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By Stephen Watkins 
co-chair THSG 

Railways are much safer than the 
alternatives, and because they 
are more effective than buses in 
achieving modal shift, rail 
development has an important 
role to play in developing a 
healthy transport system.  
Unfortunately transport 
infrastructure planning tends to 
overestimate the effect of roads 
in reducing congestion (which is 
often only temporary), and 
underestimates the effect of rail 
services on congestion. 
Using London as an example, Dr 
Martin Mogridge showed that 
the speed of traffic is influenced 
more by the quality of the rail 
system than by anything 
happening on the roads. 
Transport planners also 
underestimate network and 
feeder effects and has often 
underestimated the potential 
usage of new rail services.  
The utility of a network is 
approximately proportional to 
the square of its size.  
We believe that most of the rail 
development schemes being 
supported by Railfuture would 
warrant funding if these 
scientific analytical errors were 
corrected.  
n We also advocate 
consideration of some schemes 
which have not yet been 
supported by Railfuture but 
which we hope you might want 
to consider: 
We believe that there should be 
active promotion of the rail-cycle 
combination as a distinct 
transport mode, capable of 
competing with the car, rather 
than it being seen just as a 
minority group of rail users. 
Serious thought should be given 
to having cycle vans on all trains, 
as Cal Train does in California, 
and also cycle hire at stations. 
This may involve opening some 
stations specifically as cycle rail 

Rail – the key to a healthy environment

DISASTROUS PLANNING POLICIES: This new incinerator at Ampthill is next to the Midland main 
line and near the Bedford-Bletchley line but it is NOT rail-connected. The household waste will be 
transported to the Covanta plant in lorries from an area within a 60-mile radius. Former train driver 
Bill Davies commented drily: “This is Bedfordshire so the only rail uprade is to a level crossing on 
the Bedford-Bletchley line – to allow the stream of HGVs to gain access to the new plant.” Nicola 
Ryan-Raine who campaigned against the plant said: "For every tonne of waste burned - typically 
more than one tonne of carbon dioxide is released into the atmosphere." 
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THSG: Who we are 
Many Railwatch readers will have a broader interest in sustainable 
transport and may be interested in finding out more about our wider 
work from our website (details below). 
The Transport and Health Science Group (THSG) is an 
independent group of global public health and transport 
practitioners and researchers.  
The Transport and Health Science Group is one of two major 
organisations internationally concerned with the relationships 
between transport and health.  
In the UK the group is the main such organisation and also acts as UK 
agent for the other (the North America-based International 
Professional Association for Transport and Health). 
THSG also administers the Transport Special Interest Group of the 
Faculty of Public Health of the Royal Colleges of Physicians of the UK.  
www.transportandhealth.org.uk

THSG: What we want 
We believe that a healthy transport policy will minimise 
transport use by having more local facilities and making more 
use of cyberspace.  
It will use walking and cycling for short journeys, and the rail-
cycle combination for longer journeys, with the bulk of freight 
transport being by rail, electric delivery vehicles and a new 
generation of modern electrically assisted sailing ships.  
Ultimately, we see only a limited role for the private car, for 
example in sparsely populated areas.  
We also see only a limited role for aviation – for flights across 
oceans and polar ice caps and for islands too far from the 
mainland to rely on ferries, and for local travel in very remote 
areas such as Alaska or Antarctica.  
These approaches to transport policy will reduce climate 
change, for which transport is the largest contributor in the UK, 
and yield even more health co-benefits.

heads or as interchanges with 
cycle routes. 
n We believe there is scope for 
rolling motorways and we have 
advocated a rolling motorway 
over Woodhead (with trains 
conveying both passengers and 
road vehicles in a high-frequency 
service) as an alternative to the 
proposed road scheme. 
n We believe that high speed 
long distance sleeper services 
must play a part in controlling 
the climate impact of aviation. A 
10 hour train trip with 8 hours 
asleep and 2 hours spent on 

dinner and breakfast is an 
entirely civilised way to travel, 
and with 200mph trains it could 
compete with planes over 
distances of up to 2,000 miles 
(more with even faster trains) 
n We believe that the same 
technology that makes it possible 
to run a standard gauge train at 
200mph also makes it possible to 
run an RHDR gauge train at 
50mph so we think high speed 
miniature railways parallel to 
cycle tracks could be constructed 
over many abandoned rural 
lines. 

n A careful eye should be kept 
on opportunities opened up by 
the development of the 
hyperloop and we have 
published a discussion 
document on this.. The 
opportunities are not limited to 
intercity travel, if we use the 
high speed and high frequency 
of the service to make wayside 
stops viable. We do not yet know 
whether the hyperloop will 
prove feasible but we could view 
it as being in the same state of 
uncertainty that the steam 
locomotive was in 1825. 
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