down and bottom up 
aspirations and efforts

 major new transport projects will be part of 
the top down inputs and these need to be 
supportive of local plans for provision of 20-minute 
neighbourhoods, and related initiatives, that 
promote active travel

 to maximise the prospects for achieving this 
integrated thinking in land use transport policy 
and planning, local government at a regional 
level (i.e. regional groupings of councils, of which 
there might be say 5-6 in each of Sydney and 
Melbourne), should be an equal partner with the 
state in developing integrated strategic land use 
transport plans for Australian cities. This will enable 
the local level to have a greater say in shaping 
the future of cities and is likely to result in land use 
transport strategies that have longer relevance(29)

 without attention to such governance reforms, 
implementation mechanisms for more active living 
will struggle.
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Implement policies that facilitate an increase in the 
availability and uptake of active travel modes:

 all governments to include walking and cycling 
infrastructure as part of all large government-
funded urban transport projects

 require health-impact assessments to be 
undertaken on larger-scale urban and transport 
planning developments and policies

 integrate health-planning principles and active-
living design codes in urban planning, design and 
development policies and regulations

 reorient transport policy, planning and funding 
to prioritise investment in walking, cycling and 
public transport infrastructure; allocate resources 
proportionally to need or current or planned mode 
share, concentrating initially on underserviced 
areas, including developments on the urban fringe

 include active modes of travel in Mobility-as-a-
Service initiatives(30)

 federal government to appoint a minister 
responsible for major cities and urban 
development; this adequately funded portfolio 
should provide policy leadership on major cities, 
urban development and transport planning 
that embeds principles of healthy living and 
sustainability

 ensure that federal transport infrastructure funding 
and policy mechanisms resource active and 
public transport projects and cost road projects in 
accordance with the total cost to the community, 
considering congestion, pollution and health-
related impacts. (Pricing of road use and other 
financial measures(31) are explored further in Action 
area 11 – Financial measures)

 state and local governments to produce and 
implement appropriately funded integrated land-
use strategies that are overseen by the Premier’s 
/ Mayor’s office and embed principles of healthy 
living and sustainability, including state-wide 
walking strategies to increase the number of 
people walking for recreation and transport

 reduce posted street speeds in local streets to 
30km/h to increase safety for people on bicycles 
and pedestrians, and to create a more welcoming 
environment for children(32, 33) then communicate 
30km/h as a standard low speed environment 
to increase awareness and provide guidance in 
planning documentation 

 introduce minimum net-density thresholds 
(dwellings per hectare) for suburban developments 
and improve the integration of land-use, transport 
and infrastructure planning to achieve compact, 
mixed-use neighbourhoods that promote 
pedestrian- and bicycle-friendly environments and 
reduce car dependency, as well as increase the 
viability and accessibility of local businesses, public 
transport and local amenities; offset high-density 
developments with increased access to public 
open space

 restrict motor vehicle access and the availability 
of parking at town centres, universities, airports 
and other highly congested environments 
by implementing congestion pricing or other 
comparable pricing schemes and by providing 
high-quality public transport access; reclaim streets 
in these locations for public transport, designated 
pedestrian areas and shared space 

 implementing the appropriate actions in the 
World Health Organization’s Global action plan 
on physical activity 2018–2030 (sections 2.1, 2.2, 2.3) 
regarding integrating transport and urban planning 
policies, improving walking and cycling networks, 
and strengthening road safety.(34)
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Plan, develop and retrofit the built environment to support active travel:

 provide for supportive active transport infrastructure such as 
pathways, bicycle-parking/storage facilities, shade and way-showing 
signage, as well as public toilets, seating and other amenities in key 
activity centres, including accessible public transport stations and 
their catchment areas

 improve the fare structure, coverage, frequency and operating hours 
of public transport and make more effective use of existing assets, 
including through the restructuring of the public transport network 

 increase the segregation of people on bicycles from motor vehicles, 
on separate bicycle paths or on protected bicycle lanes, except in 
very low speed environments and ensure connection to major public 
transport, shopping and employment centres, schools and universities

 ensure that schools are sited in neighbourhoods with connected street 
networks, smaller block sizes and low levels of traffic exposure, and 
have catchment sizes designed to encourage active travel(35)

 introduce designated car drop-off zones linked by safe walking routes 
500 metres from schools to reduce traffic danger at school gates and 
encourage physical activity

 provide shower facilities and end-of-trip cycling infrastructure, such as 
accessible, safe and comfortable bicycle-parking facilities and lockers 
at workplaces, schools, universities, public transport hubs, shopping 
centres and public facilities such as libraries and community centres 
(e.g. include shower facilities in all disability-access toilets and bicycle 
parking in front of and in car parks of buildings)

 identify CBD courier hubs to increase efficiency of bicycle couriers, 
integrate last mile delivery solutions by small e-cargo delivery bicycles 
and reduce motor vehicle delivery requirements within cities.

Implement social and community interventions that promote  
active travel:

 support improvements to Australia’s public bicycle and other active 
mode hire schemes, including better partnerships with government, 
better operating models and integration with public transport ticketing

 subsidise the cost of public transport, especially for people living in 
outer metropolitan areas

 increase access for bicycles to be taken aboard trams, ferries, trains or 
on bus racks through public transport networks

 invest in active school travel programs and safe routes to school to 
encourage more walking, bicycling and use of other active modes to 
school.(36, 37) For example, dedicated funding to resolve active travel 
black spots in the 2-kilometre radius around schools

 encourage independent mobility for older children including:

› a school coordinator who promotes and enables active travel

› regular mass participation events such as ‘walking, wheeling 
Wednesdays’

› safe routes to school, with mapped routes and safer crossings

› road safety and bicycle / scooter education programs

› pedestrian priority at traffic lights in the 2-kilometre radius around 
schools
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 reduce car-parking subsidies in workplaces and use this funding 
to support subsidised public and active transport programs for 
employees

 provide incentives for employees to use alternative forms of transport 
to attend meetings (e.g. free bicycles, e-bicycles, scooters, prepaid 
public transport cards) and where possible, reduce accessibility to 
corporate vehicles, private motor vehicles, taxis or other motorised 
vehicles

 limit the car parking incentives for staff and assist in supporting use of 
active travel modes, where appropriate

 implement financial tax incentives that promote use of active travel 
modes travel to and from work.

Support individuals to understand and advocate for the benefits of 
active travel:

 support and promote walking programs that target key groups for 
example seniors to raise awareness of the value of walking

 implement social marketing and advocacy initiatives to mobilise 
community members to demand more active transport investment 
and healthier communities and neighbourhoods

 increase driver awareness of people on bicycles and ensure legal 
liability regimes place an appropriate responsibility upon car drivers in 
the event of a crash

 conduct localised promotional activities such as workplace travel 
behaviour-change programs

 educate consumers about the availability and importance of using 
walkability and other active living tools when deciding where to live, 
work or study.

See also Action area 1 – Built environments; Action area 9 –  
Children and adolescents; Action area 11 – Financial measures

At the time of writing, new personal mobility devices such as 
e-scooters are being introduced in Australia. They have implications 
for transport policy and management. Consideration should be 
given to new modes that offer advantages over private car use. 
Overseas experience suggests a need to accelerate development 
of safe bicycle networks, due to the additional demand these 
devices generate and to minimise safety concerns. But priority 
should always go to unassisted and assisted active transport 
modes, such as bicycles and pedelecs, rather than powered 
devices that require no human effort, to maximise the health 
benefits of this travel.
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For heart health information and support, 
call the Helpline on 13 11 12 or visit  
heartfoundation.org.au

For further information contact: 

Adj. Prof. Trevor Shilton  
Director Active Living
Heart Foundation
T: (08) 9382 5912
E: Trevor.Shilton@heartfoundation.org.au
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