Traffic [forum]
A section in which we examine traffic-related issues facing many departments. This one looks at ‘Cyclists and agricultural traffic’. 

Cyclists and agricultural traffic 

Theo Zeegers, traffic consultant 
The CROW publication entitled ‘Handreiking landbouwverkeer’ [Agricultural traffic guide] [1] was recently published. This is an important publication, also for cyclists. In rural areas, cyclists are increasingly coming into conflict with agricultural traffic. This is not just because there is more agricultural traffic, but also because of the bicycle unfriendly recommendations in the previously published Handboek Wegontwerp [Road Design Manual] [2]. This article presents the background to the subject and the benefits of the new publication for cyclists. 

Traffic unsafety
Every year there are a few fatalities as a result of agricultural traffic. Compared with the total number of traffic fatalities (around 800), this is not much. However, measured against the limited amount of agricultural traffic (compared with other traffic), it is clear that other road users are at a surprisingly high risk from agricultural traffic [3]. And the situation has deteriorated in recent years with respect to cyclists. 

In Figure 1, I present a graph showing the number of fatalities among motorists and cyclists resulting from agricultural traffic during the last twenty years. For a long time there were obviously more fatalities among motorists than cyclists, but that this has changed in recent years. A statistical analysis confirms the rise in the number of cycling fatalities, while the number of fatalities among motorists has remained constant. The graph also shows that the average number of cycling fatalities has increased by 1 every 5 years. In 2003 this average number of bicycle victims overtook the average number of car victims. Also in numbers of hospitalisations, the trend among cyclists is less favourable than among motorists. 
To summarise: traffic unsafety for cyclists as a result of agricultural traffic is increasing, while that of motor traffic remains constant. There are now already – on average – more fatalities among cyclists than among motorists and this difference is set to increase in the coming years. 

Figure 1

Number of fatalities among cyclists and motorists resulting from agricultural traffic [4]. 
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Why is this?

The explanation for the above effect is found in autonomous developments in agriculture. As the scale of farming increases, agricultural land can often be quite some distance from the farm. Consequently, agricultural vehicles have to travel more kilometres along the public road to reach it. Although undoubtedly relevant, this still does not explain why the cyclist should be the frequent victim (and not the motorist). The answer lies in the Handboek Wegontwerp [2], the CROW manual for infrastructure outside the built-up area. 
This manual rigorously supports the prohibition of agricultural traffic on distributor roads (80 km/hour roads). Parallel roads should be constructed for agricultural traffic (preferably with a maximum speed of 60 km/hour). In practice, this would mean bicycle paths being converted into parallel roads. In defence of this proposal, it was suggested that this would comply with the principles of Sustainable Safety, which advocates that big differences in speed and size should be separated. 

Remarkably inconsistent 

That sounds consistent. The legal maximum speed for agricultural traffic is 25 km/hour. However, the Handboek Wegontwerp frankly admits that the actual speed travelled by agricultural vehicles is usually between 40 and 60 km/hour. This sheds a very different light on the matter. The speed difference between agricultural traffic and cars is therefore just as great as the difference between agricultural traffic and cyclists. Given the huge difference in size between agricultural traffic and cyclists, the correct implementation of Sustainable Safety produces the insight that keeping agricultural traffic on the main carriageway is generally the best option. In fact, some provincial road managers, like those in the province of North Holland, are happy to use the alleged traffic safety argument because they have another goal: better traffic flow. 

Agricultural traffic holds up other traffic and this causes problems. On the parallel roads, they no longer obstruct motorists. The fact that they endanger cyclists on their ‘bicycle path’ is apparently less relevant. 

A different approach 

There are also other objections to converting bicycle paths into parallel roads. It often has a big impact on the landscape and it is certainly not cost effective (in fact it is very expensive). The province of Overijssel has experimented with passing places following junctions with good results: this solution produced the same accident reduction as the solutions in the Handboek Wegontwerp, but then at a fraction of the cost [3]. In Gelderland, the importance of bicycle traffic is explicit: no mixing of agricultural traffic and cyclists on primary bicycle routes [1]. This idea has been elaborated by the province of Friesland in the following table presenting the options for parallel provisions: 

Figure 2: Parallel provisions on distributor roads outside the built-up area in the province of Friesland ([1], somewhat simplified). 

Intensity of bicycle traffic per 24 hours
Intensity of motor traffic per 24 hours 

Mixed: access road  

Bicycle path + passing places on road  

Parallel road  
Bicycle path + agricultural traffic on road  

Parallel road with adjacent bicycle path 

> 1,000 Bicycle highway + agricultural traffic on road  

Parallel road with adjacent bicycle highway  

<here diagram Cyclists and agricultural traffic (2).xls> 

What is notable in the Table is that bicycle traffic has a much more dominant position than agricultural traffic. Large numbers of cyclists must always be facilitated with their own infrastructure, whether there is agricultural traffic or not. On busy roads with a lot of motor traffic, agricultural traffic and bicycle traffic, this leads to the ultimate consequence: a main carriageway with a parallel road and a separate bicycle path. Organic decaffeinated Max Havelaar coffee was once a new concept too, but it worked. The fact that Friesland is putting so much energy into this subject is not so strange. Besides the high volume of agricultural traffic in the province, Friesland also has many cyclists outside the built-up area (schoolchildren). It is interesting to see how opinions have changed in Friesland. Only five years ago, a Frisian public servant wrote in the Vogelvrije Fietser: ‘I remember back in 1993 when opposition to the conversion of a bicycle path into a parallel road near Stiens went as far as the Council of State. You never hear anyone complaining about it now’ [5]. Ironically, a year after this comment a 14 year old schoolboy was run over by a tractor there. 

The near future

There are enough reasons to get to work using this article and perhaps the CROW publication. But there is another reason. In the autumn of 2006, the Minister of Transport, Public Works and Water Management sent a letter to the Lower House [6] announcing the following measures: 

• a compulsory number plate for agricultural traffic; 

• a different driving licence system; 

• a higher maximum speed on a number of road types. 

The compulsory number plate is good news: this will make it easier to book agricultural traffic. For example, the maximum width of agricultural vehicles (3 metres) is still often exceeded. A higher maximum speed has advantages and disadvantages: on 80 km/hour roads there is the advantage because the speed difference between agricultural traffic and car traffic would become smaller. But for agricultural traffic versus cyclists, it is a disaster. Firstly, agricultural traffic is mixed with cyclists because of the small speed difference. Then shortly afterwards, the maximum speed limit is raised. Another reason for separating cyclists and agricultural traffic! 

The Fietsersbond (Cycling Association) wants the rise in the maximum speed limit of agricultural traffic only to apply to 70 km/hour 80 km/hour roads. On all other roads, the maximum speed limit should remain 25 km/hour and actually be enforced. 
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