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Cycling is a very versatile sport. It can be a professional, competitive sport, it can be a method of exercise, it can be a method of transport and most of all it can simply be a fun activity to pass the time. Great Britain has always had a strong professional identity when it comes to cycling – with tour de France winners: Bradly Wiggins, Chris Froome and Geraint Thomas – as well as former world record holders such as Jason Kenny. These sporting successes greatly boost the public opinion of cycling however this only seems to be from a viewer perspective and there doesn’t seem to be enough people actually on their bikes. In the UK about 5% of people cycle once a week, 10% of people cycle less than once a month and 69% of people don’t cycle at all. (Cyclinguk.org, 2018). This essay will explore the benefits of cycling to both the environment and for health and will look into the potential barriers associated with cycling in the UK.
Cycling is a form of cardiovascular exercise, which is exercise that raises the heart rate. Studies by Penedo and Dahn (2005) suggest that cardiovascular exercise is associated with better quality of life and health outcomes. This means that cycling – be it for leisure or transport – can result in a boost of health and fitness, these include; weight loss, better lung health, reduces risk of heart disease and cancer and can promote better sleeping. (Arthurs-Brennan, 2018).  The NHS (2018) recommends adults aged 19 – 64 should undertake at least 30 minutes of moderate to vigorous exercise 5 days a week. They recommend running or cycling to be effective forms of moderate exercise. While running is recommended as a form of exercise, it is an impact activity which can have a negative effect on the body. James and Carroll (2008) found there was a link between impact exercise and deterioration of bone mineral density (BMD) they recommend that exercise should be mixed without a large emphasis on impact exercises such as running. Because of this, cycling appears to be a very useful form of cardiovascular exercise without the effects of impact. According to Natalie McGill (2016) a large amount of cyclists are injured runners – be it knee or ankle issues – they discover cycling as an alternative exercise to running. This indicates the inclusion and accessibility of cycling as an activity, injured athletes and even people who find themselves unable undertake other types of exercise can have an avenue into exercise, both for fitness and leisure. Also, for people who may suffer with back or neck problems and cannot use a traditional bike there are alternatives such as recumbent bikes where the rider is on their back with their legs stretched in front of them.
While cycling may boast benefits for health, there is a concern that the increases exposure to traffic may have adverse health effects, this would be as a result of the heightened risk of being involved in an accident with other road users as well as being exposed to more pollution – such as CO2 emissions. This was assessed in a study by Hartog et al, (2010) looking at cyclist on urban commutes to work. The aim of the study was to establish whether the benefits of commuting to work outweigh the benefits of regular cycling. The research concluded that while there is a definite risk associated with commuting on a bicycle the physical and mental benefits of cycling are significantly larger than these risks. A similar study was conducted by Tainio et al, (2016) to establish the risks involved with active transport – these risks mostly including pollution exposure. This study boasted very similar results and encouraged the promotion of active transport without worrying about the effects of pollution too much. They concluded that only certain cities with the highest PM2.5 concentration in the world should be concerned with the risks of pollution in relation to active transport. Clearly, cycling is a good form of exercise with benefits to the body while also is a valid form of commuting, which would initially benefit individuals on a personal basis as well as contributing to the reduction of emissions associated with commuting. People should be encouraged cycle when and wherever they can – the effects of pollution shouldn’t be forgotten or swept under the carpet however the general public shouldn’t be scared into not using their bicycles because of an exaggerated risk of CO2 in the streets.   
As well as physical benefits, cycling has a range of mental benefits. Cyclescheme (2017) outline a number of these benefits. Firstly, it can reduce stress, this is a major aspect because stress can be a large trigger to further conditions. By breaking down the build-up of stress, people can prevent outbreaks of anxiety, panic attacks etc. Cycling can promote calmer thinking, by spending time on the bike away from negative distractions people can focus on the moment and only on those things right in front of them. This inspires mindfulness which can benefit their everyday life. Also, cycling can boost self-esteem. As you observe yourself getting fitter you will feel happier about your own image, this can result in an upward spiral. The more you cycle – the fitter you become – the better you fell about yourself – therefor you will continue to cycle… and so on. 
In theory this all makes works for any form of cardiovascular activity, why should you buy a bike when you can just go for a run or go to the gym and use a stationary bike? As mentioned running involves a form of impact and therefore is not considered to be as inclusive and cycling is much more than simply a form of exercise – it is a whole community. By buying into the world of cycling you are opening yourself up to a large social scene where numbers of meet up every weekend for group rides. As well as giving yourself the opportunity to explore more of your own area and spend more time in the outdoors. Also as mentioned going out for a ride gives you the chance to close your mind to distractions and negative feelings. Also you give yourself the opportunity to commute via bike instead of by car.   
Jerome et al, (2017) explores the effect of group exercise among adults with serious mental illness. This study identified the link between cardiovascular activity and an improvement I mental health in minor cases however adults who are suffering with major mental illness find themselves missing out on exercise all together. However when placed into group cardiovascular classes these people showed improvements in their physical activity levels and slight improvements in their mental health. This is a clear indication that while cycling in itself is a valid form of cardiovascular exercise, it is also a very good way of boosting mental health. This is due to the extensive social community that comes with it – the basic social interactions will contribute to good mental health as well as encouraging you to stay with cycling.  Pretty et al, (2005) suggests how physical activity and nature can have a positive impact on mental health and well-being. They determine three levels of engagement with nature: viewing nature, being in the presence of nearby nature and active participation and involvement with nature. The third has the highest impact on well-being – therefore when you take a physical activity that already boosts mental health – e.g. cycling – and place that in the heart of nature and the outdoors, the positive effects on well-being could be extraordinary.
Clearly, cycling can have a very positive on the body – both physically and mentally – however it can also have a major impact on the environment. Specifically with regards to active transport instead of using a car. By deciding to commute to work using a bicycle – you are taking a car off the road, with that you are reducing the amount of CO2 being produced every morning and every evening. It may only be one less car off the road however if 100 people in an office block decide to commute by bike then that is 100 times less CO2 being produced. Every car less on the road is a small contribution towards reducing the national levels of CO2 being produced every day. According to the Guardian (2018) there has been a spike in the number of asthma related deaths in the last year which have been attributed to the growing levels of air pollution. Also, according to an A+E doctor in London, hospitals are overwhelmed and overflowing with children struggling to breath due to the dangerous levels of air pollution. It is obvious to see, the UK is in a crisis currently because of air pollution. Cycling as a mode of transport is a solution, individually it is only a small contribution however as more people opt to use the bike instead of the car – the overall reduction of CO2 becomes greater and greater. Velonews (2018) reported on a UCI commissioned report by the University of California on the reduction of CO2 levels through cycling as transportation. This study found that by 2050, an estimated $25 trillion will be saved by cities and reduce the transportation related CO2 emissions by 10%. This is a very large sum of money which could be used for much more appropriate means – instead of emissions related costs. The report suggested that if governments followed the good examples set by Denmark and the Netherlands to make cities better for cycling then there would be huge benefits from lower CO2 emissions. Why is this an issue worth spending time over though? According to Gov.uk’s (2015) latest national statistics survey, transportation was the second highest producer of CO2 in the UK (with 24%) – second to energy supply at 29%. Transport was up 2% from 2014 however it was overall down 2% since 1990. With this overall reduction in emissions already in place – placing a large emphasis on the promotion of active transport could result in a further reduction in CO2 emission levels. The next report to take place is due in 2019. 
As stated, there are numerous reasons why taking up cycling should be an easy decision, not only for the purposes of health and leisure but to avoid the daily commute as well as lowering your carbon footprint. Unfortunately however, there are certain barriers which are stopping people from cycling. Some are personal to individuals however there are a great many which are out of people’s control, reasons as a result of the government, society and especially from the interaction with other road users. Firstly the most prevalent individual barrier to cycling is because some people find it difficult – this could be as a result of lack of fitness or more unfortunately down to injury or health conditions. These could manifest in lower body injuries or conditions such as arthritis, chronic fatigue etc. Suffering from these would mean the act of pedalling and maintaining cadence on a traditional bike could present very difficult. However in recent years there has been a lot of development in E-bike technology, these are essentially motor assisted bicycles, and these would help people ride a bike when they aren’t capably of pedalling independently. The motors are all electric and so there would be no emissions. These bikes make cycling as a whole more inclusive to a wide range of people. These type of bikes are also a clean, faster alternative to traditional bicycles – which would be appealing to commuters. 
The popularity and sale of E-bikes has definitely increased in recent years, especially in China. Annual sales grew from 40,000 to 10 million from 1998 to 2005, the main reason for the popularity however is for personal transportation instead of a car of public transport. Clean transportation was also a major factor for their popularity because of China’s congested and polluted urban areas. (Weinert and Cherry, 2007). Also, Popovich et al, (2014) researched the use of E-bikes in California and found - while not incredibly popular – these bikes are on the whole a positive thing. The research found that more trips were being made by bicycle as a result of E-bikes and more people were able to cycle with these bikes. Also and most importantly, there was an apparent reduction in car use among these E-bike users. Similar results were found by Plazier et al, (2017). Their study into E-bikes found that participants were choosing their E-bikes as a substitute for a motor vehicle when commuting. They also found that participants would opt for the longer commuting times if it meant they weren’t stuck in their cars however this only applied for E-bikes, they found participants would be less willing to commute by a non-assisted bike. This study’s main finding was that E-bikes are a very suitably alternative for motorised commuting and the importance of further advertisement into the use of E-bikes for commuting.  Finally, they also stress the importance of positive experiences held by these E-bike users. 
Another barrier to cycling is having to cycle around other road users. It is no secret that cyclists are not the most favoured group of people on the roads. Quoted in an article (Arthurs-Brennan, 2018) Lucy Beresford argued that cyclists are narcissists with a sense of entitlement and need to recognise they are not the only people on the road. The article goes on to share Jeremy Vine’s opinion that he – as a new cyclist – is now part of a hated group of people. Clearly this bad blood towards cyclists is more than enough to turn someone off the sport completely, why would anyone want to join a “hated” group of people. This dislike of cyclists can often manifest into lack of respect for them on the road – this results in a large number of cyclists experiencing close calls with cars and actual incidents where they are hit or knocked off of their bike. In 2016 in the UK 102 cyclists are killed and 18,375 people were injured in road accidents. These statistics obviously don’t take into account who’s at fault – was it a genuine accident or was it down to driver/rider fault? There are numerous studies finding both riders to be at fault more often as well as others that find drivers to be at fault. A study in Hawaii found that between 1986 and 1991 drivers were at fault 83.5%. (Kim and Li, 1996). Alternatively a study from Arizona in 2009 found drivers to be at fault only 51% of the time. (Npr.org, 2018). Clearly it is very difficult to determine who is at fault most of the time as it will differ significantly most of the time and it is hard to correctly establish what happened during an incident without the aid of camera footage. Despite this, it is still a contributing factor to why some people will be uneasy cycling on the road, even during complete accidents a cyclist will always end up worse, when a car hits something the driver is protected with seatbelts and airbags etc. however the only thing which protects a cyclist knocked off their bike is their helmet – if they are wearing one seeing as it is not a legal requirement. Even with a helmet, head injuries such as concussions can easily occur in serious incidents, also helmets only protect the head so bodily injury can be quite likely. In recent years there has been an increase in the use of helmet-cams, this allows cyclists to document their rides and more importantly have footage of any crashes or incidents with other road users. There isn’t evidence to suggest that by wearing a helmet camera a cyclist is safer on the roads and less likely to be hit however by recording these incidents more people, the police and the government are becoming much more aware of the safety and welfare of cyclists on the road. (The Conversation, 2018). This can lead to more education – i.e. correct overtaking procedure – and can result in drivers simply thinking about cyclists more. Ideally this will all in turn make the roads a safer environment for cyclists and so hopefully more people will be inclined to take up the sport. 
It is clear to see, cycling has a huge range of benefits for both physical and mental health as well as being a fantastic hobby with a large social scene. Cycling also boasts huge potential to reduce people’s carbon footprint which would result in huge carbon reductions as more people take up cycling. While there are clear and risks associated with cycling, the benefits greatly outweigh the negatives and should not present themselves as a barrier to the sport. The public opinion of cycling seems to be improving and cyclists are appearing to become a much bolder presence on the road. Hopefully this trend continues into the future allowing more and more people to cycle, be it for fun, fitness or as an escape from the dreaded commute. 
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