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6  Q U E S T I O N S

Pedestrians and cyclists are exposed to a cocktail of traffic-generated air pollutants, 
including carbon monoxide, volatile organic compounds, particulates and soot. 

Illustrations by Pikisuperstar www.freepik.com

ANSWERS

1. FALSE! In most North American 
cities, the health benefits of exercise 
are many times greater than the  
risks of inhaling traffic-generated  
air pollution. 

2. TRUE! After just a 20-minute bike 
ride, we can measure a significant 
difference in the amount of toxic 
compounds in your bloodstream 
depending on if you took a high-traffic 
route or a low-traffic route (you 
absorb 40 to 100 per cent more toxic 
substances on a high-traffic route 
through the city).

3. Most cycling trips have lower-dose 
alternatives to the shortest path, 
with an average reduction of inhaled 
air pollution of 12 per cent. The 
minimum-dose routes are on average 
just six per cent longer than the 
shortest paths. Actually, cyclists  
tend to instinctively choose routes 
with air pollution concentrations 
between those of the shortest paths 
and minimum-dose routes. 

4. For a wide range of travelers, the 
minimum-dose cycling speed is 12 
to 20 km/h, decreasing on hills. The 
minimum-dose walking speed is two 
to six km/h. Fortunately, these are 
similar to typical urban walking and 
cycling speeds. 

5. For most people, the optimal speed 
is at a moderate-intensity physical 
activity level (metabolic equivalents 
(MET) of three to six), which means 
you can hold a conversation, but not 
hum a tune! For greater exercise 
and health benefits, you will want to 
increase the intensity, but preferably 
in clean-air locations.

6. BOTH! E-bike riders tend to ride 10 
to 30 per cent faster than people on 
conventional bikes on average, but also 
expend around 20 per cent less energy 
(depending on the type of e-bike). 
The motor power from e-bikes is also 
used to make harder accelerations 
and overcome the additional weight 
and resistance of e-bikes. E-bikes 
reduce both air pollution inhalation and 
exercise benefits, but are still much 
healthier than being in a car!

CARDIO
TRUE OR FALSE: When 
you go for a bike ride in 

the city, the health risks 
of breathing in traffic 
exhaust outweigh the 

benefits of the exercise 
you get.
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SPEED AND  
AIR POLLUTION

What is the optimal cycling 
speed to minimize the 

amount of air pollution that 
is inhaled per kilometer 

travelled (for an adult on 
level ground)?
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BIKE ROUTES
TRUE OR FALSE: The 
route you select while 
biking has a significant 

effect on how much 
pollution you take into 

your body.
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HOW DO I KNOW ... 
...if I’m going at an optimal 
walking or cycling speed 

to minimize air  
pollution risk?
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DETOURS
By what percentage can a 
cyclist reduce the amount 
of air pollution they inhale 
by detouring away from 

the shortest path to 
lower-traffic streets?
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ELECTRIC-ASSIST
Do people go faster or 

expend less energy when 
riding electric-assist 
bicycles (e-bikes)?
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