London Underground strike causes shift to cycling and economic disruption
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Commuters in London are enduring significant travel disruption as the London Underground has been suspended for a fifth consecutive day amid ongoing strikes by members of the Rail, Maritime and Transport (RMT) union. The widespread walkouts, involving drivers, signalers, and maintenance workers, have brought much of the city's subway network to a halt, with no underground trains running and a separate suspension affecting the Docklands Light Railway. The strikes are rooted in a pay and working hours dispute that remains deadlocked, with no face-to-face negotiations held since the previous week.
RMT General Secretary Eddie Dempsey has persistently called on London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who chairs Transport for London (TfL), to meet with the union to try to resolve the standoff. Dempsey criticised Khan for opting to communicate via social media instead of engaging directly, highlighting a "total collapse of industrial relations" and warning that further strike action is likely if talks do not advance. The union's demands centre on reducing the standard 35-hour workweek to 32 hours, alongside rejecting a 3.4 percent pay rise offered by TfL as inadequate. Dempsey emphasised that despite the claimed salary of around £72,000 for many workers, it remains insufficient to afford housing in London, with many needing salaries over £100,000 to do so. Although he later described £72,000 as a "good wage," he maintained that improved pay and conditions are justified.
TfL has maintained that the union's demand to cut working hours is unaffordable given budget constraints, with the employer keen to address fatigue concerns raised by staff while balancing operational and financial realities. The mayor's office stated that TfL is prepared to restart negotiations, but progress remains stalled amid mutual distrust. The strike has caused severe disruption across London’s transport network, with alternative services like the Elizabeth Line and London Overground operating with limited delays, but buses and river boats have been heavily burdened by the displaced passenger demand.
The travel chaos has driven a surge in alternative transport modes, particularly cycling and electric bike usage. Companies such as Lime and Forest reported spikes in bike rentals by up to 75 percent during rush hours, while app downloads for bike-sharing soared, with some operators experiencing triple the usual morning trip numbers. Santander Cycles also saw a 72 percent increase in hires. This dramatic rise in cycling highlights a broader shift in urban mobility, reinforced by growing cycling infrastructure and the popularity of electrically assisted bikes. However, the influx has stressed existing cycle routes and raised logistical concerns due to scattered dockless bikes in the city centre. Data from an employee benefits provider revealed a 32 percent increase in cycling miles tracked across London during the strike week, demonstrating commuters’ willingness to embrace physical movement amid the disruption.
Economic impacts of the strike are substantial, with direct costs to London’s economy estimated at £230 million and further indirect losses possible as businesses and commuters adapt. The government, led by Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who promised to tackle labor disputes after his recent election, has urged a swift resolution. Despite these pressures, no concrete negotiations are scheduled at present, with both sides signalling a willingness to resume talks but no formal meetings confirmed.
As the strike continues into its final planned day, the potential for additional walkouts remains, should union demands remain unmet. The disruption caused by the standoff reveals both the fragility of London’s transport network to industrial action and the adaptability of its commuters, who are increasingly turning to more sustainable and individual modes of travel.
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