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Essential Evidence on a page: Can air pollution negate the
health benefits of cycling and walking?

Top line: The benefits from active travel generally outweigh health risks from air pollution
and therefore should be further encouraged. When weighing long-term health benefits
from physical activity against possible risks from increased exposure to air pollution,
promoting cycling and walking is justified in the vast majority of settings.

Active travel (cycling, walking) is beneficial for health due to increased physical activity
(PA).However, active travel may increase the intake of air pollution, leading to negative
health consequences. In most of the studies to date, the health benefits due to PA from
increased active travel are significantly larger than the health risks caused by increases in
exposure to air pollution.

In 2016 researchers examined the risk — benefit balance between active travel related PA
and exposure to air pollution across a range of air pollution and PA scenarios.® Air
pollution exposures due to active travel were quantified by estimating the differences in the
inhaled dose of fine particulate matter (PM2.5) air pollution. The health effects of active
travel and air pollution were then estimated through changes in deaths from all causes for
different levels of active travel and air pollution. Air pollution exposure was estimated
through changes in background concentrations of fine particulate matter (PM2.5), ranging
from 5 to 200 pg/m3. For active travel exposure, the researchers estimated cycling and
walking from O up to 16 hours per day, respectively. These refer to long-term average
levels of active travel and PM2.5 exposure.

The tipping point (beyond which additional PA will not lead to higher health benefits) and
break-even point (beyond which additional PA will cause adverse health effects) for
different average cycling times and background PM2.5 concentrations were calculated.
For half an hour of cycling every day, less than 1% of cities have PM2.5 annual
concentrations reached above the tipping point level. The tipping point would only be
reached after 7 h of cycling and 16 h of walking per day.

In the most polluted city in the World Health Organization (WHQO) Ambient Air Pollution
Database (Delhi, India) the tipping and break-even points were 30 and 45 min of cycling
per day, respectively. In most global regions the tipping points for the most polluted cities
varied between 30 and 120 min per day for cycling, and 90 min to 6 h 15 min per day for
walking.

This study indicates that, practically, air pollution risks will not negate the health benefits of
active travel in urban areas in the vast majority of settings worldwide. This result is
supported by epidemiological studies? that have found the statistically significant protective
effects of PA even in high air pollution environments.
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