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Context and questions for consideration 

This background paper is one of a number of papers that have been prepared by the Department 

of Transport, Tourism and Sport to inform a public consultation on Ireland’s sustainable mobility 

policy.  The review work arises from a commitment in the Programme for a Partnership 

Government1 to review public transport policy “to ensure services are sustainable into the future 

and are meeting the needs of a modern economy”.  The public consultation is designed to give 

stakeholders, interested parties and the general public the opportunity to reflect on the 

information and analysis in the papers, to share their views, and to contribute to the development 

of a Sustainable Mobility Policy Statement.  

Sustainable Mobility can be described as linking people and places in a sustainable way by 

supporting: 

 comfortable and affordable journeys to and from work, home, school, college,  shops and 

leisure; 

 travelling by cleaner and greener transport and;  

 a shift away from the private car to greater use of active travel (walking and cycling) and 

public transport (e.g. bus, rail, tram). 

All elements of sustainable mobility (public transport, cycling, walking) are being considered in the 

policy review.  Each background paper includes a number of questions to generate ideas about 

the extent to which the present approach to sustainable mobility is working well, the areas which 

are not, and future priorities.  

This background paper sets out to examine the previous and current role of active travel modes 

(walking and cycling) in the context of the wider transport network.  An evaluation of the Smarter 

Travel Areas funding programme, commissioned by the Department of Transport, Tourism and 

Sport and conducted by AECOM consultants, is also being published as part of this review of 

active travel in Ireland.  

Participants are not confined to answering the suggested questions below and are invited to offer 

any other contribution they wish to make.  It is recommended that submissions are confined to 

circa 2,500 words or less.   

2.1  Given the trends highlighted in Section 5, what should the focus be in terms of 

 infrastructure delivery? 

2.2 How can we best deliver an integrated package of focused behavioural change 

 measures and infrastructure in order to achieve change? 

2.3 Is greater consideration needed in future active travel policy to increase walking as 

 a transport mode? If so, what measures should be considered? 

2.4 What additional measures can be introduced to encourage multi-modal journeys?  

2.5 Which recommendations of the Ex Post Evaluation of the Smarter Travel Areas should 

 be prioritised for action? 



2 
 

1 Structure of the paper 

The purpose of this paper is to review the previous and current role of active travel modes 

(walking and cycling) in the context of the wider transport network while raising some issues for 

consideration in developing future policy. 

 

Section 2: Definition of active travel seeks to define active travel and set out the range of 

benefits associated with active travel. 

 

Section 3: Institutional arrangements around active travel examines the institutional 

arrangements around the investment in, and the delivery of, active travel supports 

including the role of Government Departments and implementing agencies.  It also 

looks at European Union and international programmes which have a role in both 

policy making, funding and implementing projects that support a shift to active travel 

modes.   

 

Section 4: Review of relevant policies that influence active travel provides a high-level 

summary of policies that influence active travel use, specifically a review of active 

travel policy both at national and sectoral levels.   

 

Section 5: Active travel trends highlights trends in active travel in recent years in both urban 

and non-urban areas and looks at mode shares and journey purpose for active travel 

journeys. 

 

Section 6: Motivational factors in active travel considers a number of motivational factors that 

can influence active travel choices including behavioural change, climate change, 

health and safety.  It also looks at the gender gap in cycling participation in Ireland.   

 

Section 7: International case studies shows a few international examples of active travel 

promotion and modal shift. It considers active travel infrastructure, behavioural 

change initiatives and socio-economic influences, and identifies some of the policies 

and measures that underpinned the success (or failure) of these intervention types.  

 

Section 8: Conclusions and matters for consideration summarises the issues identified in the 

paper for consideration in the development of future policy.   

 

Alongside this paper, and as part of the overall review of sustainable mobility, a separate report is 

also being published which evaluates the specific impacts observed as a result of the Smarter 

Travel Area funding programme in Limerick, Dungarvan and Westport between 2012 and 2016. 
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2 Defining active travel 

2.1 Definition of active travel 

It is useful to consider what is meant by the term “active travel” as there are various definitions in 

use internationally that differ slightly from one another. For the purposes of this paper, active 

travel is defined as travelling with a purpose using your own energy.  Generally this means 

walking (including all users of footpaths) or cycling as part of a purposeful journey. Increasingly, 

non-motorised scooters are also being used for urban transport, especially by school children, and 

this would also be considered as active travel. Thus, walking as part of a commute to work, cycling 

to the shop or scooting to school are all considered active travel, whereas walking or cycling for 

purely leisure purposes is not. It is also often the case that active travel can be seamlessly built 

into everyday life as part of normal daily routines.  

 

Occasionally, “active travel” or “active transport” can be used in place of “sustainable transport” or 

“sustainable mobility”. Walking and cycling are indeed considered to be sustainable modes; 

however, sustainable transport/mobility is generally considered to be a more wide-ranging 

definition that covers active travel as well as public transport such as buses, light rail and heavy 

rail. 

 

2.2 Active travel infrastructure vs. Greenways 

Active travel infrastructure is considered to be infrastructure that enables commuters to travel 

“actively” on their daily commute.  It includes amongst other things footpaths, on and off road 

cycling routes, pedestrian and cycle friendly junctions and roundabouts.  In the recently published 

Strategy for the Future Development of National and Regional Greenways2, greenways are defined as 

“a recreational or pedestrian corridor for non-motorised journeys, developed in an integrated manner 

which enhances both the environment and quality of life of the surrounding area. These routes should 

meet satisfactory standards of width, gradient and surface condition to ensure that they are both user-

friendly and low-risk for users of all abilities”. Thus, while greenways are primarily focused on those 

participating in walking and cycling for leisure purposes, they can be utilised by those engaged in 

active travel, particularly greenway infrastructure located in urban environments. 

 

2.3 Benefits of Active Travel 

Active travel has a range of benefits associated with it, including reducing congestion in urban 

areas through providing an alternative to the private car. However, there are a wide range of 

multi-disciplinary benefits also associated with active travel, and/or increasing active travel’s 

modal share, such as:  

 

 Environmental:  reduced levels of carbon emissions and greenhouse gases; improved air 

quality levels in towns and cities including lower levels of harmful particulates; reduced 

noise levels due to lower vehicle volumes / speeds; reduced environmental impacts due to 

reduced levels of energy and materials used in car manufacturing. 

 

 Health:  improved levels of fitness and public health generally from increased activity. 

Improved air quality in towns and cities as a result of traffic management measures and 

reduced car volumes. 
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 Safety:  increased levels of cycling tends to lead to lower accident rates for cyclists overall 

through a “safety in numbers” effect, although there are alternative views that the effect 

is more properly described as “numbers through safety”3. Increased levels of active travel 

can also stimulate the increased provision of quality footpaths and cycle paths by public 

authorities, further increasing safety generally.  

 

 Economic: increased active travel usage can lead to reduced congestion levels and 

improved accessibility in urban areas. The space and infrastructure required for large 

numbers of pedestrians and cyclists are often significantly more economical to provide 

when compared to the costs associated with new roads or railways, for example.  

 

 Social:  increased provision for active travel modes can drive improved transport equity.  

Although environmental considerations are increasingly at play in consumer choices about 

transport, it is still the case that low levels of private car ownership and use can be an 

indicator of lower income levels.  Increasing the provisions for active travel modes can 

improve accessibility and mobility for lower income groups, while improved active travel 

infrastructure (e.g. high quality footpaths) can also increase accessibility for people with 

mobility impairments or disabilities.    
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3 Institutional arrangements around active travel 

3.1 Introduction  

The institutional arrangements around the investment in, and the delivery of, active travel 

supports are made up of: 

1) Government Departments, which provide the broad policy context, and aggregate funding 

allocations; 

2) Implementing agencies which draft and implement strategies and action plans; and 

3) European Union (EU) and international programmes which have a role in both policy 

making, funding and implementing projects that support a shift to active travel modes. 

 

3.2 Government Departments 

3.2.1 Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

The Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (DTTAS) is the principal Government 

Department with responsibility for active travel.  

 

The Department develops national level policies in all areas of sustainable mobility, including 

active travel, and, as detailed in Section 4, developed Smarter Travel �I A Sustainable Transport 

Future4 and the National Cycling Policy Framework5. 

 

DTTAS provides aggregate level of funding to its agencies, including in the area of active travel 

infrastructure provision to the National Transport Authority (NTA) and Transport Infrastructure 

Ireland (TII), as well as funding some specific programmes itself such as the national cycling 

training programme.   

 

DTTAS also has responsibility for road safety legislation and works closely with the Road Safety 

Authority (RSA) in that regard.  Road safety legislation regulates the use of our roads for all road 

users through prohibitions and restrictions including those directed at intoxicated driving and 

other road user behaviours. 

 

3.2.2 Department of Health 

Healthy Ireland, an agency of the Department of Health, provides the national framework for 

action to improve the health and wellbeing of people living in Ireland. It incorporates such 

initiatives as the National Physical Activity Plan6 and the Healthy Workplaces Plan7 which all feed 

into and play a vital role in the development and promotion of active travel.  

 

3.2.3 Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government 

The Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government has statutory and policy 

responsibilities in the area of local government and planning and these matters are influential in 

enabling active travel. The Department is also responsible for the administration of Government’s 

Urban Regeneration and Development Fund, one of four new funds announced by Government 

as part of Project Ireland 20408, and which is funding a number of active travel projects across 

different local authorities. 






