
Speech to Joint Committee on Climate Action 

Active travel and urban planning focusing on cycling 

Active travel offers one of the clearest solutions to tackle climate change, but it is 

also a health, safety and social justice issue.  

In my lifetime, I have experienced these issues first hand. As a child in Moss Side, 

Manchester, I used to play out in the street, as, I am sure, most of you here did. My 

street was cobbled and wide. It had kerbs to sit on and plenty of space for playing 

football. In the name of progress, asphalt was applied to my street in the hot 

summer of 1976 and I watched it bubble and settle. When it did settle, cars started 

arriving in greater numbers, and at a speed that meant we no longer had the 

opportunity to pick up our ball and wait for them to pass. My friend Stephen got hit 

by one of these speeding cars and was changed for life. He couldn’t concentrate 

anymore and ceased to be my friend. I watched him slowly slip out of society. The 

other parents became worried and so brought their children inside. Only the bad kids 

were left. I was one of those kids. A few years later, the mere act of being young and 

on the street was taken as confirmation that you were a troublemaker. The police 

came around in vans, picked us up and beat us in the back. Eventually a child was 

killed, and the riots began. The street was destroyed. Shops were ransacked and all 

sense of community was lost. All the time, the cars kept growing in numbers and the 

severance increased.  

Donald Appleyard did a famous study of how social interaction is inversely 

proportionate to motor traffic flow and I saw this happen. Like many in this room, I 

watched this slow descent. A recent report in the UK shows that children in deprived 

areas are three times as likely to be involved in road traffic accidents as those in 

affluent areas. This descent has had many other negative consequences, in terms of 

health, where the levels of inactivity caused by car-centred living have led to a public 

health crisis. A recent report in London showed that car ownership gave the clearest 

indication of poor health.  

This committee is focused on climate change action and it is here where the toxic air 

produced by cars is having the most devastating effect. The planet is suffering death 

by a thousand small cuts as each unnecessary car journey sends us further into 

trouble – and shortly to the point from which we can never return. My talk at the 

Velo-city international cycling conference is about the changes that we can make 

now to address the decline: how to start thinking about our people, communities 

and planet again, and not just those who drive.  

What is the first step you should take? In Greater Manchester, I asked planners, 

engineers, councillors and residents to do a workshop with me, based around a blank 

map. I asked them to tell me the worst streets, the rat runs, the busy roads and the 



motor-traffic-dominated one-way systems. We used a red pen and marked them on 

the map. This forced people to acknowledge the repercussions of their actions and 

be honest about their situation. I then flipped the conversation by pointing out that 

most of the streets are ok. Usually about 20% of streets are coloured red so the story 

is not completely bleak. We have not ruined everywhere yet.  

Next, I asked how we could connect the streets that were ok, by crossing these 

difficult roads. We put dots with a green pen where new crossings were possible. We 

then joined the dots using the most direct street alignment and had a basic network 

that was practical, achievable and made strategic sense. I then – dramatically - 

introduced a black pen and asked: “Which one of the red lines shall we tackle first? 

Which street should we transform?” These black line plans can take years to come to 

fruition and, if they are truly transformational, opposition will be strong. I asked 

them to focus all their drama on one route and fight for it. This approach gave both 

those responsible and those affected a chance to solve their own puzzle in a 

collaborative way.  

This is key to the first step: we must take it together. It makes no difference what any 

individual says. It is about what we all do together. We must give people an option 

before we encourage them to take their own first step towards active travel. 

According to the latest European Commission research, every man, woman and child 

is subsidising car use in Ireland to the sum of six hundred euros a year. Taxes to car 

users only draw back a small percentage of the costs associated with the damage 

caused by cars: damage to the environment, our health, collisions, air quality, 

congestion. All this damage has been quantified and we must ask ourselves who is 

going to pay the annual three-billion-euro bill. It is unsustainable in monetary terms, 

as well as planetary terms.  

All change is difficult, and we are all experts at coming up with excuses to stop any 

change, even when we know it is good for us. “The weather isn’t right”; “it’s too 

hilly”; “I will be too sweaty for work”; “it will take too much time” or the favourite 

one in England now is that “cycling is bad for air quality because space given over to 

cyclists causes congestion for drivers”. Every world government is finding it harder 

and harder to make excuses as time is running out and the supporting evidence is 

overwhelming. Those who believe automobility is the future are only fooling 

themselves, but the joke will be on us.  

It is time to act on climate change and if you think the design of a single street and 

the mode choice of the individual does not count, then you haven’t been paying 

attention to your own experience. Give your children and your grandchildren back 

the childhood you enjoyed. Act now. You have the powers to legislate, encourage 



and enforce. Use them, and while you are organising that, take the first step to plan 

for an active travel future. 
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