Fietsberaad meeting for municipalities

Free bicycle parking facilities scores political points
Why have four municipalities chosen to introduce (virtually) free bicycle parking facilities? How do they get agreement? What are the results? Will they continue? These were some of the questions discussed during a meeting of the Fietsberaad (Bicycle Consultancy) on 22 February. Wim Mulder (Apeldoorn), Cor van der Klaauw (Groningen), Leo Smolders (Veenendaal) and Rutger Ekhart (Zwolle) talked about their experiences to 22 participants. One third of them found the meeting useful; two thirds felt it was very useful. The presentations can be viewed on www.fietsberaad.nl.

Why does a municipality open free guarded bicycle facilities? The main reason is to reduce bicycle theft and vandalism. Opportunity makes the thief and a guard offers very little opportunity for theft. A second motive is to encourage bicycle use, because the risk of theft is a reason for leaving the bicycle at home. For urban planners, improved public space is an important goal which can be achieved with bicycle parking facilities. Other arguments for free guarded bicycle parking are: creating employment (Groningen), attractive fewer cars but more people to the town centre (Amersfoort), or scoring political points by filling up poorly occupied facilities (Apeldoorn).

Not rich

Running bicycle parking facilities will not make you rich, certainly not if they are free. Management in the form of a job creation scheme or social workplace significantly reduces the costs and provides social benefits too. In Apeldoorn, it costs € 200,000 a year to run four facilities providing 2,000 places (in 2006: six facilities providing 3,300 places € 240,000). For five parking facilities providing 1,650 places, Veenendaal pays € 60,000. The lowest costs are in Groningen, which pays € 52,000 for at least 6,000 places in thirty parking facilities, but here the cyclist pays a contribution (see next page).

Filling empty racks was the political argument used in Apeldoorn for making bicycle parking free in 1998. This was not without success, because two years later, bicycle use had increased by 120% (see Fietsverkeer no. 4, October 2002, page 8). In two bicycle parking facilities there is even a lack space. But even the other expectations were fulfilled: theft was reduced by a quarter and for a trip into town, the bicycle won a lot of ground from the car. ‘Free’ in Apeldoorn is no longer a discussion point; the costs are paid from the parking fund and more facilities are being planned. In Veenendaal too there was a huge increase in bicycle use and several bicycle facilities had to be extended. Three new facilities are currently being planned. Here too the parking fund provides the finances. 

Should bicycle parking facilities continue to be free? Free is a good incentive, but in Apeldoorn councillors foresee a time when cyclists will have to pay. Groningen raises € 250,000 a year in this way. Convenience seems to be a strong argument for the user: no hassle finding change, just a subscription which is valid all over the town. 
Veenendaal

The power of simplicity
In Veenendaal the idea for guarded bicycle parking facilities was proposed by the retail association in 1990. The municipality would provide the facilities and the retailers would contribute to the running costs. The retailer’s wish struck a sympathetic cord in the municipality and the local Fietsersbond (Cycling Association). Bicycle racks, a cabin for the guards and a fence - easy. Because car parking was still free in those days, the municipality took it for granted that bicycle parking would be free too. Success was thus assured and a second expansion soon followed the first expansion, after which there were 250 bicycle places. A couple of years later, the swimming pool acquired bicycle parking facilities for 400 bicycles. With some extra fences, this can be easily expanded to 1,300 places on a fine summer’s day. In the town centre, the bicycle parking facility at a municipal office was expanded to create free parking during office and shopping hours. For the hospitality sector, this facility is almost four times as big on Friday and Saturday nights, when it is open until 3.00 a.m. In each case, the small investment and manpower from job creation schemes keeps costs down. The last bicycle parking facility was built at Veenendaal Centrum railway station. The municipality provided the surfacing, while Dutch Railways (NS) paid for a bicycle park with 400 places. This was full from the very first day and an expansion was required. The annual costs of € 60,000 for all the bicycle parks together are paid from the municipal parking fund.
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Groningen

Bicycle parks a success for 25 years
Job creation schemes to give people work experience was the reason for Groningen to open its first guarded bicycle parking facility in 1982. The Stichting Werkprojecten (Work Projects Foundation) wanted to provide opportunities to young people who had been involved with the police and who were finding it difficult to get employment. Work experience would put them in a better position for finding work and this continued to be the motivation for the first ten years. It all started with one bicycle park at a leisure lake and a few years later there were four bicycle parks in the town centre. .

By the mid 1990s, there were twenty bicycle parking facilities and a mobile facility for the two weekly market days and events. In 2005, the total had risen to thirty. The municipality is not the only important principal; secondary schools have also commissioned bicycle parks for their pupils. This growth has come through the changing roles of both the bicycle parking organisation and the municipality. The Stichting Werkprojecten has developed into a professional organisation with a customer-oriented approach. Its services are very diverse and vary per location. Some bicycle parking facilities in the centre have lockers and buggies, while others have wheelchairs for hire. Complete bicycle racks and guard cabins can even be hired. Other bicycle parks do repairs, hire ordinary bicycles and cargo bikes and at the leisure lake you can hire a deckchair. In turn, the municipality incorporated bicycle parking facilities into its traffic policy: stimulate bicycle use, reduce theft and improve the quality of the public space. The municipality is also eying future users of public bicycle parking facilities. Schoolchildren receive a discount and pay only € 22.50 a year. “So we are educating our young people too,” says Cor van der Klaauw from the municipality of Groningen. “A good bicycle should be parked in a good parking facility. And the same subscription also allows schoolchildren to park their bikes at the library or a cinema. Ideal.” The success of the bicycle facilities in Groningen is down to the subscriptions, estimated at 10,000. A subscription for the fifteen bicycle parking facilities in the town costs € 25 a year, while a day ticket costs € 0.90. So a subscription is very economical because there are so many places with a bicycle park. The annual revenue amounting to € 250,000 largely covers the costs.
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