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VISION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS ON
PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

[bookmark: _Hlk212389008]This document focuses on high income countries but includes principles that may be relevant globally. A separate document is being prepared that focuses on low and middle income countries.


	Public transport [transit] is important for health because of safety; benefits to climate change; and health improvements from better air quality and more physical activity compared with travel by private car.
This document summarises the THSG’s policy recommendations for high quality public transport provision. All the statements and recommendations are based on research evidence.





Shorter versions of this document (Key points (1 page) and Summary (3pp)) are also available on the THSG website. 
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Document accepted by THSG Board on 03-02-2026.

FULL DOCUMENT
The links between transport and health are supported by robust evidence. Ensuring prosperous and healthy cities, communities and individuals requires going beyond reducing CO2 emissions. Decision-makers need to recognize these links and actively promote policies and interventions that reduce harmful environmental exposures linked to transport while promoting sustainable and active mobility. The health impacts of transport affect people of all ages and backgrounds throughout their lifetime. Some populations such as children, older people, and those with lower incomes, disabilities, and/or from minority ethnic groups can be especially vulnerable. A holistic approach to urban planning, environmental, transport energy and climate issues should be adopted, and is urgently needed.
What is meant by public transport?
The specific travel modes used for public transport [called transit in some countries] vary across the world. In most high income countries (HICs), public transport includes train, light rail, tram, and buses. In many low and middle income countries (LMICs), public transport may also include motorbikes, open utility vehicles, animal-pulled carts, motorised rickshaws (tuktuks), pedal-taxis, and other vehicle types.
This document is written primarily for HICs; a separate document will focus on public transport in LMICs. However, the main principles apply worldwide. For ease of understanding, ‘train’ and ‘rail’ should be considered to represent generally longer distances than services by bus. Compared with trains, buses carry fewer passengers and have shorter distance between stops. Long distance coach services on good roads may be an alternative to trains in some circumstances, especially in Latin America where they are a popular form of long distance transport, and in rural areas away from the rail system. Fast frequent limited stop services with reserved roadspace (often called bus rapid transit or BRT) is an alternative to light rail. ‘Taxi’ may be a car or other locally relevant vehicle.
We would not normally regard aviation as a form of public transport, but it might be in trackless wastes such as Alaska or Antarctica, or in journeys to islands too far from the mainland for a fast ferry or bridge to be viable. Fast ferries can be part of the public transport system for journeys to islands, and also in some cities where the river is used as part of the transport network.
why is public transport important?
Public transport [transit] is important for health because of transport safety, benefits to climate change, air quality and physical activity as an alternative to the private car. It addresses inequalities by providing mobility for those without access to a car or unable to walk or cycle a given journey and reduces transport poverty. It reduces congestion, having a greater benefit than road improvement: widening or constructing new roads moves but does not eliminate the pinch points and releases suppressed demand until congestion re-equilibrates (see THSG policy recommendations on road charging and congestion). 
WHY IS PUBLIC TRANSPORT IMPORTANT FOR HEALTH?
Transport safety by public transport is greater per traveller-km than the private car, for both the occupant and other road users. A substantial shift from the private car to public transport reduces motor vehicles’ impact on climate change, air quality, noise pollution, and local communities.
Those who use public transport tend to undertake more physical activity when doing so. Those who commute by public transport have a mortality rate intermediate between the lower rates of those who commute on foot or cycle and the higher rates of car commuters. This applies even after allowing for other factors that affect mortality (e.g. age, sex, and occupation).
For those without car access, public transport is the only way to make journeys which cannot be walked or cycled. Public transport has a key role for many groups in society for access to education, employment, opportunities, social networks, public services and other destinations. Research in several countries and regions (China, UK, USA, Latin America) has shown the importance of public transport access for reducing health inequalities. Cycle-carrying public transport makes the combination of the cycle and public transport an effective alternative to the car, increasing the amount of cycling (with consequent health benefits) and reducing car use (with consequent reductions in the adverse effects of motor traffic). Other forms of micromobility are also important combinations with public transport.
Research in England and in Canada has shown that the direct savings to public funds from reducing public transport subsidies are outweighed by additional costs on other areas of public expenditure. These were purely financial studies and if wider benefits had been considered in a full cost/benefit study, the benefits would have been even greater. 
Outcomes sought
· Reduced use of private motor vehicles
· Increased availability and use of public transport
· [bookmark: _Hlk212389266]Widespread public transport that is Acceptable, Accessible, Affordable, Appropriate, and Available, as well as being convenient and frequent
· Reduced health and socio-economic inequity seen in car-dependent societies
· Increased physical activity and access to a wide range of destinations, including education and work
· Reductions in carbon, noise and air pollutant emissions; road travel injuries; social isolation; and stress 
PRACTICALITIES AND LEVEL OF ASPIRATION
An important question is what the aspiration is for public transport. Is the aim an effective alternative to the private car, to make possible considerable reductions in private car usage? Is it to be a second tier system for those unable to afford car? Or is it intermediate between those two situations, aiming to substitute for some car journeys but not all? 
The cost of meeting these different levels of aspiration is very different. To a system resourced only to the lower levels of aspiration, the proposals we make for the higher aspirations will be unrealistic, especially in more sparsely populated areas, at times of low usage such as overnight, and for residences and workplaces remote from the main routes of the network. Compromises will be needed in those settings.
The case for the higher levels of aspiration (and consequential higher levels of resourcing) would be: 
· We need to reduce private car usage for health and environmental reasons
· Lack of an alternative to the car can cause the hardship of forced car ownership, where families suffer financial pressure as a result of having to own a car they cannot really afford
· For people who cannot drive (including for medical reasons or due to age and frailty), lack of an alternative to the car can severely restrict their access to health care, social networks, recreational facilities and shops.
· Even in households with a car, access to that car may be limited for some members of the household, including young people and homemakers.
· We need to reduce private car usage to reduce congestion and to free up streets for walking, cycling and community use.
· There are considerable direct costs to public services and social costs to the economy from the lack of access that results from inadequate public transport
· Land use for parking is a substantial opportunity cost

 recommendations
The following recommendations are based on the higher level of aspiration (to provide a satisfactory alternative to the car), with an indication of how that may be modified at lower levels of resourcing.
· Regular, frequent services should be routinely available at appropriate times at a stop within a short distance of every place of residence, work, education, business, recreation or other public amenities to maximise ease of access 
(see Box 1). (At lower levels of aspiration the words “every place” may be replaced by “as many places as possible”).
· High quality, fast, regular services (such as trains or coaches) equipped for use by cyclists should be available at all appropriate times at a stop within cycling distance of places listed in the previous point. Similar services should be accessible to all users, including pedestrians and persons needing mobility support such as scooters, wheelchairs, walkers and micromobility devices. 
Those with mobility problems preventing routine public transport use would have access to demand-responsive services. These pick up passengers at their door and set them down at their destination or at an interchange to scheduled services for passengers unable to make their way to a stop. Mobility problems include those due to impairments, hazards or encumbrances such as heavy luggage. (At lower levels of aspiration these services are likely to be limited, requiring booking and advance notice, and probably with strict eligibility criteria)
· Security and safety measures should support equity outcomes for public transportation, to reduce crime and violence, particularly gender-based violence, recognising that many people (especially women and members of the LGBTQI+ community) are afraid of being alone at stops or of being the victim of violence or other abuse during the journey. (This is important at all levels of aspiration).
· Effective solutions are needed for the complex journeys made by those with childcare and other domestic responsibilities. These could include the provision of child-friendly spaces at public transport interchanges, the adjustment of connections at bus stops close to childcare establishments, grid route structures like the New York cross-town routes, or demand responsive feeder services. (At lower levels of aspiration this may well be perceived as unfeasible but it affects many people and is severely restricts availability of public transport).
· Safety of public and shared transport need to be addressed.

	Box 1. Definitions of ‘regular’, ‘frequent’, and ‘appropriate times’ in this document
· In urban areas, the meaning of “regular” would usually be at least every half hour, and the meaning of “frequent” would usually be at least every fifteen minutes. (At lower aspiration levels, these figures could be reduced to hourly and half-hourly).
· These intervals could be doubled in rural areas, doubled again in remote areas and quadrupled in the depths of the night. (At lower aspiration levels, overnight services and services in remote areas may be even less frequent than this or completely absent). 
· The meaning of “close” would usually be within 200 yards [182m], “within walking distance” within a mile [1.6km], and “within cycling distance” within 5 miles [8km]. These distances could be somewhat greater in rural areas and cycling distance may need to be significantly greater in remote areas. (At lower levels of aspiration these distances may be extended where this allows a more efficient network to be created).All appropriate times” for residences would be at all times; for businesses and recreational facilities all times when they are open; and for workplaces all times when people may be arriving or leaving. (At lower aspiration levels, more limited times may be accepted when this makes it possible to create a more efficient network.)



WHY IS IT IMPORTANT THAT PUBLIC TRANSPORT NETWORKS ARE COMPREHENSIVE - AND CAN THEY BE?
At the higher levels of aspiration which are important for health and environmental reasons, public transport needs to be comprehensive in serving all areas at all times for people of all abilities. Public transport needs to be accessible to people with any impairment or with encumbrances such as heavy luggage. Public transport should be direct to the maximum practical extent possible, offering orbital as well as radial connections. Public transport policies should address the complex journeys of those who need to fit work, childcare and shopping into their journeys rather than just travel to and from work.
Service routes, frequencies and span should be designed together to enable mobility. If it is not comprehensive, those without car access will be unable to make some journeys while those with a car will be encouraged to use it for all their journeys, not only those which the system fails to cater for. If public transport does not reach ones destination, people are likely to drive the whole journey, not take transit for part of the journey. Similarly, if there were no transport back, people are likely to drive both ways. If fixed rail and bus routes are designed and operated to meet significant demand, gaps can be filled with demand-responsive services.
HOW CAN comprehensive public transport networks BE PROVIDED?
A comprehensive system needs to be tailored to the needs of the specific community and geographical and financial context, within the framework of this document’s policy recommendations. The following model would work in many areas but may need modification in more sparsely populated areas. It is based on the higher levels of aspiration referred to above; at lower levels of aspiration, it would be subject to the compromises we have discussed.
We are not aware of any area that has implemented all the policies we advocate but most of them have been done somewhere.
Although many jurisdictions now favour a transport hierarchy prioritising walking, then cycling and public transport, with private car use (particularly sole occupancy) at the bottom (Figure 1), investment is still generally the other way around. The higher levels of aspiration are not possible if most transport investment is committed to roads. Although a lack of resources is often cited as preventing adequate investment, the costs to society and to the economy of widespread car use and the social and public service costs that result from inadequate mobility are seldom considered. When transport budgets are balanced more appropriately between travel modes and include the large externalities of car-dominance, then these ideas will become more clearly feasible. 
Figure 1. The modern transport mode hierarchy
[image: green hierarchy]
Source: City of Portland Climate Action Plan, 2009.
Local
A local bus network would operate regular services to bus stops close to all neighbourhoods, shops, and places of employment, education, healthcare and community activities. These could be scheduled services, semi-scheduled services (operating only on request), or semi-fixed routes (varying the route according to requests). There would be a mixture of orbital and radial services, as New York has. There would be good connections between routes and between the bus network and the rapid transit system. Barcelona has taken trip-chaining into account.
A rapid transit system, consisting of frequent stopping trains, trams and bus-rapid-transit (BRT) would serve stations within walking distance of their surroundings. Major stations would offer transfer opportunities with regional express services and local route feeder services. BRT operates successfully in many Latin American cities and in Belfast, Northern Ireland, for example, Where BRT cannot be justified, limited stop buses would operate. This network would also be both orbital and radial. Where scheduled services are not justified, demand-responsive services would fill the gaps.
A demand-responsive transport system including ride share (e.g. Uber, Lyft), shared taxis, community transport (transport organised by local communities, including elements of volunteer operation), and variable-route buses would fill the gaps in the above networks. There are many examples around the world of all these forms of demand responsive transport, although not usually comprehensive 
At high levels of aspiration where mobility is organised as a service, taxis would be commissioned to operate as part of the demand-responsive transport system where they are the most efficient way of meeting the need, but usually on a shared basis or serving only as a feeder to scheduled services. The fare charged as part of the zonal fare system would probably be less than the system would pay the taxi operator, but in any public transport system there is cross-subsidy between different parts of the system. Passengers who want to only ride alone on a taxi or to cover a walkable trip to a transit stop would be unsubsidised and the trip would cost more. 
The demand-responsive service would also provide transport to the door for those unable to travel unaided to a bus stop due to impairments, encumbrances, or hazards (e.g. when walking to or standing at a stop might be dangerous in a particular area at a particular time). Many areas have door-to-door transport systems for people with disabilities but they often require booking several days in advance and do not cater for encumbrances such as heavy luggage. Public transport operators at higher levels of aspiration should recognise that they are in competition with the car and make better provision for shopping and luggage.
This whole system would operate as an interconnected system with through- ticketing and zonal fares.
The public transport network would enable as many patients as possible to travel to health care appointments by public transport, but ambulance services would be required for patients needing care in transit, stretcher transport, or help between their home and the vehicle. Ideally such services would also be available for those needing care in transit for other kinds of journey but this is only feasible at the higher levels of aspiration and, even then, only if linked to a considerable appetite for addressing inequalities due to disability. We are not aware of any city offering such a service at present.
Regional
Where geographically feasible, regular “regional express” rail services, including a cycle-carrying van or carriage, would operate on the rail system, increasing the frequency on many services and restoring local passenger services to lines from which they have been withdrawn. Cycle vans on all trains has worked very successfully in California and British Columbia. Where relevant, regional express stations would have hire and storage facilities for cycles and other micromobility modes. This has worked very effectively in the Netherlands. For routes where rail provision is not feasible, other locally relevant modes, for example high-quality cycle-carrying rail-link bus or coach services, would operate. 
There would be a station within cycling distance of most places, with demand-responsive services where scheduled services cannot be justified. The network would be orbital as well as radial; if the rail system is mainly radial, the orbital routes may need to be provided by rail-link buses. Operators of this network should view the train/cycle combination as a major potential source of business and revenue and should aim to promote it and make high quality provision for it. 
In Europe, bus usage is higher in cities with rail-based public transport systems. The rail system should be viewed as the cutting edge of competition with the car, promoting the whole public transport system. However, in some parts of the world, the system could be entirely bus-based without a local rail component (apart from high-speed inter-regional services).
Cable cars and fast ferries may be included in the system in some areas. 
The different tiers of regional, rapid transit and bus networks could be combined in some rural areas. Sometimes, instead of an express service and a stopping service, a more frequent express service making wayside stops on a rotating or demand-responsive basis may be preferable.
International
Where geographically feasible, an international high-speed railway network, including sleeper services, would link cities and regions around the world to reduce air travel. Sleeper services are important because they considerably increase the distance over which trains are competitive with air travel. 
IS such provision VIABLE IN RURAL AREAS?
The transport needs of most rural areas are no different from those of urban areas but the best way to meet them may be different. The population is more dispersed, so the journeys are longer because of greater distances between settlements and destinations. However, longer journeys often mean higher costs, which may make them uneconomic at lower levels of aspiration.
Failing to extend a comprehensive system to include such areas would be to accept rural inequality for those without cars; to leave unchallenged a large proportion of the climate change of car use; and to fail to address the impact on city traffic of vehicles bringing people in from rural areas. Rural settlements, the areas around them, and public destinations within rural areas (e.g. tourist destinations) must be part of a comprehensive public transport system, although for practical reasons, this is likely to be achieved through different means. 
Some sparsely populated areas will generate mostly individual rides, so public transport will be entirely demand-responsive. Use of private cars may be more efficient. Where such areas are close to more settled areas, park and ride or ‘kiss and ride’ facilities could be provided. 

In very sparsely populated or isolated areas, such as Alaska and Antarctica, public transport may be provided by aviation.

provision FOR people with IMPAIRMENTS AND ENCUMBRANCES
It is important that people with disabilities (including mobility, sensory, or intellectual impairment and difficulties in finding their way around) should have a public transport system available to them More detail will be found in the THSG policy on disability. 	Comment by Jenny: Hyperlink
Meeting these needs is not just a special provision for disabled people but benefits everybody. Hence, THSG has always referred to “disabilities and encumbrances”. Somebody pushing a pram may have the same problems as a wheelchair-user requiring accessible public transport (level 1 need). Someone with luggage too heavy to carry to the bus stop will have the same problem as someone who is too mobility-impaired to reach the bus stop, requiring door to door transport (level 2 need). Sometimes the level of disability can be reduced by providing free travel for a companion or by providing a companion. 
INTERMODAL TRANSPORT for comprehensive public transport
Both theoretically and practically, sustainable equitable transport requires seamless interaction of the walk-bike-bus/subway mode types, Pleasurable, safe, direct walking routes for trips up to 2 km encourage car-free living without reducing quality of life and access to social, urban and other benefits. Similarly, trips to local destinations should be well served by private cycles, public bikeshare, cycle taxis and cargo bicycles (2-10 km), which encourage walking to shops, for example, but do not require users to then carry heavy loads on their return journey. 
Thus, public transport may serve as a standalone mode for some journeys but is primarily a strategic component of a sustainable and socially just transport system, needed particularly to cover distances over 5 km and trips requiring more assistance, particularly those of carers with children, the sick or other vulnerable users. In practice, this requires evolving from a multimodal transport system, in which diverse modes are present but not well connected, toward an intermodal system, which allows users to flow seamlessly from one sustainable mode to the next. Key components of this new vision for public transport include dense, high quality networks of walking and cycling facilities around public transport hubs, stations and stops. A good public transport system requires good facilities for active travel to enable ‘first mile/last mile’ journeys and interchanges for intermodal journeys.
By ‘quality’, THSG means levels of service or walkability based on direct routes; safe and secure walking conditions, minimizing conflicts with motor vehicles; preventing falls; providing bathrooms and attractive streetscapes, with good lighting, and green spaces; with well-connected intersections that give priority to pedestrians and cyclists; and a coherence within the system that prioritizes connections and avoids the barrier effect generated by highways, some bridges, rivers or other features.
Key components of this integrated transport system include:
Dense, high-quality networks of walking and cycling facilities around public transport hubs, stations and stops. 
A “cycle-inclusive” strategy, as cycles provide the missing link between walking and public transport, covering longer distances more comfortably and economically, making mobility at night or through less well served locations feasible, and reducing long waits at lonely bus stops or feeder points. This requires both routes and physical infrastructure, and measures that respond to the diversity of users, travel purposes, needs and abilities within the general population. At a minimum, these should include:
safe and secure cycle parking at key transport hubs, cycle maintenance and repair and cycle rentals at major stations and other intermediate points;
bike racks on buses (a cheap, safe measure, which requires minimal operational changes, now common throughout North America);
public bikeshare, with full fare integration, designed to connect residential, commercial and public transport hubs, offering a variety of cycles for adults and children — tricycles, bicycles, tandems, cargo bikes, with some electro-assisted versions, ample carrying capacity for grocery bags, child-seats, step-through bikes — facilitated by full fare integration with local and regional travel services;
informational and educational programs to motivate and teach people how to use these services most effectively;
smart phone and equivalent applications that map and highlight intermodal routes, providing information on health, time, environmental and other benefits of using them, as well as specific to destinations; and
special attention to tourism that highlights the cultural and environmental benefits of sustainable intermodal transport, encouraging recreational use of the system and taking care to connect non-work-related destinations in ways that make them particularly accessible and friendly to diverse families.
As many women have been sexually harassed on public transport there needs to be:
· gender parity in staffing the system;
· protocols for dealing with sexual assault and harassment; 
· generation of lively and secure streetscapes around public transport stops and hubs, as close to 24 hours as possible, e.g. using Transport Oriented Demand and similar strategies;
· permission to stop as near as possible to destinations, particularly at night; and
· other similar initiatives.
Cycle-carrying public transport is important since the combination of these modes offers a system comparable to the car in its usefulness for longer or more complicated journeys
Public transport needs to be comprehensive, operating at all appropriate times on a mixture of radial, orbital and circular routes and as demand response, accessible to all places of residence, work, business, recreation and public recourse.
Account-based fare payment accommodating integrated zonal fares, ticketing and ride subsidies is necessary to support mobility. Different transport modes should work together, not in competition, as described in our recommendations above..
RAILWAYS
Railways play an important part in the public transport system. They are also central to freight transport (addressed in a different document). The two roles interact because of competition for track capacity and because of the underused potential of mixed trains. Railway development is therefore important.	Comment by Jenny: Hyperlink
Where feasible, a high-speed international rail system is necessary as a healthier alternative to aviation. Sleeper services extend the distance over which trains are competitive with aviation, since people can sleep during their journey instead of at their destination. 
Local services should be reintroduced on almost all railways. There should be serious consideration given to reopening a reserved track public transport service along the corridor of each railway that has been closed. These points are developed in a separate THSG policy document.


PUBLIC TRANSPORT ON MOTORWAYS
A huge proportion of transport investment over the last three-quarters of a century has gone into the construction of what is variably called e.g. the motorway (UK), interstate (USA), and autobahn system (Germany). This infrastructure must be adapted to be used in the transport system of the future. 
For public transport, motorway bus services have an immediate place in the network. In more populated areas, high frequency mid-distance bus services stopping typically about once every 8 km and high frequency long-distance coach services stopping typically about once every 20 km should operate on almost all motorways and should serve on a rotational basis local stations situated typically every 1 km or so along urban motorways (less in more sparsely populated areas). These stations would normally consist of a reserved area into which buses and coaches could pull off clear of the passing traffic and an adjacent waiting room. Some would be at motorway junctions with the general road system; some would be interchanges with railways or local bus services; others would be at road or foot bridges close to the community they serve.
In the future, alternatives to this could be monorails above the motorway or autonomous shared guided vehicles.
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