Bicycle and train: a powerful combination

Fietsverkeer

Of all train passengers 33% use a bicycle to reach the station from home. The speed and flexibility of the bicycle over short distances, combined with the speed and ease of the train over longer distances. Two transport modalities for a single trip: a combination practical for travellers and relevant for transport policies. The power of the combination rests in part with the facilities for parking the bicycle at the station. Strategic attention to this issue remains warranted, as it turns out.

Table 1. Transport modalities in transport from home for train rides by persons aged 12 and over, 1996-1998 (in %)

	on foot (and ‘none’)
	  30

	bicycle
	  33

	bus, tram and metro
	  22

	car driver
	    5

	car passenger
	    5

	other
	    5

	Total
	100


Source (adapted): MuConsult, De markt voor multimodaal personenvervoer; deelrapport 2: OVG analyse, AVV, oktober 2002

Of all train passengers 30% walks from home to the station. These are mainly people living at walking distances from the station. Their number is limited: only 13% of the Dutch live within a 1 km radius from a train station. Those living at a greater distance can choose bus, tram, metro and car; 32% of train passengers uses these in the first stage of their trip. As many people prefer their bicycles: 33%. The fact that a bicycle brings the train within reach of so many people, is due to the fact that 45% of the Dutch live no more than 3 km from a train station. Which is an acceptable distance to cycle.

Strategic relevance 

The relevance of train use is generally limited: barely 2% of all transport in the Netherlands. But the picture changes dramatically when attention focuses on trips during rush hour (when traffic problems are greatest) over longer distances (in daily traffic jams) from and to the major cities (with the majority of bottlenecks). For this particular combination of time, distance and route train use proves to be extremely relevant. Of all people working within a 1 km radius of a train station in a town of over 50.000 inhabitants and living over 30 km away, no less than 27% go to work by train (Source: MuConsult, Naar een visie op knooppunten: bijlagen deelproject 2, AVV December 2000.).

The bicycle in the first stage of the trip is (partly) responsible for this strategy-relevant use of trains. That is why it is important that cities make sure people can not only cycle fast, comfortably and safely to the train station, but once arrived, may park their bicycles fast, safely and orderly, under guard or not. The Ministry of Transport and Communication realises how important bicycle parking facilities at train stations are. In 1999 it decided to consider these facilities in future to be part of the necessary ‘transfer infrastructure’ of train stations. To improve bicycle parking facilities on all Dutch train stations 209 million Euro was set aside: sufficient quality and quantity, at short walking distances from the platform, in a mix of guarded and unguarded facilities that meet demand. This program ‘Ruimte voor de Fiets’ has since been implemented by RIB and Railned - meanwhile merged into Prorail - and NS Fiets, see Fietsverkeer nr. 1. In 2000 the first train stations with upgraded bicycle parking facilities have been completed. What is the effect and what is the opinion of the users? The conclusion is that the strategy appears to be effective, see elsewhere on this website.

Main stations in major cities

The percentage of bicycles in the first stage of a trip by train is also high for stations in the centre of major cities. Such stations often have to accommodate enormous numbers of bicycles. At peak times there are over 10.000 bicycles at Amsterdam Centraal, almost as many at Leiden Centraal and at least an estimated 7.000 at Utrecht Centraal. Part of these are in guarded and often indoor (NS) parking facilities, but the majority of the cyclists looks for an unguarded space outside, in the immediate vicinity of the train station. Fietsberaad has had Groen Licht Verkeersadviezen study how the number of unguarded parked bicycles at some main stations has developed over recent years. The major results are published in this magazine. The conclusion is that the number of unguarded parked bicycles at the train stations studied has increased on average steeply over the past years and that the increase in and upgrading of unguarded bicycle parking facilities has contributed to this process.

Empirical support for strategic choices

This study has shown that the strategic choices to set aside money for Ruimte voor de Fiets have been justified: thanks to more and upgraded bicycle parking facilities at train stations more people come by bicycle and use of the train has probably increased as well. A highly satisfactory program therefore! And at the same time a program that deserves to be wrapped up in style in the next few years. The Groen Licht research has yielded two recommendations:

- better and (on average) higher prognostications should be used for the expected number of bicycles at main stations of major cities. The data currently used by ProRail are based on assumptions that are too low and too general.

- a great deal of space and consequently money can probably be saved at main stations by tackling the problem of bicycles parked unused for long periods, for unknown reasons. At present bicycles parked untouched for over four weeks occupy almost 15% on average of the capacity of unguarded bicycle parking facilities.
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