
Doctors, public health and transport researchers call on government to enable safe walking and 

cycling during the COVID-19 pandemic and into the future 

 

As doctors, nurses, public health and transport researchers, health promotion organisations and 

industry groups, we fully support individuals, communities, and governments in their rapid and 

effective action in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. We recognise the importance of social 

distancing, with particular need to protect the most vulnerable. 

During this time, however, all of our existing social and health risks do not simply go away. The 

Australian Government recognises this, and has listed physical activity as one of four essential 

activities.1  

Walking and cycling for physical activity and mental health 

Walking and cycling, whether for essential workers to commute to and from work, or for the 

purposes of recreation, provide easy opportunity for physical activity and adherence to social 

distancing. Physical activity has substantial and wide-reaching physical health benefits (such as 

reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease, cancers, dementia and diabetes), and is also beneficial 

for mental health.23  

Furthermore, safe cycling and walking will be imperative in reactivating our economy when social 

distancing measures are relaxed. This will enable people to travel to work and school using transport 

modes that are both safe and healthy. 

Walking and cycling for long term social distancing 

Walking and cycling are compatible with social distancing. Social distancing is frequently challenging 

to maintain on public transport, so shifting even a proportion of these passengers to walking or 

cycling trips will have infection control advantages that limit transmission. If there is not a significant 

shift to cycling or walking, there will likely be a commensurate increase in use of private cars, leading 

to increased congestion, pollution and reduced community amenity.  

Anecdotally, there have been significant increases in cycling and walking as forms of exercise during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, including in children. However, current cycling and walking infrastructure is 

often inadequate in providing safety and sufficient space to facilitate the recommended 1.5m of 

physical distance between persons. This demonstrates the clear need for the rapid roll-out of cycling 

and walking infrastructure in Australia. Reported decreases in motor vehicle traffic4 provide a unique 

opportunity to repurpose space usually allocated to motor vehicles for temporary infrastructure to 

support cycling and walking. 

Additionally, there is some emerging evidence of increased deaths of pedestrians and cyclists,567  

further demonstrating the need to act rapidly to support safe physical activity. 

Australia lagging behind the rest of the world 

There are numerous examples across the world of the rapid roll-out of social distancing 

infrastructure to support cycling and walking during the COVID-19 pandemic. Measures have 

included reduced speed limits, widened footpaths, emergency cycle lanes, streets closed to motor 

traffic or removal of manual pedestrian buttons. New Zealand have recently announced substantial 

funding to support the roll-out of interim measures to make it safer and easier for people walking 



and cycling,8  and the UK have given local authorities the power to quickly and easily make roads car-

free, widen footpaths, or install temporary cycle lanes.9 As yet, we have not seen a similar response 

in Australia, despite the urgent need. 

Thus, we call on decision makers to take urgent steps to enhance walking and cycling during the 

pandemic through these or other measures to ensure that safe physical activity and social distancing 

can occur on our streets now and when the economy is reopened.   
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