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Public transport and the 
promotion of unhealthy 
food and drink

Unhealthy diets are associated with 
chronic illness such as diabetes, 
and remain a focus for government 
and local authority action. Efforts 
to intervene have been the subject 
of policy development,1 which has 
identified and directed actions aimed 
at reducing unhealthy food and drink 
marketing—for instance, to minimise 
child exposure to the marketing of 
foods that are high in saturated fats, 
trans-fatty acids, free sugars, or salt. 

Although the role of public transport 
in supporting public health through 
reducing carbon emissions, decreasing 
city-centre congestion, and increasing 
physical activity,2 is widely recognised, 
counterproductive actions—through 
advertisement of unhealthy food 
and drink—remain. Although WHO 
identifies the potential of public 
transport to reduce the risk of non-
communicable disease,2 continued 
advertising of unhealthy consumption 
actively undermines and derails its 
positive effects on public health.

Within the London Food Strategy,3 
the Mayor of London proposed a 
ban on unhealthy food and drink 
adverts in the London underground, 
overground, buses, and bus shelters. 
For years, public transport companies 
have used their many locations to 
advertise unhealthy food and drink 
to the public. Advertisements and 
offers often appear on the back of bus 
tickets, and more recently on other 
forms of transport such as airplanes. 
Research highlights high exposure to 
chain brands via public transport in 
areas of low socioeconomic status,4 
and the risk of child exposure to food 
marketing on public transport is 
also higher in these areas,5 with food 
marketing being primarily dominated 
by products high in saturated fat, 
calories, salt, and sugar. 

Public transport companies have a 
valuable role by serving population 

needs, and represent an important 
part of any society’s infrastructure. 
Even these companies can be expected 
to actively promote public health. 
Without burdening them with 
sole responsibility, because many 
factors influence population health, 
these pillars of society need to be 
aligned around collective action and 
responsibility.

Given the challenges of securing 
even small changes in positive-health 
behaviour at the population level, 
to require that all public transport 
companies pursue what we feel are 
their corporate social responsibilities is 
justifiable. Instead of being associated 
with what can harm us, to see all such 
providers of community-wide services 
doing more to actively enhance public 
health would be exciting. 
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