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Introduction
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Yet, despite countless miles traversed, lives improved, 
and costs saved, the Network remains a work in 
progress. Our vision is that every section of the Network 
should be accessible to a 12-year-old child travelling 
independently.3 Much of the Network, sadly, still falls 
short of this aspiration. Barriers also hinder access for 
others including disabled people, people of colour and 
women. Access controls can restrict mobility scooters, 
wheelchairs, double buggies and cargo bikes.
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our guide to the
National Cycle Network

      UK-wide network of signed paths and 
routes             

          

   the vast ma ority of the Network is shared-use   
    

About 1,600 miles of the Network is in Wales    around 1 5   
    1          
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all 22 local authorities in Wales all 32 new 
Westminster constituencies 3  of 0 enedd constituencies

     the National Cycle Network is a valuable 
national asset    1          

 

The Network will be 30 years old in 2025        
   

ustrans is the founder and custodian of the National Cycle Network. 
     1

Our first route, the Bristol & Bath ailway Path    1   
   1    
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Case Study
awddach Trail,
olgellau

m

“My choice for my fave route is The 
Mawddach Trail as it is car-free, flat so 
anyone can enjoy it, and the scenery is 
some of the most stunning in Wales and 
the rest of the UK.”



Users' experiences of well-being
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The Network & well-being goals
                 

                 
                 

Well-being of Future Generations
      

                 

ore qual



Case Study
Pontarddulais to Grovesend
Numerous studies have attempted to quantify the economic 
value the Network delivers on individual schemes in Wales.

A 2018 economic impact study was undertaken before the 
new route between Pontarddulais to Grovesend was built.24
The economic benefits of a traffic-free link between them 
was appraised based on expected annual cycling and 
walking usage over the next 20 years. Under the median 
projected scenario (where the shared-use route would see 
significant increases in walking and cycling) the total 
economic benefit was £1,049,706, with health benefits of 
£696,597 and recreational expenditure of £262,525.
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A prosperous 
Wales
In addition to financial metrics, the definition of this 
well-being goal includes decent work, a low carbon 
society, local economies, and using resources 
efficiently.14

Active travel is a low-cost form of transport 
which can connect people to their work or education 
across Wales. The Welsh Government wants 
sustainable transport options to be more affordable, 
and will take affordability into account in planning 
new transport interventions.15

Sustrans’ Walking and Cycling index, which 
assesses active travel in cities and urban areas 
across the UK, has calculated walking, wheeling 
and cycling to be worth £36.5 billion to the UK 
economy.16

Our own analysis shows that 62% of users walk 
or cycle instead of using a car. This has 
potentially taken 70.9 million car trips and over 
110 million kilometres off the road, equivalent to a 
carbon reduction of over 23,000 tonnes.17

People who walk and cycle take more visits to 
the high street than those who drive. Over the 
course of a month, research in London showed that 
those who tend to walk made 16 visits, those who 
cycle 12 visits, and those who drive just 8 visits. It 
found that over a month, people who walk to the 
high street spend up to 40% more than those who 
drive.18

We also know that local businesses across the 
UK benefit by an estimated £1.  billion annually
from people using the National Cycle Network.19

Unrivalled value for money
At around 1,600 miles, the National Cycle Network in 
Wales20 is considerably longer than the trunk road network, 
at 938 miles.21 However, the Network’s core funding is 
drastically lower. In the Welsh Government’s 2023-24 
budget, £70.5m of revenue funding and £185m of capital 
funding is allocated to trunk road operations.22 Just 
£680,000 of capital funding is ringfenced for the 
Network.
Any investment in the Network is able to deliver more 
infrastructure than would be possible in other parts of the 
transport budget. High-quality cycling schemes cost around 
£1.3 million per kilometre. This compares to around £50 
million per kilometre for road schemes.23 So, improvements 
to cycling and walking infrastructure involve low capital 
outlay compared to other types of transport schemes. And 
the maintenance costs of cycling or walking infrastructure 
are significantly lower too, making them much better value 
for money.
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A resilient
Wales
We are living through a climate and ecological 
emergency. As the climate changes, we see 
widespread loss of wildlife and biodiversity. More 
and more plants and animals are becoming extinct 
each year, with thousands of other species facing 
severe threats. The UK has already lost around 
half of its natural biodiversity. This loss puts the 
UK in the bottom 10% of all countries globally.25

The Welsh Government has the ambition to 
maintain and enhance biodiversity, and increase 
ecosystem resilience through transport operations 
and infrastructure projects.26

The National Cycle Network is part of the solution 
and can help to counter this trend for biodiversity 
loss, whilst connecting people to nature. We want 
to transform these linear spaces into a more 
resilient ecological network that supports both 
people and the planet. With our team of specialist 
ecologists, as well as our combination of land 
management, skills, volunteers, relationships and 
experience, Sustrans Cymru is uniquely placed to 
increase biodiversity and support wildlife habitats 
on the Network.

Whether managing the existing Network, building 
new paths, carrying out maintenance work, or 
repairing infrastructure such as bridges, we survey
key species to avoid disrupting their habitats and 
to make sure we leave behind an enhanced 
natural environment.27

When we expand or improve the Network, we 
create traffic-free greenways. We make space for 
nature by restoring biodiversity, building wetland 
areas to support great crested newts, installing 
roosting boxes for bats, and improving habitats for 
the common blue butterfly. We create routes for 
nature that can help to address some of the impact 
on wildlife of the road network. Roads often cut off 
habitats from each other, impacting wildlife, and 
we know that the Network can play an important 
role in improving connectivity between ecologically 
rich areas and habitats.

Case Study
Clydach Gorge, NCN46
Like many paths in south Wales, it’s lived many lives – it used to 
be a railway servicing ironworks, a forge, a limeworks, and a 
quarry.28 One of the most spectacular sections of the gorge is 
the site of special scientific interest, near Llanelly Hill. Sustrans 
has a licence on this section, and we work closely with Natural 
Resources Wales to manage it.

There are so many species of wildflowers, invertebrates, birds, 
and mammals that inhabit the site. There is a multitude of bats 
that roost in the old railway tunnels. There’s always something to 
see at any time of the year. We know that people value green 
space and biodiversity, and the Clydach Gorge is a great 
example of a wild place that the NCN can take you to. If you visit 
the site, please treat it with care!

Extreme weather and climate change
The impact of extreme weather events and climate change is 
one of the principal risks for our charity and the Network.29

Maintaining the National Cycle Network and Sustrans’ estate 
involves managing historic engineered structures and ex-railway 
assets such as bridges, embankments and drainage systems, as 
well as the land and ecologies around our paths. Climate change 
related impacts, such as extreme weather events and extended 
growing seasons, increase the challenge of ensuring routes 
remain useable and accessible. To mitigate this risk, we have 
put in place a comprehensive inspection regime and a 
programme of planned maintenance for all our assets. Limited 
funding and resources for local authorities also causes problems 
in addressing significant environmental damage on sections 
under their ownership.
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A healthier Wales

“When the spirits are low, when
the day appears dark, when work
becomes monotonous, when hope 
hardly seems worth having, just
mount a bicycle and go out for a 
spin down the road, without
thought on anything but the ride 
you are taking.”

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
Benefits of Cycling, 1896

On average, more than 350,000 hours of physical 
activity took place every day on the UK Network in 
2019.

Over 3,200 cases of disease (ranging from type 2 
diabetes to dementia) are estimated to have been 
avoided from walking and cycling on the Network. 
This saved the NHS over £21.5 million, the 
equivalent of more than 860 nurses’ salaries.

Getting exercise is a motivation for 94% of users in 
choosing to use the Network. 85% of users say the 
Network has helped increase the amount of 
physical activity they regularly take. 33% of 
volunteers tell us they have increased their physical 
activity as a result of volunteering.

Walking and cycling on the Network has prevented 
542 early deaths. This equates to a saving of £413 
million using the standard value of quality-adjusted 
life years. Physical activity on the Network is 
estimated to prevent nearly 600,000 sick days.

Health gains from the National Cycle Network34

In terms of mental health, active travel is 
known to have positive impacts through 
increasing the production of ‘happy hormones’ 
such as endorphins, oxytocin and serotonin.3

For adults, achieving the recommended amount of 
150 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity 
a week helps prevent and manage over 20 
chronic conditions such as coronary heart disease, 
stroke, type 2 diabetes and cancer.33

Active travel is good for physical and mental health as 
it builds gentle exercise into the daily routine. It 
also increases social connection and gets people 
outdoors, connecting them to nature and boosting 
positivity.30

As well as keeping people healthy and helping to 
prevent the development of life-threatening diseases, 
there is evidence to show that active travel helps 
people recover from diseases such as cancer and 
heart disease.3
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A more equal Wales
It is the communities who contribute least who suffer the 
most from the effects of air pollution. Welsh communities in 
areas of high deprivation are more likely to breathe polluted 
air.35 There is also a significant disparity in car ownership 
between ethnic groups. Almost double the proportion of 
Black households have no access to a vehicle, compared 
to White households.

% no car/van in household, Wales, 2021 census 36

There is also a significant disparity in car ownership 
between socio-economic grades. Sustrans' Walking and 
Cycling Index provide rich data for Cardiff. It shows that 
almost five times the proportion of households in social 
grade E (unemployed) have no access to a vehicle, 
compared to social grade A households (higher & 
intermediate managerial).

% number of cars/vans in household, Cardiff, 2021 37

We need to go further and faster to make the Network 
more accessible and inclusive. Removing physical 
barriers, such as steps and narrow gates from off-road 
walking and wheeling routes would be useful for 82% of 
disabled people to walk or wheel more.40

Sustrans’ Paths for Everyone strategy is aiming to 
remove all barriers from the Network.41 In Wales we are
encouraging and supporting local authorities to ensure 
access for those using adapted cycles, mobility scooters 
and wheelchairs. In total we have removed 190 barriers 
and redesigned a further 71 to be accessible.

Active travel routes are an important way to connect
people to employment. In Wales, in 2021, 11% of people 
travelling to work did so by cycle or on foot.38 The Welsh 
Government's target is for 45% of journeys to be made 
sustainably by 2040, this includes by public transport, as
well as walking and cycling.39 The Network links to many 
areas of high-density employment such as the Deeside 
Industrial Park, Cardiff City Centre and the Holyhead and 
Milford Haven Freeports.



A Wales of vibrant 
culture and thriving 
Welsh language
The National Cycle Network connects to a high 
number of Welsh tourist destinations, historic sites 
and monuments, cultural venues, towns and cities, 
national parks and landscapes and coastal areas.
The Welsh Government agrees the Network 
should be in in good condition in order to support 
the visitor economy.42

In its circumnavigation of Wales, the National 
Cycle Network passes all six of Wales’ awe-
inspiring cathedrals, some of the world’s most 
spectacular castles, and a host of sacred and 
precious places, some dating back to prehistoric 
times.43 The Network also promotes culture 
through a number of art installations.

Art on the National 
Cycle Network
In 2000, artists from the four countries of 
the United Kingdom designed cast-iron, 
Millennium Mileposts artworks. Since 
2021 we've been undertaking a UK-wide 
project to audit and repaint the mileposts. 
Volunteers from Sustrans Cymru, local 
community groups, and local school
children are designing and carrying out 
the painting of the posts.44

Across Wales there are 11 portrait 
benches, immortalising Welsh heroes as 
life-sized steel figures on the National 
Cycle Network. These are people who 
have made a positive impact on their local 
communities as well as the nation, 
including Tom Jones, Chartist leader 
Zephaniah Williams, designer Laura 
Ashley and railway engineer Richard 
Trevithick.45

Left, above:
Sustrans Cymru has 
mapped historic and 
sacred places as part 
of our Sacred Trails 
project.

Left, below:
Active travel can 
support a thriving 
Welsh language by 
connecting people 
and providing more 
opportunities to use 
the language in 
Welsh speaking 
communities through 
higher levels of social 
interaction. Our 
Network signage is 
fully bilingual.

https://www.which.co.uk/news/2021/02/the-cost-of-convenience-how-much-extra-will-you-pay-at-sainsbur
https://www.olderpeoplewales.com/Libraries/Uploads/State_of_the_Nation_e_-_online.sflb.ashx  
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A globally 
responsible Wales

      
     

          
         

          

        
       

        
        

     

A Wales of 
cohesive 
communities
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Volunteers
Ogmore Valley Priide 
community group

          
           
          

         
      

           
            

          
        

   

            
           

         

https://www.futuregenerations.wales/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Cohesive-Wales-Topic-2.pdf
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What needs 
to happen? 

We seek support for the National Cycle Network, to 
help us protect and enhance it. We are grateful for 
ongoing support from the Welsh Government. Until 
2020, there was no specific public funding for the 
Network in Wales, and this has now risen to
£680,000 per year. This has allowed us to work 
with local authorities to upgrade parts of the 
Network that are in poor repair or inaccessible.

To build on that support, we recommend:

1

2

3

4

This paper has set out to share our passion for the 
National Cycle Network and why it is a valuable asset 
for Wales. We have drawn out links with Wales’ 
seven well-being goals, to demonstrate the breadth of 
the value the Network provides.

We want to spread the knowledge of the Network and 
its many benefits, to encourage more people to use 
this fantastic resource, and to make it ever more 
accessible for people in Wales.

Maintaining the Network we have is a challenge. 
Along its many miles, we have natural habitats, 
historic infrastructure, and challenging terrain. We 
have the ambition to continue to improve it and to 
extend further.

To achieve all this, and to amplify the wellbeing 
benefits, it must be supported.  The National Cycle 
Network represents a tried and tested, successful 
part of Wales' cultural, political and physical 
landscapes. For the well-being of Wales, it provides 
unparallalled value for money.

We need to see urgent action and fair funding.

Continued recognition that the Network is an 
essential part of a strategic transport network
The Welsh Government’s transport strategy aims 
to ensure the Network is in good condition and 
supports the visitor economy. Many parts are 
also essential commuting routes. Its importance
in the transport network should continue to be 
recognised in policy and funding decisions.

Resilience funding
Many sections of the Network are in urgent need 
of specialist maintenance. As we experience 
more extreme weather, heat, cold and flooding 
causes regular damage. Parts of the Network 
most at risk, such as Victorian railway bridges, 
often have cultural and historical significance. 
These local and national assets need protecting.

Barrier removal support
We must ensure that the Network is accessible 
for everyone, including users on wheelchairs, 
adapted cycles, cargo bikes, trikes, riding horses, 
or pushing prams. This requires funding to audit 
existing inappropriate barriers, to remove, or 
install new designs. It also requires local political 
support that values accessibility.

Funding to improve biodiversity
The geography allied to our previous work means 
much of the Network is already amazingly 
biodiverse. There is more potential to create 
exemplary habitats, with spaces and routes for 
wildlife to live and travel. We want to 
map specific habitats and their condition 
to identify what interventions are needed.
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