Earlier this year Joep Huffener quit as cycling co-ordinator in Amsterdam. He looks back on the past ten years, reviewing both ups and downs.

Joep Huffener is a man with his heart in the matter and on his sleeve. For ten years he has been cycling co-ordinator in Amsterdam and asked to take stock, he doesn’t really know where to start. He easily jumps from a mobile parking facility to a badly designed square, at the same time demonstrating that as an Amsterdammer born and bred he knows the capital like the back of his hand. It is not easy to provide a clear survey, for when he started the position was practically new in Amsterdam, causing him to pioneer, and now that he is quitting his duties are being divided among a colleague and various other departments. Huffener: ‘When I first started in 1994, local authorities were just finishing a reorganisation. Town government had been decentralised and there was to be a central bicycle policy, in conformity with the Meerjarenplan Fiets. Promoting bicycle use, among other things by making it safer. On this basis I wrote a long-range plan Fiets 1995-2000. And then I really got going. After a number of years you notice that some 90 to 95% of what you can do, has been done. The last 5% should be realised as well, but are very troublesome as these are usually very time-consuming and expensive, but yield little. And furthermore it is mostly a matter of repetition, implementing projects and maintenance. And less of new projects.’

What is the major function of a cycling co-ordinator? Huffener: ‘Making sure bicycle policy is integrated policy. Fietsersbond quite often did not agree with me, as integrated policy often requires long-term thinking and planning. Fietsersbond usually wants to solve a black spot at once, construct a bike path right now. An extra obstacle for good bicycle policy is of course the decentralisation of local government. For instance, a main cycling network had been decided upon. This had been legally enacted, but essentially as cycling co-ordinator you have no jurisdiction in the various districts. In real terms I would often have to plead for a bike path by networking and calling in favours, like: we’ve got a load of money, how about you breaking ground to provide the missing link.’

Missed opportunities? Huffener: ‘Let’s mention three projects. I regret that the co-ordinator no longer supports cycling lessons, in particular for ethnic minorities. That was a successful project with a waiting list, but the current councillor doesn’t like it. Secondly, I would have loved to see the implementation of the Dom-to-Dam route, a high-speed bike path between Utrecht and Amsterdam - with connections to towns along the route, although I have to admit there was a lot of resistance to it. The money earmarked for the project has been diverted to the second Coentunnel. And furthermore I regret the derelict bicycles employment creation project has died. For some time one new bicycle was created out of five derelict bicycles hauled off the street, at an investment of some 30 Euro. The bicycle was sold to retailers. In this way 35 people made a living. Initially it was a huge success, but at the end there was a financial shortfall and the company went bust. A shame. Such a great project!’

Successful projects? Huffener: ‘In that case I tend to mention numerous smaller projects, for example in the fields of traffic management and chain mobility. I was the one to think of Park & Bike. That is successful and is now being copied in other towns as well. Numerous neighbourhood parking facilities were reinstated and seven destination parking facilities have been effected. There are also going to be two pilot projects with automated parking facilities. They do perform well, I feel. As far as I am concerned there is a future for automated parking, for private bicycles and rental bikes as well. I will no longer be around to promote this, but shall be recommending it to everyone. But additional successes? Sometimes other people point out to me that projects that did not come up to expectations, often have positive sides as well. For instance, derelict bicycles are still being hauled away. And a completely different example: the Kernnet Fiets, complete with distinctly coloured asphalt on safe and comfortable bike paths, has not been implemented. Everyone was enthusiastic about it, the districts, environmental services. And agreement on funding was growing as well. Unfortunately the highly supportive councillor had to step down and his successor axed the plan. Nevertheless many excellent bicycle routes have been implemented over the years and there is a lot of cycling in Amsterdam. A pity that in the town centre, where bicycles are used most often, facilities and maintenance trail those in the other parts of town. So even though the Kernnet itself never made it, there are still a lot of facilities. Maybe I should simply end with the general statement that I have contributed my share to the present situation. And recent research confirms that to be good.
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