
  

Affordability of Active Transport 

Introduction: Ireland is overly reliant on private cars. 
In Ireland transport accounts for 20.3% of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions equating to 

approximately 12.2m tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent based on 2019 figures.1 The same study 

revealed that private cars account for nearly three quarters of all journeys made in Ireland.2 They are 

the largest source of emissions in the transport sector accounting for just over 50%. When combined 

with other road users such as vans and lorries, the road transport sector account for the vast 

majority of transport emissions. 

The need for a modal transition towards more active transport has been flagged repeatedly, both 

internationally and within the domestic context as a vital avenue for emissions reductions. The 

Climate Action Plan (2021)3 includes “a significant increase in out walking and cycling investments” 

as a key measure to emissions from the transport sector. Most recently, in the IPCC report4 

published in April 2022, Active Transport was identified as a key systematic change which would not 

only reduce greenhouse gasses but also have multiple health benefits, reduce social inequities and is 

linked to better urban planning.  

Carbon dioxide is not the only pollutant associated with the transport sector; internal combustion 

engine (ICE) vehicles are also responsible for the release of particulate organic matter and nitrogen 

dioxide which are particularly harmful to health.5 Poor air quality can increase the risk of stroke, 

heart disease and respiratory diseases6 with increased hospital admissions observed after periods of 

high air pollution.7 A recent report by the Community Law and Mediation Centre in conjunction with 

DCU entitled “Environmental Justice in Ireland” also identified a link between air pollution and the 

health outcomes of marginalised and vulnerable groups.8 

 
1 https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Transport-Trends-2020.pdf 
2 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
nts/nationaltravelsurvey2019/howwetravelled/#:~:text=Nearly%20three%20quarters%20of%20journeys%20ar
e%20by%20car&text=In%202019%2C%20journeys%20by%20car,See%20Table%202.1. 
3 file:///C:/Users/cmurp/Downloads/203558_f06a924b-4773-4829-ba59-b0feec978e40.pdf 
4 https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6wg3/pdf/IPCC_AR6_WGIII_FinalDraft_FullReport.pdf 
5 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2021/health-impacts-of-air-pollution 
6 https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/air/Air-Quality-in-Ireland-2020.pdf 
7 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-airpollution-hospitalizations-idUSKBN1YD2ES; Slama, Alessandro 
et al. “Impact of air pollution on hospital admissions with a focus on respiratory diseases: a time-series multi-
city analysis.” Environmental science and pollution research international vol. 26,17 (2019): 16998-17009. 
doi:10.1007/s11356-019-04781-3 
8 Sadhbh O’Neill, 2022. ‘Environmental Justice in Ireland: Key dimensions of environmental and climate 
injustice experienced by vulnerable and marginalised communities’. Available at: 
https://communitylawandmediation.ie/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Environmental-Justice-in-Ireland-
230322-1.pdf 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-airpollution-hospitalizations-idUSKBN1YD2ES


Active transport, including cycling, is one of the most affordable methods of transport available. 

However, barriers remain to those wanting to make the move to two wheels, including the lack of 

safe, segregated cycling infrastructure, space to store bicycles, (particularly in apartment blocks9) 

and theft. While for most people the cost of a bicycle is not the main barrier to taking up cycling, 

removing cost as a barrier should be priority to increase the potential for cycling to reduce societal 

inequality. 

Increasing active transport is a priority for the current Government, as evidenced by their 

commitment to invest €360 million in walking and cycling infrastructure, in conjunction with the pre-

existing bike-to-work scheme. 

Supporting people to purchase bicycles 
The Bike-to-Work scheme,10 established in 2009, is the only mechanism which supports people to 

purchase bicycles.11 This scheme is a tax incentive aimed at encouraging employees to cycle to work 

by facilitating the purchase of a bike at a price discounted by the amount of income tax that would 

normally be paid. There are several restrictions associated with this, including the requirement that 

the bicycles purchased must be new, removing the possibility to build a circular process in lieu of 

waste into the scheme and further increasing the accessibility of the scheme. Another key limitation 

of this scheme is identified in its title: It targets only one type of journey, namely work commutes. 

Designed in this way, there are limits to supporting an overall modal shift away from private car 

usage.  

Problems of Exclusivity 
By design this scheme is targeted only towards those who are employed and pay income tax. While 

this scheme has facilitated many people to purchase bicycles a large cohort of people is excluded 

from benefiting from it including: 

• Children; 

• Students; 

• Unemployed people; 

• Self-employed people; 

• Stay at home parents; 

• Carers; 

• People who cannot work due to disability; 

• Those in ‘Gig’ economy. 

Often those that are excluded are the most vulnerable and excluded in society, failing to make 

cycling an affordable activity for those who can least afford to pay full price for a good quality 

bicycle. A Government of Ireland report ‘An Examination of the Cycle to Work Scheme’ (2021)12 

identified similar issues with the exclusion of such a large cohort of group of possible beneficiaries. 

In addition to limiting who was eligible to benefit, the design of the scheme ensured that those 

earning the highest wages benefited the most from the scheme. While being very effective on its 

own terms, it is simultaneously effectively a regressive policy. A person on minimum wage earning 

 
9 William Brazil et al., 2019. What Drives the Gender-Cycling-Gap? Census Analysis from Ireland. TRiSS Working 
Paper Series. Available at https://www.tcd.ie/triss/assets/PDFs/wps/TRiSS-WPS-02-2019.pdf 
10 https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/travel_and_recreation/cycling/cycle_to_work_scheme.html 
11 Information about this scheme is available through several different communications including the ‘Ask 
About Ireland’ website and the HSE. 
12 https://assets.gov.ie/205027/7834435b-7997-4c58-886f-6809e9f3fde0.pdf 



€21,294 gross in a year will receive a discount of €359.38on their purchase if they spend the full 

€1,250 allowance. . A person earning €49,000, the average full-time salary in the Republic,13 

purchasing the same bike would however receive a discount of €609.38. This disparity – almost 70% 

increase – in discounts received is not only unjust and unequal but arguably reduces the potential 

positive impact of the scheme. 

 

Potential Solutions: Broadening the scope 
As stated above, the limitation of the Bike-to-Work scheme are baked into the design. Therefore, it 

is the Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice position that to reduce the inequality associated with this 

scheme, a complete redesign or the development of additional schemes should be introduced to 

ensure that the financial benefits are available to as many people as possible. 

1. 0% VAT 

A standard VAT rate of 23% is applied to all bicycles. This includes bicycles that are sold 

second hand in retail stores. We should abolish VAT on all bicycles, including folding bikes, e-

bikes and cargo-bikes, up to a value of €1000 (Ex VAT) for push-pedal bikes and up to a value 

of €1500 and €2000 (Ex VAT) for e-bikes and cargo-bikes respectively. A reduction in VAT on 

cycling gear, including locks, lights, helmets, and attachments should also be considered. 

This option would have reduced administrative burdens on both employees and employers 

and would be accessible to everyone regardless of employment status.  

 

An EU agreement in December 2021 means that EU countries will be able to charge 0% VAT 

on bikes and e-bikes, including supply, rental, and repair from mid-2022. Ireland reviews its 

tax rates in its budgetary preparations. Consequently, it would be possible for Ireland to 

implement this change by the end of 2022. Any loss in income could potentially be offset 

from increases in VAT on luxury personal vehicles such as SVUs.   

 

2. 0% interest loan 

A major advantage of the bike-to-work scheme is the ability to pay for the bike over a longer 

timescale, reducing the upfront cost burden. This facilitates those who may not have the full 

price of a bike available to them at time of purchase. Since 2018, Scotland has offered 

interest free loans for the purchase of cargo and electric bicycles14 allowing individuals and 

families to invest in decarbonised modes of transport. A version of this scheme should be 

developed for Ireland. 

 

3. Scrappage Scheme 

A scrappage scheme where families and individuals looking to trade in an old car for an e-

bike or a cargo-bike should be established. Introduced already in France and Finland15 and 

trialled in Coventry, England,16 these schemes work to remove old polluting cars from the 

 
13 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/average-full-time-salary-in-republic-nearly-49-000-
1.4289348 
14 https://www.homeenergyscotland.org/find-funding-grants-and-loans/ebike-loan/ 
15 https://www.electrive.com/2021/04/15/finland-france-include-e-bikes-in-scrapping-schemes/ 
16 https://coventryobserver.co.uk/news/coventry-drivers-can-swap-bangers-for-bikes-as-part-of-pioneering-
new-transport-scheme/ 



road while replacing them with more sustainable options facilitates and incentivises a modal 

switch and not just bike ownership. 

Implementing any one, or a combination, of these schemes would greatly improve the equitable 

access to bicycles and active transport. Ensuring policies are socially just and equal is a hugely 

important consideration when designing policies for climate action. Cycling offers the most cost-

effective mode of transport in the neighbourhoods where most people in Ireland live. It has 

associated benefits for local business, public health, and personal wellbeing. To effectively achieve 

carbon neutrality, many difficult choices will need to be made in the coming years. Easy wins like this 

should be promptly accepted.  
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