Albert Nauta on network planning in the Netherlands

‘No single method is used from start to finish’ 

The Design Indicator for bicycle friendly infrastructure has one chapter dedicated to bicycle networks and models. When preparing the review of the Design Indicator (see page 23), it became clear that users found this chapter rather theoretical and that the contents could be more focused on practice. On behalf of Fietsberaad, DHV carried out the research project that was to provide the basis for this improved chapter. Project manager Albert Nauta talks about the results of this research. A summary of the findings of the DHV is also included. 

“In practice, various methods are used, but no single method is used from start to finish”, Albert Nauta explains how bicycle networks are created. “In a survey, we asked public servants and advisors which method they use to determine both a utility and a recreational network, what data they used and whether they used models.” And do they? “The practical approach has the upper hand. In most cases, it is a question of local knowledge and common sense. Assessment criteria are usually interpreted qualitatively and seldom quantitatively – unless it’s about safety. Finally, political and social support is important.”

Great potential

Traffic models are rarely used to support the design of bicycle networks. This was the clear result of Nauta’s research. “I can therefore see great potential for models in large-scale plans, such as at Vinex locations. The urban plan is on the table and you can use model calculations to determine whether it is favourable for the bicycle. You can thus prove the usefulness of a tunnel or compare the effect of two infrastructural works. In Breda, for example, we used a model to study a number of locations in the vicinity of the ring road. We found that two green phases for cyclists at traffic lights achieved the same effect as a tunnel. With this information, you can establish your priorities.” Incidentally, municipalities are not very familiar with the use of traffic models either. “People often don’t know that colleagues are working with models just along the corridor.” 

For broad traffic plans, multimodal traffic models are generally used. However, these tend to focus on car traffic. The bicycle is much less visible. Nauta has an explanation for this: “For cyclists, alternative routes are difficult to find. For them, there is a fairly direct link between distance and speed, while for motorists a longer route can sometimes be faster. The main focus of these traffic models is the routing of car traffic. Of course, you can try to move towards faster routes for cyclists, but it usually comes down to quality improvement of existing routes. Two green lights in a traffic light cycle, as in Breda, can work very well, for example. Fast bicycle routes attract many new cyclists.” 

Recreational cycling 

Recreational bicycle networks still receive little attention in policy development. “Such a network is usually not a policy issue in a municipal Traffic department; it’s more in the recreational sphere”, says Nauta. “The same is often true of financing. Because people prefer to cycle close to home for recreational purposes, the quality of bicycle facilities in the environment must be good. The cycle route out of town must be enjoyable, otherwise cyclists will take the car. The quality of the transition from the urban area to the surrounding area is often below standard.” 

Two thirds of the population cycle for pleasure. “You must take these people seriously. So policy makers must not only look at origin-destination relationships, because very different criteria apply to recreation. Here cycling is not a means but an end in itself.” 

Summary of the main text parts from the report Bicycle use models for network planning and research into bicycle networks, DHV, Amersfoort, March 2005. 

Methods used for network planning 

DHV conducted a survey among 76 bicycle policy employees in provinces, municipalities, framework Act areas and water boards plus engineering consultants. They were asked about the approach to bicycle networks. Figure 1 shows that there is no uniform approach to bicycle networks. Both government employees and consultants use a very pragmatic approach when establishing bicycle networks based on knowledge of the local situation and common sense.  

Figure 1. Methods used to establish bicycle. 
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Figure 2. The use of an available (traffic) model for bicycle-related issues. 
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Extent of model use

DHV analysed 94 GVVPs on reports or signals regarding the use of models in the creation of municipal traffic plans. Only five GVVPs report using bicycle models, see table 1 on page 22. We suspect that more data is used than reported. In the past, traffic policy analyses were often made. These revealed the problems, but the reasons or the approach were not reported again. This also appears from the reporting of bicycle counts and (bicycle) accident data. The survey reveals a higher use of this data, which confirms our suspicion. In view of the attention for bicycle traffic in many municipalities, a basic bicycle network has obviously been present for some time. 

The conclusions from the GVVP analysis are supported by the conclusions from the DHV survey. Half of the policy workers reported that models are not used and 28% reported limited use (Figure 2), although there are work models in the government organisations in which the 76 respondents are employed, see Table 2 on page 22. 

Reason for the limited use of models

The limited use of traffic models can partly be explained by the fact that the bicycle networks in municipalities and provinces are generally fairly complete. Of course, some links are still missing, but in general the bicycle network is in a good state. The main focus is then much more on quality than on quantity. In the past, this completeness was (partly) analysed using traffic models. Missing links were analysed extensively and charted. These charts subsequently went on to lead their own lives in the follow-up trajectories in a municipal traffic and transport plan, for example.

Table 1. The use of models in 94 municipal traffic and transport plans (insofar as reported) 
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Table 2 Availability of (traffic) model with the different organisations

Organisation

Municipality (# 49)

Province (#8)

Framework act area (#5)

And water board (#3)

Type of model

Unimodal car model

Multimodal model

No model

Unknown

The background reports (calculations) have disappeared from the archives over the years. This reason comes on top of the objections to the use of models which were already known from previous research (the evaluation of the bicycle model Quovadis by Diepens and Okkema in 1996): the high costs in time and/or money and the necessity of having or hiring specialist knowledge.

Relevant models 

Traffic models 

The main traffic software programs used in the Netherlands are: Questor, Omnitrans and Trips. Although unimodal bicycle models can be applied fairly easily, the model calculations are generally implemented with a multimodal car-bicycle-public transport model. Such traffic models are ideal in bigger towns and urban regions. International models referred to in literature, such as TRIPS and START, have only a limited application in the Netherlands with respect to bicycle analyses. These models generally refer to (the previously developed) bicycle model Quovadis. The NRM models recognised the bicycle as mode of transport. At strategic level, they can be used to make analyses of modal split shifts in policy scenarios. For local networks and routes, an NRM model has too little detail. 

The availability of a multimodal model probably explains the lack of supplementary investments in a specific bicycle model. 

GIS 

A Geo Information System (GIS) can be a good instrument for monitoring bicycle policy. This is a computer system in which various data are linked to geographic information. The advantage of GIS is that it provides fast insight into the problems regarding the network. Due to the uniform input of this available data, it can be analysed and subsequently translated into actions, not just for management and maintenance but also for any modification to the policy. Furthermore, as long as it is complete and up to date, GIS can be a very useful instrument for provinces or urban district in granting subsidies to municipalities. This particularly applies to the possibilities that GIS offers with regard to insight into quality differences, whether this concerns the infrastructure, accessibility or safety. The charts incorporated into the DHV report of the municipality of Groningen are good examples of this. GIS thus makes a significant contribution to the provision of good bicycle facilities, both at regional and local level. 
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