New councils, new councilors

New opportunities for local bicycle policies

There are plenty of opportunities for bicycle policies. Fietsberaad aims to help its target groups to use these opportunities by supplying them with arguments, knowledge, experiences and data. In addition it appears necessary to refute myths. Again and again, particularly when new council members and councilors are raring to go. For their experienced colleagues and their (administrative) advisors this information will not come amiss, either.

The Netherlands are cyclists’ heaven. But how many politicians know bicycles are used for 26% of all transfers, in some cities even as much as 40 to 45%? And that this is mainly because 43% of all transfers are shorter than 2.5 km and 70% no longer than 7.5 km? And that there are therefore opportunities to increase bicycle use even more?

Objections or myths

Towns and villages benefit from a high percentage of bicycle rides: cycling is clean, noiseless, cheap, requires little room and is quite unthreatening. People using a bicycle to reach local destinations make room for those who are dependent on cars and visitors from outside. Excellent accessibility for everyone, what more could you want? Yet stimulating the use of bicycles is regularly met with objections, not in the least in political and administrative circles. The recurring themes are always:

• Cycling is dangerous.

• Cycling is a thing of the past, when distances were shorter.

• Bicycle policies are of no use, people want to drive anyhow.

Three well-known objections. And yet: to a large extent myths! Hard to refute because of their persistence. But nevertheless, it is necessary and possible to refute these assertions.

Is cycling dangerous?

Statistics show that an increase in the use of cars and bicycles in the recent past has gone together with a decrease in the number of victims among occupants of cars and cyclists.

Table 1

Numbers of kilometres travelled and numbers of deceased cyclists and car occupants in 1980 and 2001

	
	1980
	2001

	kilometres travelled by bicycle
	9.9
	13.1 billion

	kilometres travelled by car
	107.1
	141.6 billion

	fatalities among cyclists
	426
	195

	fatalities among car occupants
	910
	477


Sources: CBS-OVG and AW-BG

Both car occupants and cyclists travelled 32% more kilometres in 2001 than they did in 1980. Yet over the same period the number of car occupants dying as a result of a traffic accident decreased by 48% and the number of deceased cyclists by 54%. So more traffic does not at all mean automatically more traffic danger, neither for cyclists nor for car occupants. On the contrary. No way that cycling is dangerous. But cyclists are at a far greater risk than car occupants, aren’t they?

Table 2

Number of victims per billion kilometres travelled in 2000

cyclists



fatalities


15

hospitalisation


531

car occupants

fatalities


4

hospitalisation


44

Sources: CBS-OVG and AW-BG

It is all a matter of reading the figures. Combining all victims with all distances, then the average risk of death due to a traffic accident is for cyclists (dependent on which source is used!) three to four times higher than it is to car occupants, and chances of being hospitalised are even twelve times higher.

Is this enough reason to stop stimulating bicycle use? Of course not, for in stimulating bicycle you primarily aim at avoiding short car trips (2000: 36% less than 5 km). And then it turns out that the group physically best suited to switching over to bicycles, the 18 to 49 year olds, run an almost identical risk of a fatal accident as a cyclist than as driver or occupant of cars, see Table 3.

Table 3

Number of traffic deaths per billion kilometres travelled for car occupants and cyclists, by age, 1998

	age
	driver car
	passenger car
	cyclist

	0-11
	-
	0.8
	6.7

	12-14
	-
	1.9
	9.2

	15-17
	-
	5.0
	9.3

	18-24
	13.8
	10.2
	8.8

	25-29
	6.6
	3.6
	5.5

	30-39
	3.1
	2.0
	4.6

	40-49
	2.4
	1.8
	3.3

	50-59
	2.3
	2.0
	16.1

	60-64
	3.7
	1.4
	18.6

	65 and over
	10.6
	5.9
	60.0

	Total
	4.5
	3.0
	12.5


Source: CBS and AVV/BG in AVV, Kerncijfers verkeersonveiligheid 1999

To the group of 18 to 49 year olds switching from a car to a bicycle is therefore no problem. On the contrary, since in car accidents there are approximately as many serious victims among the ‘collision partners’, the other party. In collisions with cyclists, on the other hand, there are hardly any victims among the other party. So switching from car to bicycle is therefore pure gain, particularly for those who already use the bicycle quite often. For instance because a car is out of the question: children younger than 18 and those no longer or not at all in possession of a car, such as many elderly people. In other respects, too, Table 2 is not a fair comparison. As a choice between car and bicycle concerns short trips in the majority of cases, kilometres spent for long trips on the relatively excessively safe highway system should be left out of consideration. To give but an impression: almost 45% of all car trips is over 10 kilometres long, accounting for 85% of all kilometres travelled by car).

Is cycling a thing of the past?

Although much has changed in the way we travel and the distances travelled ever since the introduction of mass motorization, it is still completely incorrect to consider the car on the highway the standard of mobility, see Table 4.

Table 4

Transfers by modality and distance (in %), 2000

	
	0 - 2.5 km
	2.5 - 5 km
	5 - 7.5 km
	7.5 - 20 km
	> 20
km
	total

	car driver   
	6.7
	5.5
	4.8
	7.9
	7.2
	32.1

	car passenger
	2.7
	2.6
	2.5
	4.2
	4.3
	16.4

	train
	0
	0
	0
	0.3
	1.6
	2.0

	bus, tram, metro
	0.3
	0.4
	0.5
	0.9
	0.6
	2.8

	bicycle
	15.2
	5.7
	2.7
	2.0
	0.2
	25.7

	on foot
	17.4
	1.1
	0.2
	0
	0
	18.8

	other
	0.6
	0.4
	0.4
	0.5
	0.4
	2.3

	total
	42.9
	15.7
	11.2
	15.9
	14.4
	100


Source: CBS-OVG

Considering that almost 60% of all our transfers are shorter than 5 kilometres, the user of the highway may simply not be seen as the standard in transport policies. Most certainly not in local transport policies. Nevertheless 30% of these short trips are made by car (compared to 36% by bicycle and 32% on foot). These short car trips constitute 38% of all car trips and therefore account for roughly 38% of the crowd on many busy arterial roads and 38% of the demand for parking spaces in busy town centres. But maybe distances become ever longer, out of reach of bicycles? Hardly. This trend is only apparent in commuter traffic. There the percentage of trips shorter than 7.5 km decreased from 56% in 1990 to 51%. But this percentage has hardly changed for the remaining motives for trips:

- shopping from 87% to 85%

- education was and is 63%

- social/recreational from 68% to 70%.

In number 3 of this magazine an analysis has been published that the increase in commuter traffic seen in recent years can be attributed entirely to the growth in employment. This extra employment was almost exclusively in distances over 10 km. It is not to be expected that this trend will continue over the next few years.

Conclusion: cycling is a thing of the past and today and of the future. And most certainly on a local level.

Are bicycle policies of any use?

‘People will drive anyhow’ is a mantra. Yes, indeed, in some circles a car is standard. But pretending that the average Dutchman prefers to use his car under any circumstances is a denial of reality. In the Netherlands the bicycle is not only used by students, car-less people and for recreational purposes, but by people from all social, income and age groups, including car owners. That is because a bicycle is a useful means of transport, but is also the result of half a century of transportation policies with an acknowledged role for the bicycle. That the percentage in the number of trips by bicycle has not decreased over the past decades, despite exponential growth in the ownership of cars, proves these policies have been effective. That bicycle use in cities of comparable size and within the same region may vary widely, is indicative of the effectiveness of local bicycle-friendly policies as well.

There is also harder evidence. A 1999 study of Stichting Historie der Techniek into the history of bicycle use and bicycle policies made it plausible that cities with a current high use of bicycles may have to thank decades of transport policies with a realistic role for bicycles. Transport policies in those cities also ‘took care’ of cyclists - and they continued to cycle. Recently the project Fietsbalans by Fietsersbond has demonstrated a clear and statistically significant positive relation between how cities score on features like directness of bicycle routes, comfort, hinder, safety, and policy papers and the percentage of bicycles on transfers of less than 7,5 km. This also proves that the quality of local bicycle policies, on paper and in the street, explains bicycle use to a degree. So cycling is not a natural phenomenon.

Bicycle policies are most definitely of use!
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