Free guarded NS parking facilities 

New developments and opportunities for towns

‘The next couple of years everyone will be coming to Zutphen for a look. The station parking facility there is an important development. I think and hope this will become a new trend.’

The words of Ben van Westing, managing director of NS Fiets. At the Zutphen train station in October a built-in free parking facility with 3,000 spaces will be opened. This is the first NS parking facility with guards, security or supervision where customers do not have to pay for these services. The trend of ‘free and guarded’ that has of late swamped Dutch town centres, may be continued in NS parking facilities.

‘Free and guarded at NS train stations’ has been the subject of heated discussions ever since the mid 1990s. Increasingly, plans were proposed to make room for unguarded parking of bicycles at major train stations not only in the open air and at ground level in front of the entrance. The reason for this was that many felt the rather chaotic spectacle of such a mass of bicycles to be quite an eyesore. In addition, often there was not enough room to properly store all those bicycles. Not on the forecourt and a short walking distance soon imply built-in and, if at all possible, underground. If cyclists have to park their bicycles in a building, supervision will be necessary to ensure social safety. And supervisors at the entrance of an (unguarded) bicycle parking facility quite closely resemble guards. And if that ‘unguarded with supervision’ facility would remain free of charge, was a common fear, it would cannibalise the guarded parking facility. Creating another lack of space.

Difficult discussions

In several projects this fear was cause for the local authorities to enter discussions with NS about better harmonisation between or even combination of guarded and (future built-in) unguarded facilities. These discussions dragged on for a number of years. Local deviations of tariffs - read: lower prices - were rejected by NS; NS parking facilities were to remain a national formula. Making the guarded part free as well was basically up for discussion, but not very realistically: the loss of revenue had to be bought off at a generous level. This made the costs for local authorities quite prohibitive. As a result guarded and unguarded would remain distinctly separate at Leiden Centraal, for instance.

In Apeldoorn a new underground guarded parking facility is being realised with a major financial contribution by the local authorities (approx. € 4 million of the overall € 9 million in construction costs). And of course it would be Apeldoorn, the ultimate town with ‘free guarded’ facilities in the town centre, where the idea came up to make that basement free of charges. Wim Mulder of the Apeldoorn administration: ‘It soon became clear that the annual loss of revenue we would have to pay compensation for, would be much too high for us. Those amounts bore no relation at all to the amount that exploitation of all free guarded parking facilities in the town centre costs us.’

Keep distinction

The preservation of a certain amount of difference in quality between guarded and unguarded facilities was a central issue in all these plans. At Leiden Centraal this difference has been realised in actual practice, since the new, unguarded, semi-sunken parking facility on the forecourt clearly carries more risks to the bicycles (vandalism, theft) than does the guarded facility. The more so since there is actually no regular supervision anyway.

In Groningen it may be harder to continue to preserve the distinction. The bicycle parking facility underneath the new Stadsbalkon, opened to the public in July of 2006 for the major part, will eventually provide room for 4,000 bicycles in a space below ground level. The forecourt will become a pedestrian area. Local authorities do not want to call this a ‘basement’ or ‘building’, since: ‘Every cyclist passing through the station area from east to west or vice versa will pass through the parking facility. The new central bike path through the station area is part of the parking facility.’ But there will be ‘daily supervision’, with supervisors in a central location - which appears to be some type of guarding.

It will become really hard for instance at the back of Leiden Centraal (towards LUMC), when local authorities persevere in their plans to construct a large, unguarded basement on a perfect location, with a high degree of supervision. There the risk of cannibalising the guarded parking facility is high, as - contrary to the ‘bin’ on the Leiden forecourt or the Stadsbalkon in Groningen - in this case there really is a built-in parking facility with a single entrance for bicycles. If this cannibalisation occurs, there are major problems in store: there will be an acute shortage of space in the unguarded or free facility and exploitation of the guarded facility will be affected.

Zutphen combination

Maintaining a quality distinction between ‘free built-in unguarded’ (with necessary supervision) and ‘paid built-in guarded’ will remain a difficult issue. Zutphen is the first example of another type of solution: if the distinction becomes too hard, combine them! The smart Zutphen solution: the guarded and unguarded parts will be combined spatially, but there will remain a certain distinction in security. Customers would not appreciate a completely equal treatment. After all, the security level of the current NS parking facilities is linked to the system of buying a ticket: a check on entrance and the relationship between cyclist and bicycle. Simply surveillance at the entrance without the check would mean a lower level of security. Not everyone using the guarded facility would welcome this. On the other hand the extra hassle of buying a ticket and having it checked, even if it is free of charge, will scare off many of those parking their cycles without guarding.

In the Zutphen station basement over half of the spaces will be ‘freely accessible’ and a little less than half will be ‘automated accessible’ - and all of them are free of charge (these new descriptive terms for the distinction are necessary since the old ‘guarded’ and ‘unguarded’ no longer suffice). The basement has a single entrance. There are two supervisors at all times. Along the length of the basement there are railings separating the two parts. Through the freely accessible part customers may reach the automated accessible part by way of three turnstiles. To this purpose they need a personalised pass, which is available at no cost (except for a deposit). The automated accessible part in this way has a slightly higher security level, actually a double security (first the supervisors and then the automated entrance). The initiators do not fear either of these parts will attract all customers. John Immink of the Zutphen administration: ‘Some people will want the extra security, in particular those that use the guarded facility at present. Others will consider it too much hassle, partly due to the extra walking distance. If the proportion between these two groups turns out to be different from what we expect at present, we will simply move the railings a little to the left or the right.’

Construction costs of the building were approx. € 5.5 million, € 3.6 million of which was furnished by the national government and € 1.9 million by Zutphen itself. This excludes the annual exploitation costs, the local share of which will be approx. € 250,000. The parking facility will have generous opening times: in principle nineteen to twenty hours a day. Local authorities want two supervisors on the spot at all times, but during the day staff will be combined with the bicycle shop present in the facility.

The new bicycle basement at the Zutphen train station. The temporary situation (top right) is a makeshift arrangement.

Local customising

Of course a positive ending as in Zutphen is no guarantee. In Houten local authorities and NS have for some time been discussing a free guarded parking facility as well, but so far to no avail. Underneath the new Houten train station a large space will be reserved for bicycles, with a capacity of at least 2,200 and possibly even 2,900 bicycles: a ‘bicycle transfer point’. Local authorities enabled this by paying the extra expenditure caused by raising the construction of the new railway (four tracks) by one metre. Herbert Tiemens of the Houten administration: ‘At present there is a guarded parking facility at the train station, but this has no relation to NS. In the discussions with NS Fiets we feel there is too little local customising and quality. It is logical in such a situation to develop ideas and solutions, if necessary without NS Fiets.’ Local authorities however still have no idea exactly what the layout and security regimen of the bicycle transfer point are going to be like.

The Zutphen innovation did not arrive without any resistance either. Negotiations were long and often laborious. But councillor Kees Luesink, a veteran of many years, has persisted in realising his brainchild. Because it results in a beautiful pedestrian area at ground level, but also because it gives cyclists the ideal parking facility. And now it appears that the flock follows the bell-wether. NS Fiets, too, is enthusiastic about this solution and envisions its realisation at many more locations.

It is a sure thing that the Delft station will have something comparable in the new station, once the railway has disappeared underground. There, too, a councillor, Rik Grashoff, saw the importance. Grashoff, councillor until April of 2006: ‘From 2012 onwards we will have a station bicycle garage, open 24 hours a day, which can house 5,000 bicycles, 3400 of which on free parking spaces.’ At Utrecht CS there will be a large bicycle building of several floors with room for 9,000 bicycles, according to the latest plans. Moreover, the room will be free of charge: the building is a replacement for the racks in the vicinity of the train station. Guarded parking facilities will remain at separate locations, but a high degree of supervision will be necessary in the new superparking as well, naturally. At Rotterdam CS there will also be a single large space for all bicycles. Plans for Haarlem station are being considered.

NS Fiets positive

NS Fiets has a positive attitude, anyway. Although the fact remains that NS is bound by the transport concession: provide sufficient secured places from the first to the last train, in such a way that all parking facilities taken together are financially self-supporting.

For that reason NS would prefer local authorities to realise these types of plans in particular for stations with smaller parking facilities. Where parking facilities are currently making a loss or barely breaking even, negotiations will be a lot simpler than in the case where a profitable parking facility would have to become free of charge. Ben van Westing from NS Fiets: ‘If a smaller parking facility would have to be supervised from 7 to 19 hours and have automated access the rest of the time, that should cost local authorities not much more than some € 90,000 per year. Of course there will often be a capital outlay as well, since those parking unguarded at present will have to be accommodated as well. But smaller stations do not necessarily need an expensive basement.’

Automation of NS parking facilities

The automated access to part of the free parking facility is crucial to the Zutphen station plan. In 2000 NS announced far-reaching plans to automate a large number of parking facilities: the 31 smallest were to be completely automatic, 26 larger ones outside peak hours and 30 even larger ones (600 - 1000 bicycles) in the evening. At that time the first practical experiments were being conducted. At present the plans have been scaled down somewhat. Some 15 parking facilities have been automated already, which should rise to approximately 50 according to NS, in order to break more or less even in the exploitation of all parking facilities.

Near Zutphen, in Deventer, a new bicycle basement has been opened below the station in 2002, with room for 1,200 bicycles. In 2004 this parking facility has been automated. Somewhat comparable to Zutphen, therefore, but exclusively ‘paid guarded’.

Deventer: a new parking facility with automated access, but for the rest a classic case of paid-guarded parking. 

