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Active School Travel Index
Measuring and enhancing school accessibility
by walking, cycling and wheeling
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Problem
Towns and cities in Northern Ireland suffer from a range of problems
due to heavy reliance on private motor vehicles as the primary mode
of travel. As the capital city, Belfast ranks second in the UK (behind
only London) for traffic congestion, despite not being in the top 10
most populous cities.

Belfast motorists each spent on average 112 hours stuck
in congestion in 2019, at a cost of £875 per driver 1.
This reliance on driving has had wide-reaching impacts, both for
individuals and society. Belfast’s air quality has suffered as a result,
with NO2 emissions recorded over legal limits in 30 sites across the
city2, and carbon emissions from the transport sector continue to
drive the climate crisis. Despite public perception, driving a car is
one of the most dangerous modes of travel; over 50 fatalities and
600 to 700 serious injuries are recorded each year in NI, and among
those, around 70 children are killed or seriously injured3.
In the UK, transport accidents are the second-largest cause of death
for 5-19 year olds4.

Right across Northern Ireland, the car-centric culture is very
damaging to personal health in the long-term, including stressrelated issues and one of the most important challenges facing public
health: obesity. Obesity is estimated to affect around 1 in every 4
adults and 1 in every 5 children5 in NI, affecting more males than
females6.

57% of primary school children in NI do not meet
physical activity guidelines, and 25% are overweight
or obese 6,7.
While car use is not the only cause of obesity or stress, it is a core
part of the wider problem of increasingly sedentary lifestyles and a
lack of daily activity.
A prime opportunity to increase children’s daily physical activity lies
in increasing the number of students who get to school by walking,
cycling or wheeling. In NI, just 1% of primary and 0% of postprimary students cycled to school in 2018/19. There is significant
opportunity to increase these numbers given 79% of primary and
46% of post-primary students live within 3 miles of their schools8.

A step change in travel behaviour is needed, and it must start by
focusing on those who stand to gain the most, are still shaping their
transport attitudes and habits, and will pass their views on to future
generations: the children. The change needs to cater for young
people from every community and must provide more options than
just driving for those living in underprivileged areas, especially
within Belfast’s unique socio-political context.

Belfast needs a step
change in active
transport infrastructure
to connect all children
to schools.
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Safe routes between home and school helped reduce traffic
fatalities in South Korea.
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WELLBEING
20 minutes of exercise
per day cuts risk of
developing depression
9
by 31%

Most children don’t get
enough daily physical
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Opportunity
While the global pandemic has thrown the world into turmoil,
there has been a silver lining around the COVID-19 cloud: it has
seen massive increases in the number of people walking, cycling
and wheeling, alongside a decrease in the number of cars on roads.
People around the world have turned to active modes of travel for
both leisure and functional trips.

“Despite fewer people traveling overall during this
crisis, we’ve seen a 100% increase in weekday cycling.
At
 weekends, that increase has been up to 200%”
– UK Transport Secretary Grant Shapps, 4 June 2020

This recent increase in active travel has generated significant
momentum in active travel-enabling policy and spending.
Subsequently, there has been a global push for rapid roll out of new
infrastructure to meet the increased demand. 
In the UK, this has taken the form of emergency active travel
funding for local authorities11, the creation of a new Active Travel
England inspectorate, a six-fold increase in dedicated active travel
funding (£2b)12, a range of policy guidance such as ‘Gear Change’9,
and declaring ‘war’ on obesity13. This has also coincided with the
release of new Cycle Infrastructure Design guidance14.

In Ireland, €360m is set to be allocated to active travel projects
under a new proposed plan, representing 20% of the total transport
capital budget, with boosting the number of children walking and
cycling to school a key priority15. 531 projects have already been
allocated a total of €33m in funding16.
In NI, Infrastructure Minster Nichola Mallon announced a new
role for a DfI ‘Walking and Cycling Champion’17, pushed through
legislation removing barriers to the use of e-bikes18, and began
rolling out a new wave of green infrastructure19.
This substantial attitude shift and investment is laudable. It takes NI
into new territory and will have major positive impacts. However, it
is not yet the step change needed to sustain the kind of mode shifts
that will make Belfast as happy, healthy and active as it could be,
after the COVID dust settles.
Much of the new infrastructure being rolled out is temporary in
nature, and liable to be removed should people revert to their old
habits as restrictions ease further. New infrastructure is largely
focused on increasing the accessibility of the urban core, which is
much needed but fails to improve the overall connectivity of the
broader network.
The Infrastructure Minister also recently announced £2.8m towards
the funding of 6 new greenway projects in NI. Greenways enable
people to walk, cycle and wheel in safe and pleasant conditions, and
act as corridors linking strategic destinations. While they are often
enjoyed for recreational/ leisure trips or longer distance trips, they
are less useful for connecting destinations over short distances, such
as between home and school, due to their low permeability. They
are also often unlit and therefore not amenable in the morning or
afternoon peak hours over the winter months.

Greenways are an important element of a healthy active travel
network, but the network must first allow easy access to amenities
by offering connectivity for local trips.
The cycle network in Belfast is inefficient. While it doesn’t vary
significantly in total length compared to cities of similar size, it
is severely let down by the typology and quality of its routes, and
particularly the overall connectivity of the network. For example, in
2019 Belfast had 39 miles of traffic-free cycle routes, compared to
Cardiff’s 37 miles – but only 11% of households are within 125m
of these routes and just 12% of people cycle at least once a week,
compared to 22% in Cardiff20.

IN BELFAST
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New cycle vision and guidance
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The lack of connectivity and consistency between
isolated sections of cycle path in Belfast severely limits
the network’s use and usefulness.
Belfast has just 2 miles of cycle paths physically separated from
both vehicles and pedestrians, widely regarded as best practice for
cycle infrastructure. The majority of bike infrastructure in Belfast
is in the form of bus lanes with cycle provision or on-road painted
cycle lanes; these are more suited to experienced and confident
cyclists. Children require traffic-free routes, with physical separation
from vehicles and good lighting minimum requirements.
There is clearly still a long way to go in improving active travel
infrastructure in Belfast, but the window of opportunity presented
by the COVID pandemic is rapidly closing and with it, the chance
to permanently embed the positive changes in people’s travel
behaviour.
As restrictions continue to ease, workers return to workplaces and
life returns to some semblance of pre-COVID normality, cars are
coming flooding back - traffic flows in Northern Ireland have been
steadily increasing since the roads reached their quietest point in
mid-April, and are already back to around 10% below pre-COVID
levels21.

Additionally, people have become cautious of travelling by public
transport. Buses and trains are also operating at significantly reduced
capacity due to social distancing measures; the Department of
Education went as far as stating in its Reopening Schools Guidance
that there is unlikely to be capacity to cater for all students on public
transport22, and as a result:

Safe, efficient and attractive active travel infrastructure is critical
to ensuring students can get to school without relying on private
vehicles, and even more critical for ensuring that children living
in households without access to a car can still get to school while
public transport is at reduced capacity. In the process, removing
barriers to active travel will mean fewer vehicles on streets and
ultimately improve the quality of our public spaces.

“Parents, children and young people are strongly
encouraged to consider alternatives to using public
transport, to plan their journey to and from school
and to use active travel methods such as walking or
cycling.22”

Positive active travel momentum is slowing and the opportunity
to create tangible, lasting benefit will quickly be lost if further
coordinated action is not taken as a matter of urgency.

Weekday traffic flows: change compared to Feb/March 2018/19
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SAFETY
only 17% of people think children’s
cycling safety in Belfast is good

“ INCREASING THE NUMBER OF CHILDREN WHO
REGULARLY WALK, CYCLE OR SCOOT TO SCHOOL
HAS NUMEROUS BENEFITS INCLUDING:
- increased physical activity levels resulting in improved health and wellbeing
- increased confidence, self-esteem, and independence for young people
- reduced congestion and pollutionaround schools
- improved academic performance and attendance rates
- increased road safety awareness ”
Sustrans: Active Travel in Northern Ireland
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Active School Travel Index
Using the current momentum to target an increase in school
commute trips using active modes of travel is an extremely effective
way of embedding active travel into the daily routine of a large
proportion of Belfast’s population.
It will directly combat childhood obesity, boost sustainability,
air quality and mental wellbeing, educate future generations
about travel choices, lower the cost of travel for underprivileged
communities and combat congestion at its core: the AM and PM
peaks.

To answer these questions, we need to ask some more specific ones:
‘To what extent are individual schools in Belfast accessible by active
travel? Where are the areas that most require infrastructure and
spending? What are the quick wins, and what are the broader areas
that need more attention?’
Only then can we prioritise the types and scale of interventions that
should be implemented.

A commonly cited reason for adults driving to work is the need to
do the morning school drop-off on the way. Enabling children to
travel to school by other means will also free parents from the need
to drive to work, going a long way towards addressing Belfast’s
congestion issues which occur in the morning and afternoon peak
periods. By increasing the number of children ‘commuting’ via
active travel, we can catalyze broader change across the entire
transport network, enhance its resilience, lessen reliance on cars and
public transport, and ensure more efficient use of the existing road
infrastructure.

We aim to answer these
questions by creating
a tool that maps and
analyses Belfast’s active
travel infrastructure
and assesses the level of
accessibility by active
modes to each school in
the city.
Schools will be assessed against a range of indicators and allocated
a score. These scores will be weighted and combined to form an
overall active travel accessibility score for each school, enabling
them to be ranked and areas of need to be identified.

Increasing active school trips requires access to safe, high-quality
active travel infrastructure - but this can only be achieved by
understanding where gaps in the current Belfast active travel
network lie.

The Index will initially analyze and compare all schools in Belfast,
with a view to expanding to include all of NI in its final form.

‘Which areas need better access to high-quality AT infrastructure?
How do we join the dots that make up the existing network to make
it a feasible option for all children to walk, ride or wheel their way
to school?’
An example 10-minute cycle catchment from a school in New Lodge.
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I N D I C AT O R S
The main indicators analyzed will include:
A C T I V E T R A V E L C AT C H M E N T S

Residential population living within specified journey times
of schools when using existing paths. This will be determined
using accessibility analysis-generated walking and cycling
isochrones, cross-referenced with open source zoning and
population data. This indicator aims to capture the number of
people living close enough to access each school by active
modes (active accessible catchment).
EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE

The types (e.g. footpath, shared path, segregated bike path,
etc.), Widths, and extent of existing active travel infrastructure
available within the nearby catchment areas. Child-friendly
(e.g. protected/ traffic-free routes) will be given higher scores
than on-road or poorly-lit, narrow routes. This indicator
analyses the feasibility of the current network for school trips.
GRADE

The steepness of active travel infrastructure. Could a child
comfortably cycle up or down the hills leading to their school?
QUALITY

Public realm elements and the urban environment, e.g. street
lighting.

An example of Arup’s work mapping the quality of London’s active travel network

The Index will rely primarily on open source data, with the option to
add more detail as available or required.
The results will be displayed in an interactive spatial dashboard,
containing all relevant information used in the analysis as well as
the overall results for schools. The dashboard will enable schools
to be directly compared via overall score, as well as by individual
indicator scores. All supporting spatial data will be visualised
alongside the results of the analysis, e.g. isochrones, network quality
and suitability of infrastructure.
The dashboard will be designed in such a way that any additional
data obtained will be able to be uploaded and visualised easily.

The method for creating the digital dashboard and back end processes for creation of the Index are shown on page 10.
9

Active Travel Accessibility Tool

ANALYSIS

Open Source Data

WEIGHTINGS

1
2
3

MAPPING

Score each school
across indicators

Active Schools Index

including:
- Accessible population
- Type, quality and extent
of existing AT paths
- Grade
- Urban realm elements

Comparison of indicator
scores and overall score
for each school

Visualise in
spatial dashboard
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Application
The implementation of the Active School Travel Index will paint a
picture of the true performance of Belfast’s active travel network
and use data to show where both minor and major interventions can
lead to improvement. It will allow:
•

 chools to be directly compared both by individual indicators
S
and by overall score

•

 patial information to be visualised alongside the results of
S
analysis

•

Areas of most need to be identified (e.g. clusters of schools)

•

 nderprivileged areas to be identified and targeted for
U
improvement

•

‘Quick wins’ and localised gaps to be identified

•

Individual schools falling through the cracks to be identified.

The Index will not only provide a baseline understanding of the
network; it will provide a stimulus for engagement.
By highlighting anomalies and gaps in the data, it will enable
individual schools and areas to be identified which require a higher
level of assessment. This can be achieved by engaging directly
with the school to understand the local context. This may include
surveys, supply of origin/ destination postcode data, and gaining an
understanding of existing issues or barriers to active travel uptake
(potentially via collaborative mapping). Arup/ RSUA intend to work
alongside Sustrans and their Active School Travel Programme22 to
this end.

The implementation of the tool is demonstrated overleaf in 5 phases.
The construction of the Index and dashboard is condensed into the
first phase, while the remaining phases detail how the Index can be
applied to identify and prioritise areas for investment to arrive at a
concise set of recommended interventions for a cohesive, equitable
and efficient active travel network.
This additional data can be added to the dashboard to enable the
provision of the best type of intervention in each case. In this way,
the tool will be a catalyst for understanding the true on-the-ground
pinch points of Belfast’s active travel network and enable course
correction as needed. Examples of the types of specific interventions
which may be able to be recommended as a result of applying the
tool include:
•

‘School streets’ as suggested in Gear Change 2020

•

 nsuring new infrastructure is direct and protected, in line
E
with the new cycle guidance (Local Transport Note 1/20)

•

 nd-of-trip facilities in schools, such as cloakrooms, showers,
E
bicycle sheds and drying rooms

•

Reducing speed limits adjacent to schools/ slow zones

•

 I-wide blueprint for a digital school travel plan, with
N
potential to feed results back into the Index

•

Safe routes (crossings, traffic volume/ speed, path quality)

•

School catchments to maximise proximity

•

Avoiding commuter peaks

•

Low Traffic Neighbourhoods

•

 roader urban realm improvements to provide streets that are
B
safe, health and enjoyable for people

•

 ofter interventions, such as cycle training, education,
S
encouragement, and programs to give parents and students
confidence traveling actively.

Children enjoying their active school commutes
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ACTIVE SCHOOL TRAVEL INDEX /
APPLICATION
Active School Travel Index / Application

PHASE

01 Build
digital Index

02 Analysis
of results

Creating the Index through
development of custom digital
tool, including all back end
processes and spatial
dashboard.

Analysing results of the Index to
understand where the gaps are
in terms of active travel for
schools and potential areas for
improvement.

INPUT

Open data

∙

Index results

OUTPUT

·
·

Active School
Travel Index

·

(every school ranked vs.
weighted set of indicators)

·
·

Oct
2020

Indicative timeline

-

Spatial dashboard
User manual

3-4 weeks

Nov
2020

Report
recommendations

·

Consultation

·

Summary report for DfI

·

Gaps in network
Opportunities
Recommendations for sites of further
data gathering & engagement

2 weeks

Index results

·

·

(Individual indicator scores,
accessibility isochrones)

·

Nov/Dec
2020

Consultation
Site-specific data

4-8 weeks

05 Network
refinement

Analysis of further data obtained
to gain a more granular
understanding of the function
and barriers at specific sites
previously identified.

Engagement with schools to
obtain more detailed data,
identify local contextual issues.

·

•

04 Secondary
analysis

03
Engagement

·
·

-

Jan
2021

Utilising all data gathered to
recommend specific
interventions at selected sites to
improve active travel access.

·

Index results

·

Secondary results

·

Dashboard

·

Site-specific analysis

·

Additional data

·

Index & dashboard

Updated Index
Updated dashboard
Reporting per site

·

-

Detailed baseline
Barriers/ issues
Improvement opportunities

2 weeks

Jan/Feb
2021

Specific
recommendations
Individual sites and broader areas
Network refinements
Urban realm improvements

2-4 weeks

Feb /Mar
2021
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The Index has been designed to operate within the four key
principles underpinning the UK Government’s ‘Gear Change’
policy:
1. Better streets for cycling and people
2. P
 utting cycling and walking at the heart of transport,
place making and public health policy
3. Empowering and encouraging local authorities
4. E
 nabling people to cycle, and protecting them when
they do.
It also strongly supports the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals,
particularly ‘good health & wellbeing’, ‘sustainable cities and
communities’, ‘quality education’ and ‘climate action’.

2016 Towards a walking world

2017 Designing for urban childhood

2020 Cycling for everyone: A guide for
inclusive cycling in cities and towns

We are presented with a “once in a generation
chance to accelerate active travel” and the
opportunity to make a step change in the health and
wellbeing of our children.
(Gear Change 2020)
The Active Schools Index is designed to help DfI focus their investment in active travel, to make best use of existing infrastructure and create
lasting positive change.
13
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