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I took up cycling for leisure after moving to London in 2015. I'd always enjoyed using the bicycle as a way
to move quickly and cheaply around a city, though I soon found myself being drawn to longer cycling
challenges, including London to Paris in 24 hours and Lands End to John o' Groats, the latter being
completed over a particularly wet and windy nine days. I loved and continue to love the sense of
adventure and freedom being on two wheels gave me, and the friendships I've made along the way have
only served to fuel this passion.

Keen to encourage others to discover or, in many cases, rediscover the benefits cycling can bring, I left
my job as a Nutritionist in the school-food sector where owning a company car was the norm, and joined
Sustrans: the charity making it easier for people to walk and cycle. I took great joy in swapping the
seldom-used car for a company Brompton, and enjoyed discovering new parts of London on two wheels. 

Still working in the education sector, I was no longer encouraging children to eat their 5-A-Day, but
instead working to get more of them travelling actively, particularly to and from school. While neither
mission was an easy feat, this time it was the parents who needed the most encouragement.
Unsurprisingly, when I spoke to parents I found that their biggest concern with children walking and
cycling to school was traffic danger. This common fear has driven children into the backseat to be ferried
around, with 47 percent of primary school children now being driven to school (Department for Transport,
National Travel Survey, 2019). 

As I commuted to work by bike and encouraged others to do the same, I found myself becoming
increasingly concerned with London's car-clogged streets and the chemical-tasting air surrounding us. Yet
it wasn't until I embarked on a cycling trip to and around The Netherlands with a friend in 2017, that I
realised just how pleasant travelling by bike in urban areas could be. There, cycling wasn't considered an
activity only for the elite or brave, but rather an everyday mode of transport for all ages and abilities. This
is what led me to apply for a grant from the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust: I wanted to explore what
countries like the Netherlands were doing to encourage people to travel actively, bring back ideas and
help inspire action in our own cities.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R  

S P A C E  T O  B R E A T H E  | 4



91 percent of the world’s population live in places
where air pollution exceeds the World Health
Organisation's (WHO) guideline limits. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, the most polluted places in the world
are the major cities, where poor urban planning has
led to urban sprawl and over-reliance on private
vehicles. These have both been identified as major
contributing factors in worsening air quality and,
subsequently, public health (Hoffman, 2019).

Each year in the UK, around 40,000 deaths are
attributable to exposure to outdoor air pollution, with
more linked also to exposure of indoor pollutants.
Air pollution plays a role in many of the major health
challenges of our day, with links to cancer, asthma,
stroke and heart disease, diabetes, obesity and, as
discovered more recently, dementia (Royal College
of Physician, 2016). 

In search of solutions to clean up our air, I began
looking towards our European neighbours who
seemed to be taking far bolder actions to tackle the
issue. From car-free programmes to cycling cities,
these were initiatives I was keen to learn more
about. 

In the summer of 2019 and with the support of the
Winston Churchill Memorial Trust, I set out to do just
that. I travelled 2000 miles from Norway to London
by bike, stopping in some of the major cities along
the way to see what action they were taking to help
clean up our air. 

As I visited projects and organisations, I started to
picture how the UK's urban areas could scale up
action to reduce air pollution, by working with public,
private, education and community sectors. Every
one of us has a part to play. The following report
shares insights from the journey, and aims to raise
awareness, stimulate discussion and inspire action
at all levels to tackle one of our most urgent public
health problems. 
 

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y



Throughout this report, the term ‘walking and cycling’ is used for a range
of active modes of travel. Most of these are walked or cycled, but the term
is used to include trips made by wheelchair, scooter, and similar forms of
active mobility. The term ‘cycling’ refers to all forms of cycling, including
trips made using tricycles, hand-cycles, e-bikes and other adapted cycles,
including cargo bikes.

Cargo bikes: a cycle especially designed for carrying large or heavy loads, first
introduced in Denmark.

European Green Capital: an award given to a city that has a consistent record
of achieving high environmental standards, is committed to ongoing and
ambitious goals for further environmental improvement and sustainable
development, and can act as a role model to inspire and promote best practices
to all other European cities. 

Freight transport: all movements of goods into, out from, through or within the
urban area made by light or heavy vehicles. 

Last-mile deliveries: a term used to describe the movement of goods from a
transportation hub to a final destination. 

Low-Traffic Neighbourhood: groups of residential streets, bordered by main
or “distributor” roads (the places where buses, lorries, non-local traffic should
be), where “through” motor vehicle traffic is discouraged or removed.

Micrograms per cubic meter: μg/m3

National Cycle Network: a network across the UK to encourage walking and
cycling across Britain. Created by the charity Sustrans, with support from a
National Lottery Grant. 

NOx (nitrogen oxides): a generic term for nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and nitrogen
monoxide (NO), which can form NO2 in the atmosphere.

NO2 (nitrogen dioxide): a gas formed by combustion, identified as an air
pollutant harmful to human health.

PM (particulate matter): a mixture of various solid and liquid particles of
various chemical composition suspended in the air.

PM10 (particulate matter < 10 microns in diameter): particulate matter that is
harmful to human health and subject to EU limit values.

PM2.5 (particulate matter < 2.5 microns in diameter): the smallest and most
harmful form of particulate matter.

Parklets: a sidewalk extension that provides more space and amenities for
people using the street. Usually parklets are installed on parking lanes and use
several parking spaces. Parklets typically extend out from the pavement at the
level of the pavement to the width of the adjacent parking space.

School Street: a road outside a school with a temporary restriction on
motorised traffic at school drop-off and pick-up times. Local authorities have
powers to use traffic management orders to turn a street into a pedestrian and
cycle zone. 
 

G L O S S A R Y  O F  T E R M S  



What is air pollution?
Air pollution is the term given for a
number of different substances
suspended in the air that are harmful
to human, animal and plant life as
well as the built environment.

Road transport remains an important
source of some of the most harmful
air pollutants. In particular, road
transport is responsible for
significant contributions to emissions
of nitrogen oxides (NOx) and
particulate matter (PM). 

Pollution released by vehicles is
particularly important, as their build
up generally occurs in areas where
people live and work, such as towns
and cities (Hoffman, 2019). Poorer
communities tend to be exposed to
higher concentrations of air pollution,
contributing to greater health and
social  inequalities.  

Particulate matter (PM10/2.5)
A wide variety of airborne particulate
matter exists. The most concerning of
all are PM10 particles (the fraction of
particulates in air of very small size
(<10 μm)) and PM2.5 particles (<2.5
μm).  These particles are small
enough to penetrate deep into the
lungs and so potentially pose
significant health risks to people
exposed to them. 

Nitrogen oxides (NOx)
NOx is a term used to describe a
mixture of nitric oxide (NO) and
nitrogen dioxide (NO2). They are
inorganic gases formed by a
combination of oxygen with nitrogen
from the air. NO is produced in much
greater quantities than NO2, but
oxidises to NO2 in the atmosphere.

Emissions from cars, particularly
diesel-run engines, are generally
recognised as the main sources of
NO2 in our cities (Hoffman, 2019).

As well as having direct effects,
these pollutants can combine in the
atmosphere to form ozone, a harmful
air pollutant (and potent greenhouse
gas) which can be transported great
distances by weather systems.

EU and Government Standards 
Action to manage and improve air
quality is largely driven by European
(EU) legislation.  The 2008 ambient
air quality directive (2008/50/EC) sets
legally binding limits for
concentrations in outdoor air of major
air pollutants that impact public
health, including PM10, PM2.5 and
NO2. 

...I asked him whether there was a great fire anywhere?
For the streets were so full of dense brown smoke that

scarcely anything was to be seen.
“O dear no, miss,” he said. “This is a London particular.”

 
Charles Dickens, Bleak House (1853)

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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London's skyrise buildings engulfed by grey smog. Taken from my colleague's rooftop in
Greenwich, South East London in January 2020, during a particularly high pollution episode 



Linked to cancer, asthma, stroke and heart disease,
diabetes, obesity, and changes linked to dementia;
Particularly effects children and older people as
well as those with existing respiratory conditions;
Contributes to health inequalities, because deprived
communities are often in areas with higher levels of
pollution or near busy roads. People who can afford
to do so tend to choose to live in quieter streets.

Air pollution is damaging our environment and our
health. Across the UK, airborne (outdoor) air pollution
has been linked to 40,000 deaths each year, with
9,400 of these in the capital alone. This is more than
obesity or alcohol and second only to smoking. The
resulting economic cost to society equates to billions
of pounds (Royal College of Physicians, 2016).

The health impacts of air pollution have been well
documented:

Although there are permissible standards for pollutants
that are set by the government, no studies can claim
that a harmless level of air pollution exists. People with
underlying health problems can be affected even at
very low levels of exposure (Public Health England,
2018).

Concerningly, the UK has continued to breach the
40ug/m3 average legal limit for NO2 in a number of
regions since EU legislation came into force in 2010.
As a result, the UK Government has been taken to
court on several occasions by the environmental
lawyers Client Earth, due to lack of compliance and
inadequacy of national plans.

Parts of London overshot the annual air pollution limit
for the whole of 2017 in the first five days of the year,
and in 2018 it occurred within the first month (London
Councils, 2018). Although we continue to see gradual
improvements, millions of people are living in areas
where air pollution exceeds legal limits. In early
October 2020, the UK Government released their
latest air pollution data, revealing that 75 percent of
reporting zones still have illegal levels of air pollution.
With the worst hotspots close to busy roads, unless
road traffic is explicitly tackled, it will be impossible to
cleanse our air.

T H E  S C A L E  O F  T H E  P R O B L E M

"Currently, there is no clear evidence of a safe
level of exposure below which there is no risk of
adverse health effects". 
       -  Public Health England, Health matters: air
pollution, 2018

Above: British newspaper clippings from British newspapers, 
published in 2019 and 2020

Above: Map of London where central London, the arterial
roads and Heathrow airport are shown to be the most
polluted areas.  
Image: Steven Bernard / Financial Times



Above: Grid-locked London, taken 2019.  

Increased social interaction
Reduced congestion
Reduced road traffic injuries
Reduced noise pollution
Reduced severance
Reduced physical inactivity
Improved mental health

More than half (68%) of car trips nationally are less
than five miles. In urban areas such as inner London,
a third of car trips are less than two miles (Department
for Transport, 2018). The combination of the pollution
burst that is being created as cars warm up in the first
five minutes of journeys, together with the large
proportion of journeys being short ones, is making a
significant contribution to the UK’s air pollution
challenge.

These short trips are amenable to walking and cycling
for most people, and are an obvious place to start in
our pursuit of clean air. In addition to the positive
health impacts of improved air quality, by replacing
car journeys with those made on foot or by cycle,
citizens are also likely to benefit from the following: 

When weighing long-term health benefits from
physical activity against possible risks from increased
exposure to air pollution, it has been shown that the
health benefits of walking and cycling far outweigh the
costs of breathing in pollution, in all but the most
extreme concentrations (Tainio et al., 2016).

Studies have also suggested people travelling in
vehicles can experience greater levels of pollution
than those walking or cycling in the same
environment. This  finding was confirmed in a review
of the evidence which found that car commuters had
higher exposure to all pollutants than did active
commuters (Cepeda et al., 2017).

 

T H E  R O L E  O F  
S U S T A I N A B L E
T R A N S P O R T  

What is being done to reduce air pollution in the
capital?

In London, the Mayor is ultimately accountable for pan-
London issues including transport, planning and the
environment.  In 2019 the current Mayor, Sadiq Khan,
introduced an Ultra Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) to keep
dirtier cars out of the centre, cutting NO2 levels by a third
in its first six months (Greater London Authority, 2019).
This same year, London saw its first car-free day. Twenty
kilometres of London's streets were closed to cars and
given back to the people for games, cycling, picnics and
even yoga on Tower Bridge. The day wasn't a city-wide
closure to cars, but rather used as a way to raise
awareness of the city’s dirty air, to demonstrate what is
possible whilst also encouraging residents and visitors to
take up active forms of transport.

We have seen that taking cars off the road in this way
provides a short-term air quality boost, as during the
London marathon where levels of NO2 dropped by 89 per
cent in 2018 (Global Action Plan). But without combining
car-free days with concrete policy commitments, it's back
to business as usual the next morning. 

Imagine what our cities would look like if more of us left
our cars at home every day, using them only for essential
journeys? Or perhaps, in a city where the alternative
options are far more attractive, we could be encouraged to
get rid of them altogether. 
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Aims and Objectives
The principal aim of my research is to use an
adventurous journey as a way to raise awareness
of the issue of air pollution, stimulate
conversation and inspire action among a diverse
range of audiences.

In order to achieve my aim, I set myself the
following objectives:

1. Complete a 2000 mile journey from Norway to
London by bike, using social media to share
insights and stories along the way.

2. Speak to city planners, organisations and local
citizens to gain a deeper understanding of what
cities outside of the UK are doing to reduce
private car use, and increase levels of walking,
cycling and public transport. 

3. On my return to the UK, deliver a series of
talks in schools to raise awareness of air
pollution, disseminate good practice, and
encourage school children and their families to
travel actively to school.

S P A C E  T O  B R E A T H E  |  1 0

All packed and ready to leave Bergen. I carried
everything I needed on the bike, including a tent,
sleeping bag, inflatable mattress, spare clothes
and cycle tools. 

Just arrived into Bergen, Oslo. 

En route from Bergen to Oslo, next to one of the many
picturesque fjords I passed 



Oslo, Norway  
Gothenburg, Sweden 
Copenhagen, Denmark  
Hamburg, Germany 
Groningen, The Netherlands 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands
Utrecht, The Netherlands 

In August 2019 I set out on an eight-week study
tour from Norway (Bergen) to London, to
discover what other European cities were doing
to tackle urban air pollution.

Although air pollution comes from a multitude of
sources, I chose to focus my research on air
pollution emitted from the transport sector, in
order to inform my work with the walking and
cycling charity, Sustrans. Specifically, I set out
to explore what cities and organisations were
doing to reduce the use of the private vehicle
and increase levels of active travel.   

As a way to raise awareness and reduce my
own environmental footprint, I undertook this
2000-mile journey by bike, carrying everything I
needed on two wheels. Outside of the cities I
largely camped, and in the cities I stayed in a
mixture of Airbnb's, hostels and with
WarmShower hosts. WarmShowers is an online
platform for cycle tourers, enabling them to find
hosts to stay with and to do some hosting
themselves. 

During the tour I stopped in the following cities:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

I chose these cities not only because they
followed an excellent route through Northern
Europe, but because of the cities' ambitious
efforts to reduce car use and, in doing so,
increase levels of sustainable travel.

In looking for examples of best practice, I drew
on secondary sources, direct observation and a
mixture of interviews with transport
professionals, air-quality experts, political
leaders, NGOs and community activists.  
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M E T H O D

The organisations and people I met during the tour were
identified through desk research (Linkedin, Twitter, Google)
and through personal contacts. A number of people also
contacted me via Twitter during my trip, in response to some
of my tweets. This led to a number of helpful and unexpected
encounters. Question format and content depended on the
interviewee and the discussion which took place.

Note: In my original proposal I had planned to focus my
research on schools. Due to work commitments which
required me to travel over the summer holidays, when most
schools were closed, I broadened the focus of my trip and
explored cities as a whole. There was much to include in this
report, and a number of stories have gone unwritten. I had to
make judgements on what to include and what not to. When
one could write a lengthy book on just one of the themes I
draw upon in this report, one can imagine the scale and scope
of what I have left out. But I have taken so many valuable
lessons away from my journey, many of which continue to
inform my work in the sustainable transport field. 

Map of my route from Bergen to London via bike. See
Appendix for the route in detail. 



F I N D I N G S  
A N D  O B S E R V A T I O N S  



Theme one: Car-F
ree Cities:

 Lessons from Os
lo 

The promenade overlooking the Oslo Fjord



Introduction to Oslo 

Norway is well-known for its pristine fjords, awe-inspiring
waterfalls and lush forests, all of which I marvelled at
during my ride from Bergen to Oslo. Air quality in
Norway's capital, however, remains remarkably poor. The
city is built in a geological bowl which, during winter in
particular, causes the city to suffer from serious air
pollution episodes. According to the Norwegian institute
of Public Health, air pollution from particulate matter
causes 300 premature deaths in Oslo alone each year
(NIPH, 2016). Like London, road traffic is the dominant
source of local air pollution, due to both exhaust
emissions and tyre wear.

Known as Europe's fastest-growing capital, Oslo has a
population of 693,000, roughly the same number as the
city of Bristol. With its idyllic location surrounded by hills
to the north and the Oslo Fjord to the south, it is easy to
see its attraction. Named the European Green Capital for
2019, Oslo was already doing well by most cities’
standards. The public transport is well-developed, it is the
electric vehicle capital of the world and the city is
relatively compact, making it easier to walk and cycle. 

But in 2015, when a progressive Green-Labour political
coalition took over power from the Conservatives, they
immediately began to push for a more significant
transformation. One of the key outcomes of the coalition
agreement was a plan to substantially reduce the use of
cars in the city whilst improving conditions for public
transport, walking and cycling by 2019.  

The ‘Bilfritt Byliv’ (‘Car-Free City Life’) programme was
subsequently established with a plan to create a 1.9km2
car-free area in Oslo city centre. However, the size of the
car-free area was subsequently reduced to 1.3km2 in
size due to the presence of land owned by the national
government, which could not legally be included in the
plans. Despite the reduction in size, the car-free area was
to be the largest of any city in Europe, and for this it
made headlines around the world. 

OSLO'S CAR-FREE LIVABILITY PROGRAMME   
For the last 100 years, the car has come to dominate our urban landscape. Streets have been widened in many cities
to accommodate vehicles and huge amounts of space are given over to parking them. Private vehicles have
revolutionised mobility, but they have also introduced many ills, from air pollution to traffic accidents. But today, a
growing number of cities are trying to design the car out of the urban landscape. One such city is Oslo in Norway, my
first city stop on my tour.  
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I had just arrived in Oslo. The Oslofjord and Oslo's
iconic library can be seen in the background. 

Above: newspaper clippings from around the world,
calling attention to Oslo's car-free plans



 

During my stay I met with Terje Elvaas, Senior
Communications Advisor for the car-free programme. As
well as managing many of the press and internal
communications, Terje is often leading delegate tours
around the city due to the worldwide interest that has
been shown since the plans were announced. I had also
hoped to meet with a member of the Green Party, but
was informed that they were busy preparing for the local
elections that were to be held the following month.    

The initial aim of the programme, Terje explained, was to
create a car-free zone within a large area of the city
center during the election time period of the City Council
(2015-2019). Only a few thousand people live in this
area, but over 100,000 travel there to work each day.

The plans were ambitious, he said, and initial reactions
were not all positive. There was a lot of pushback from
some businesses who were concerned it would
discourage people from visiting their shops. There were
also complaints from residents in some of the wealthier
neighbourhoods, where car ownership tends to be higher.
This pushback is not uncommon, I thought, and is often
the reason why initiatives such as these can result in
councils aborting schemes altogether. This was the case
in 2018 when plans to pedestrianise Oxford Street in
London were taken off the table by Westminster City
Council due to resistance from local residents.

But in Oslo, the city government persevered and after
about a year of discussions with various stakeholder
groups, a more pragmatic approach was agreed. Instead
of banning cars from the city centre altogether, they
would make driving there as difficult and unappealing as
possible.

Left: the area of the inner city that
was to be transformed into a car-free
zone by 2019: an area that covered
approximately 1.3km2

“The Car-free Livability Programme is all
about giving the streets back to people.
When we ask the inhabitants of Oslo what
changes they would like to see in order to
use the city centre more, the answer is clear:
they would like more green areas, more
benches and free seating, more culture and
more human activity in the streets. The
inhabitants of Oslo would also like better
roads that accommodate cyclists, better
public transport and fewer cars in the city
centre.” 

 
–Oslo Municipality
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The aims are three-fold, Terje explained: to act on climate
change, stimulate more life in the city centre through
making more space available for cultural and leisure
activities, and to address public health issues. Reducing
the number of private vehicles is a way to achieve this.  

Terje and I went on a walking tour around the city to see
some of the changes that had taken place over the past
three years. 



A new playground has been erected in the city.
Making space for play is a key feature of Oslo's
Car-Free livability programme 

The city has been working to transform dark inner-city
streets by providing greenery, seating and improved
lighting. The municipality has been working with businesses
to introduce parklets (see photo on the left) outside their
cafes and restaurants. Support from the city included
financial grants to help businesses to take advantage of the
newly-created street space and achieve a shift away from
car use. Businesses were required to pay a fee to use
these parklets, and are in charge of managing their upkeep,
thereby taking the responsibility away from the municipality. 
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"The city’s streets and urban spaces are more
than just transport corridors. They are important
public meeting places and city life arenas for
both everyday life and very special occasions".
–Oslo Municipality



Left: Before and after change to a street in the city
(top and bottom images respectively), completed in
August 2017. Car parking spaces have been replaced with
a cycle lane. Image sourced from the City of Oslo Agency
for Urban Environment.

Above: outside the City Hall. Space for cars has been
replaced with outdoor seating and tables. 

One of the most significant transformations since the
plans were announced has been the removal of 760
on-street parking spots, helping to encourage the
shift away from the personal automobile. The newly-
opened spaces have been turned into cycle lanes,
cycle parking, street furniture, mini-gardens and
room for pop-up events. Some areas have been
made completely car-free, such as the large plaza in
front of Oslo’s city hall, which has gone from a busy
waiting room for cars and taxis, to an open space
dotted with flower pots and outdoor seating (see
photo bottom right).

Emergency vehicles, trade vehicles and people with
disabilities can still drive and park in the city centre,
but other drivers need to park in dedicated car parks
rather than on the street. Increased toll road charges
have also helped nudge drivers who don’t need to go
through the city centre to take a ring road around it
instead. Initially, electric vehicles were exempt from
these charges as part of the government's effort to
encourage people to make the switch from diesel
and petrol cars. But such incentives are now being
clawed back in the city's efforts to reduce the number
of all cars being driven through the centre. 

REMOVING ON-STREET 
PARKING
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The Bilfritt Byliv programme is being rolled
out alongside a number of wider changes to
the transport system in Oslo, helping to
support the shift away from the private car.
For example, improvements are being made
to the bus, tram and train services with more
frequent departures and lower fares.

In 2016, for the first time, more daily trips
were made by public transport than by
private cars. To be able to accommodate
the increased volume of passengers, Oslo is
planning a new metro tunnel, a new tramline
and has increased capacity on existing
lines. A large proportion of these upgrades
is financed through the increased toll
charges.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Oslo's tram. These are being upgraded in 2020-21. The entryways on
the upgraded carriages will be much more spacious. Critically for
wheelchair users and others who struggle with mobility, access
will be at street level.

One thing that stood out for me during my time in
Oslo was the sheer number of people gliding
effortlessly up and down Oslo's hills and through the
city on electric scooters (e-scooters). Dockless
scooters had been introduced the year of my visit, 
 and were being well used by tourists, children and
business people alike.

During the time of my visit, e-scooters were illegal on
UK roads, so I was keen to hear how well they were
being received in Oslo.  

Johan Wolthuys, study Visit Coordinator at the City of
Oslo, saw them as a "bit of a nuisance and a novelty
that will eventually wear off". He explained how they
are often ridden on footpaths, which can cause
conflict with people walking, and are a particular
concern for the partially sighted and blind by causing
obstructions. But the city are looking at ways in which
these issues can be overcome. 

Although there is evidence to suggest that some
people who are using e-scooters would have
normally walked or cycled instead, research is still in
its infancy. As a visitor to Oslo, they looked like quite
a fun and efficient way to move around the city. 

S P A C E  T O  B R E A T H E  | 1 8

E-SCOOTERS 



Over the past three years Oslo has also been
investing heavily in cycling infrastructure, with goals
to double the cycling mode share from 6 percent to at
least 16 percent of all trips by 2025.

Kari Anne Solfjeld Eid, from the National Association
of Cyclists, acknowledged that Oslo is not the most
cycle-friendly city in the world, but they have
ambitious plans and have already achieved a lot over
the last few years. Many existing parking bays had
already been transformed into cycle lanes and space
for cycle parking as part of the car-free livability
programme, and the city has been offering grants to
help encourage residents start cycling. 

As I cycled around the city, I could see that Oslo still
has some way to go before reaching Dutch and
Danish standards. Like London, the cycle lanes were
mostly painted lines on the road, a method which
fails to offer any physical protection.  At times I found
myself navigating across slippery tram lines and saw
a number of adults cycling on the pavements. The
later being widely accepted in the absence of a
dedicated cycle lane. Still, with fewer cars on the
streets, it felt much safer to cycle on Oslo's streets
and, without the usual noise and fumes, far more
pleasant too!

IMPROVEMENTS TO CITY
CYCLING 

Cycling on the pavements is generally accepted in
Oslo, where there aren't dedicated cycle lanes.

Oslo's bike share scheme, with many more being
introduced into spaces once reserved for cars

City Cycle Grants 
In 2016 and 2017, the city offered grants to help
citizens to buy electric cycles (e-cycles) and
electric-cargo cycles (e-cargo cycles), with the aim
of encouraging cycling in the city’s hilly conditions.
Grants of up to 5,000 kroner (£422) and 10,000
(£845) were offered against the cost of the e-cycles
and e-cargo cycles, respectively. These proved
extremely popular, though they did face criticism by
some who argued only the wealthy could take
advantage of the scheme.

City Bike Share Scheme
Their city bike share has quickly grown, tripling to
nearly 3 million trips a year between 2015 and
2018. The system usually closes in the winter, but it
ran a pilot last winter using bikes with studded tyres
that are better equipped for the snow. The city is
also taking extra strides to ensure the snow is
cleared from the cycle paths during the colder
months.
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OPPOSITION 

Parked outside on the street -  a campaigner's
tricycle that reads 'yes to cars in Oslo'

Despite receiving widespread positive coverage from
international media, Terje explained that Bilfritt Byliv
has received considerable opposition over the past four
years since its inception, with segments of the
community who are still opposed to the scheme. 

Opposition has mainly arisen from two sources:
opposition political parties, and business stakeholders.
Political parties outside of the governing coalition
raised concerns regarding the impact on citizens by
restricting car access. Business groups and shop
owners were concerned that customers would be
unable to access shops, and that it would have a
negative economic impact. 

During our walk, Terje pointed out a sign that read 'Say
Yes to Cars in Oslo', created by Jarle Aabo, one of the
most vocal opponents of the scheme. Jarle is a local
journalist and businessman who started an online
newspaper with the same name. I felt it somewhat
ironic that his campaign slogan was displayed on a
tricycle - at least he was spreading his message in a
sustainable way! 

PRELIMINARY IMPACT 
It seemed as though a lot had already been accomplished in the 3 years prior to my visit, but Terje informed me
that many of the initiatives were still evolving in response to public opinion and the perceptions of what works and
what does not. Monitoring of the schemes was ongoing, and they would be publishing an evaluation report the
following year. 

To monitor the progress of Bilfritt Byliv, Oslo Kommune has commissioned annual assessments of visitor numbers
and ‘stays’ in the city centre (i.e. time spent sitting in public seating, play areas etc). Whilst variation existed across
different streets, the report for 2018 found an overall 10 percent increase in the number of pedestrians using the
city centre compared to 2017 (Polle, 2018). Another report found that retail trade in Oslo city centre in 2018 was
comparable to areas outside the city centre, suggesting that the car-free measures had not deterred people from
shopping in the city centre (Hopland, 2019). Continuing to monitor the impact of the programme over the coming
years will help the city to assess the long-term impact of reducing car access, and improving conditions for people
to move around actively. 

Terje explained that a key part of ensuring the programme's success has been designing in line with local wishes,
and involving users of the streets at an early stage and throughout the entire process. This ongoing engagement
has helped to alleviate some of the concerns businesses had about “changing the status quo”. Now the majority of
people would not want to go back to how it was before. I asked Terje if there was one piece of advice he would
give to a UK city attempting to implement similar measures. "One thing", he said, "is to avoid using the term 'car
free', which has caused some unnecessary friction". Instead, he suggested using a label like 'a friendly city', or 'a
healthy city', focusing more on what the plan was trying to create than on what would be eliminated.
 

"Still, the city did plenty right", Terje continued, citing the willingness to tweak plans in response to feedback from
residents and businesses. The city also made ample use of pilot projects to demonstrate what the changes would look
and feel like, an approach he said is vital when undertaking such large projects.
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Bilfritt Byliv offers an excellent example of how real
change can be delivered in a short space of time to
create a livable, attractive and successful city. They
haven't simply removed car-parking spaces to
discourage people from driving, but have replaced it
with people-friendly infrastructure and active travel
incentives to make the city a nicer place to spend
time. 

What struck me most was the ambition of the political
leaders and speed at which they have worked to
ensure their vision became a reality. It is clear that the
city's efforts are paying off, too. The air is cleaner, the
streets are safer, and there's more people walking
and cycling too. 

Although Oslo is a small city, it is, as has been seen
from the widespread interest shown internationally,
perfectly suited to pioneer ideas, test solutions and
demonstrate just what can be possible. 

My reflections 
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What positive changes has Oslo seen over the past few years?

There was a 10% increase in city centre pedestrians in 2018 compared to 2017 (Polle, 2018).

International attention has helped encourage collaboration and ambition in other cities.

Drop in trips made by car, from 35% of journeys in 2009 to 27% in 2018,  with a parallel rise
in people either walking or using cycles or public transport (Oslo Kommune).

In 2019, there were zero car crashes involving people on foot or cycle. There was a single traffic
fatality, which involved someone driving into a fence, down from five road deaths in 2018.

PM levels continues to decline. In 2016, Norway set stricter limit values for PM10 and PM2.5 than the
EU limit values, going above and beyond what most other countries are aiming for.

In 2018, for the first time since 2010, all monitoring sites in Oslo met the yearly limits for NO2 (Air
Quality Statistics, City of Oslo).

"Oslo will be a place where it is possible to sit
down in a safe, attractive place all year round,
without having to buy a coffee"
-–Oslo Municipality



Theme two: Innov
ation and collab

oration

- lessons from G
othenburg

Gothenburg's Dome of Vision is used as a 'visionary and inspirational
meeting place where visitors are invited to engage in discussions about a
sustainable future. Bold ideas can be exchanged here, exciting
discussions held and new proposals shown'. The dome sits outside
Lindholmen Science Park. 



I left Oslo on a particularly wet and windy day and
headed onwards towards the Swedish border.
Nestled in between both countries was a long
bridge, which served as the border between the
two. The scenery was breathtaking, and riding
into a new country sparked a real sense of
achievement.

As I left the mountains, fjords and rocky
Norwegian landscape behind, the scenery
gradually changed to deep forests and fields filled
with sunflowers. The cycle ride along the scenic
west coast was comparatively flat, but the head
winds were fiercely strong which soon left me
feeling fatigued. But even with the wind howling in
my face, there was something very magical about
riding next to the ocean without a car in sight.
Along the way I camped on the beach and next to
pristine lakes, before reaching Gothenburg, my
second city stop on the tour.
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FROM NORWAY TO SWEDEN

My bike and I on the bridge that borders Sweden and
Norway

One of my wild camping spots. Unlike in England,
wild camping is permitted in both Norway and
Sweden, and so I took advantage at every
opportunity. 

Another one of my wild camping spots. Whenever I
could, I camped next to water, whether that be the
sea, a lake or fjord. 



Sitting on Sweden’s beautiful west coast, Gothenburg is the country’s second largest city and the largest non-
capital in the Nordic countries. It is a green, accessible university city and home to 1.1 million inhabitants, with a
busy seaport and a vibrant culture.  

Once viewed as a dingy industrial port town, Gothenburg has been ranked the world's most sustainable city by the
Global Destination Sustainability Index for four years in a row, from 2016-2019. In part, this is due to its closeness
to nature. Surrounded by thick forests, the city offers a hefty 274 square meters (sq m) of green space per citizen,
compared to just 18.96 sq m in London.

The city also benefits from its compactness and accessibility, with the use of public transport actively encouraged.
To explore the city, there were many sustainable transport modes from which to choose. Had I not wanted to ride
my own bike, I could rent one from Styr & Stall, a bike-sharing system with 72 stations which was to be upgraded
the following year. I could try an electric scooter, which were just as plentiful as they were in Oslo. I could take my
bike on one of their passenger ferries and sail across the river or to one of their nearby archipelago islands. I
could also hop on one of the city’s 260 electric trams, using a simple App to purchase my ticket, or else I could
enjoy the sights from a quiet, zero-emission electric bus. Currently, 65 percent of Gothenburg’s public
transportation runs on renewable energy, with the goal of making it fully electric by 2030. The other choice I had
was to walk, which I happily did. 

However, in spite of Gothenburg's green image, it is still much of a car-oriented city. One of the reasons is its
history in car manufacturing. The Volvo Car Corporation are headquartered there, and are the single largest
private employer in the region. The city's road network is also well developed, with not less than 6 motorways
entering the city. Together with a large number of car-parking areas, this has facilitated car transport in the city
centre to a large degree. Nonetheless, it was easy to move around the city by bike by following the many
dedicated cycle lanes that were separated from the road.
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INTRODUCTION TO GOTHENBURG: THE "SUSTAINABLE CITY OPEN TO
THE WORLD"

The waterfront in Gothenburg has been improved in recent years, with new routes for people walking
and cycling. The city are working in improve conditions for cycling, with plans to build new and
improved cycle lanes. 



As I walked around the city, I was very aware of the vast
amount of construction work taking place, with building
cranes piercing the sky in every direction. Change was
evident everywhere. 

I was later to find out that the city of Gothenburg is
currently undergoing a multi-million expansion project,
called "The RiverCity Vision". This vision, adopted by the
City Council in 2012, is one of the largest urban
development programmes in Scandinavia. Central
Gothenburg will double in size by 2050 with the
development of 25,000 new homes and 45,000 new
workplaces either side of the waterfront. I wondered
whether Gothenburg would be able to maintain its lofty
green vision, including the increased demand for travel,
with all of this expansion. 

To find out more about the project, I arranged a meeting
with Manilla Shillingford, Business Developer and
Designer who has played a leading role in the project.
"The city has been busy preparing since 2009", she said,
"running workshops with young people, focus groups with
the community, and hosting sustainable urban design
conferences with international experts". Although an
urban development of such magnitude will undoubtedly
produce numerous challenges, Manilla saw it as an
invaluable opportunity to create a cohesive and inclusive
city that lives up to their ambitious environmental
objectives, an opportunity not available to every city.

Manilla explained that citizen dialogue has been essential
to the vision, and that local communities will be given
opportunities to be continually involved in the planning
and implementation going forward.
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The RiverCity Vision

I had just arrived into the city, with the river Göta älv
behind me

Above: A model of the development to show citizens how far they have
come and what Gothenburg should look like by 2035. 

One of the most inspiring RiverCity development
projects that I visited was an urban park created in
collaboration with local citizens. Intended to serve as an
accessible meeting place between two sides of the river,
the idea was conceived largely on the back of
community input, and local community members even
helped to construct it. One of the main requests was for
a place where people could swim since the river, while
cleaner than it used to be, is not yet swimmable. So they
created a community pool (see photo to the left) on a
floating dock that uses no chemicals, only beds of gravel
and plants to filter the water. Nearby, they have
constructed a very impressive open sauna that was built
out of recycled materials, a community garden, a boule
court and a public book-exchange hut. Everything in the
park, including the pool and sauna, are free and
accessible to everyone.

The community pool and park that connects both side of the river and
that, once a new bridge is built, will be easily accessible to those
travelling on foot, by cycle and public transport



As part of Gothenburg's efforts to create a more
connected city, where it's easier to move around on
foot, by cycle and public transport, the city have been
working with industry and academia to develop new
solutions to some of their transport challenges. 

To find out more about some of their most recent
initiatives I visited Green Gothenburg, where I received
a very warm welcome from Sofia McConell, Head of
Green Gothenburg, and Anastasia Kronber, Executive
Manager of Gothenburg's Climate Partnership. 

Whilst I was their first visitor to arrive from another
country by bike, Green Gothenburg receive visitors
from around the world on a regular basis. Owned by
the City, they work to market and display innovative
green solutions from the region to the rest of the world.
Each year, they welcome around 50 delegation groups
(approx. 500-800 participants) from approximately 70
countries.

Sofia explained how the development of the city’s
three science parks have provided ideal
environments for collaboration and innovation. One
of these science parks, Lindholmen, was once a
shipyard employing 7,000-8,000 workers, but is
now an international collaborative environment
employing around 25,000 people. One area that
many of the organisations at Lindholmen are
focusing is mobility, with an aim to make public
transport systems more sustainable, accessible
and adaptable to a changing and challenging
future. Sofia suggested I visit Lindholmen to see
some of their pioneering projects in action. 

Green Gothenburg 
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Sofia (right) and Anastasia (left) from Green
Gothenburg, with me in the middle. 

Lindholmen Science Park

Lindholmen Science Park

"In the 1980s, Gothenburg used to be known as a dirty and polluted region", Sofia explained. "The watershed moment
came when the former Minister of Environment was visiting the city, and said it was "like coming to the forecourt of
hell". This prompted a wave of new co-operations and innovations between industry, researchers, civic society and
the City itself." It is Gothenburg's collaborative spirit that Sofia suggests has helped Gothenburg's success when it
comes to sustainability, with continued research and innovation also being key to resolving some of the city's
challenges.
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The ferry that took us across the river - 
many people travelled with their cycles

To reach Lindholmen, I jumped on one of the free passenger ferries that took me across the river from where I was
staying.  I was joined by city commuters, many of whom pedalled off to their next destination. There was plenty of
space on board for cycles, with city hire bikes at the ferry stops too. Next year in 2020, one of these ferries was to
be converted into an electric ferry, and is one of the pilot projects being developed at Lindholmen. 

As I disembarked the ferry, I passed a fully-autonomous, self-driving shuttle bus that Sofia had told me about. Keen
to have a ride, I hopped on to test it out for myself. I was the only passenger on board, but I was joined by a
controller who was there "just in case it ran into any problems", and to answer my many questions. 

This 2-year pilot project is a collaboration between 16 organisations, including Chalmers university and RISE
research institute. The aim is to see if it's possible to nudge people into parking further away. The urban
development in the area means that more and more parking spaces are disappearing, so they are offering a free
shuttle service between university campuses. At one end of the route is a parking area where the monthly parking
permit fee had been halved during the course of the pilot project, in order to encourage motorists to park there and
take the shuttle for the first and last part of their journey. This would hopefully reduce the amount of cars that travel
into the Lindholmen area, leaving the urban space more open and less congested.

The controller informed me that that so far the feedback has been well received, although the number of daily
passengers was not that impressive. Part of the problem is that many of the people who go to the university are
quite well-off, and so if they can afford to park there in the first place, they don't mind how much they have to pay.   
 



Although I have my reservations about driverless vehicles (we need to encourage people out of their cars, not just
out of the driving seat), I could see the benefits of an initiative like this in the UK. Autonomous electric mini-buses
could be used to encourage people to park outside our city centres. If people don't want to - or can't - walk or cycle
the remaining distance, these shuttle buses could be a helpful and cleaner alternative.         
 

The bus could fit 10 people inside. At a top speed of
18km, a journey by cycle would probably be quicker,
but it was an interesting experience. The sensors would
detect moving objects 10 metres away, which is when it
would start to slow down. At 5 metres it would break
hard, and at 3 metres it would stop completely. It was
clear that people were used to it rolling around the
campus, and would walk out nonchalantly in front of us.        
 

Inside the shuttle bus - a man casually walks out
in front, bringing it to a stop

The shuttle bus travelling slowly around the harbour
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ElectriCity: creating sustainable and attractive public transport
Another pilot project being tested at Lindholmens is a fully electric bus.

The City of Gothenburg and the Volvo Group realised that they share the same vision of developing a sustainable
public transport system and demonstrating it to the citizens of Gothenburg. The idea of a shared project was born
and led to the formation of ElectrCity, a cooperative venture which brings together 14 partners and includes the City,
transit operators, business authorities, and universities. 

The first outcome of this collaboration was bus route 55 in 2015, a route served entirely by electric and plug-in hybrid
buses. Route 55 runs between two university campuses located on opposite sides of the river, taking 25 minutes and
requiring a 4-6 minute charge at each end of the journey. 



Continued innovation in collaboration with users 
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The electric bus charging outside Charmers University

The desire for a pleasant passenger
environment and practical on-board
functions has influenced the design of
the electric bus in a number of ways. For
example, passenger boarding and
alighting takes place quickly and
conveniently through the extra-wide door
opening with a low step, shortening the
amount of time spent at each bus stop.
The interior of the bus is comprised of a
large open space with a flat floor, making
life easier for passengers with strollers or
wheelchairs. The buses are also
equipped with Wi-Fi and electrical
sockets for those wanting to charge their
phones or surf the internet, as well as
displays providing information and news. 

The buses were also equipped with a
geofencing system that controlled the
speed of the bus in certain areas.  For
example, when close to pedestrian areas
the bus would be forced to slow down to
walking pace, or it would travel at a
slower but steady pace to follow the
‘green wave’ of traffic lights.

The pilot project not only provided residents the opportunity to test out the e-buses, but enabled the project
partners to continually innovate and improve the service. To increase passenger comfort, for example, they took
advantage of the fact that an e-bus is quiet and has no emissions, and created a shared indoor bus stop where the
bus could charge, and people could stay warm while waiting. The design was a product of collaborating with
passengers, who were asked to contribute to the development of the indoor stop. The result was a bus stop that
looked more like a living room, with lots of green plants and places to sit. The city is now looking at introducing
indoor stops in other locations where they could be more functional, for example in hospitals.

Four years after the launch of the pilot
project, the public transport authority
announced that they would be securing 157
new e-buses, one of the biggest
procurements of this type in Europe. As a
result, a third of Gothenburg’s city buses will
be electric.  The ElectriCity partnership also
goes beyond public transportation and
intends to revolutionise all urban transport,
including the electrification of lorries.
Electrified, exhaust-free and quiet lorries
would allow, for example, the collection of
rubbish or delivery of parcels and goods
during night shifts, relieving daytime traffic. 

Looking ahead My Reflections 
I was impressed by the city's focus on test beds and pilot projects,
where broad collaborations paved the way for new innovations that
offer alternatives to traditional car ownership. The sidewalks of
Gothenburg had become impromptu mobility laboratories, with
electric solutions taking centre stage. 

But whilst cleaner and more attractive public transport options are
desperately needed in our cities, it is important to note that
electrically-powered solutions to the private vehicle are not the
silver bullet in our search for clean air. Whilst they may not emit
exhaust fumes, they still create harmful PM particles through brake
and tyre wear. Switching power sources also does nothing to
address the vast amount of space the car demands, which could
otherwise be used for green infrastructure, parks and homes. Nor
does it solve congestion, or the extreme lack of physical activity
that contributes to our poor health.



"It's a long story", Johan said when I asked what led to
the creation of Velove, "but as an overview, the original
idea was to develop a new type of cycle for mobility
purposes, to replace all of these short car trips that are
damaging our environment". The concept was to make it
comfortable and attractive to ride in all seasons, all
weather and to carry passengers and cargo.

After a number of modifications to the design and with
help from his father, somewhere along the way they
realised that they had created a fantastic last-mile
delivery vehicle, which the market needed. The cycle,
called the Armadillo, operates the final miles to any
destination via cycle lanes, roads, cobblestones and
through narrow paths direct to the customer's doorstep.

With a width of only 86cm, the Armadillo e-cargo bike
easily moves through the city and reaches the
destination more efficiently than vans and trucks. They
are designed to work well with other cyclists on the cycle
lanes, and are low enough for other cyclists to keep their
view of traffic.

A year after Johan developed the Armadillo he co-
founded Pling Transport, a delivery company based in
Gothenburg that utilises Velove's cycles. Operating since
2012, Pling Transport delivers and distributes a range of
items including bread and books, documents, clothes
and all sorts of parcels from e-commerce. The customers
range from the University to preschools, from large
global companies to local chocolate boutiques and all in-
between. Thomas Röstell, co-founder of Pling, said that
they are able to deliver on time despite all of the major
infrastructure projects happening in Gothenburg,
whereas traditional vans were experiencing delays. 
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Johan and I at Velove's headquarters - where I got to
take one for a test ride 

In its efforts to become more sustainable, the city of Gothenburg have been working to reduce the number of large
delivery vehicles using their narrow streets. In city centres, most goods reach their final destination in motorised
cars, vans and lorries, contributing to the high amount of air pollution we see in our cities. Even small and light
deliveries are often moved by heavy vehicles over very short distances. With last-mile deliveries under the spotlight
thanks to the swelling demand generated by online shopping, among other things, how to move goods quickly and
sustainably is a growing challenge. Two promising approaches for urban logistics are consolidation hubs and e-
cargo cycles.  To find out more about what Gothenburg are doing to improve the transport of urban goods in the city
centre, I met with Johan Erlandsson, co-founder of Velove and Pling: two Gothenburg-based cargo-bike start ups.

Pedal-powered logistics: a cleaner alternative to the electric
vehicle 

One of Pling's cargo bikes travelling along the city's
narrow and cobbled streets

Johan and I with one of the cargo containers



The use of cargo cycles for freight and passenger deliveries is slowly building momentum in the UK, with
companies such as Pedal Me and Zedify operating in London. But so far there are few consolidation centres built
for cargo bikes. 

In Gothenburg, Johan has been working with the city to establish their first consolidation centre for e-cargo cycles
and small electric vehicles. Based on the basement floor of the Nordstan, Sweden's largest shopping centre,
parcels arrive to the centre by van and are then transferred to e-cargo cycle for the last few miles to the customer.
Different cargo-bike companies, including Pling, now rent their own space in Nordstan and can load goods from
lorries to the cycle containers, with space there for the service and maintenance of the cycles too.

This model has been working successfully in Gothenburg, and now Johansson is looking to replicate it in other
cities too, including London. The main challenge is finding space for these consolidation centres, as well as the
will of others who are in a position to make it happen. There are a number of disused underground car parks in
London, and these would make for an ideal location, Johan suggested. He was hopeful that I might be able to
make it happen. I would do my best, I promised. 

Johan's Armadillo cycles are now operating in 20 different countries around the world. Customers include some of
the world's largest logistics companies like DHL Express, Hermes and UPS who are looking for more sustainable
and efficient ways of working in cities.  With research showing them to be twice as productive as their van
counterparts, as well as having lower running costs, it seems like an obvious solution.

The SMOOTh Project (System of systems for sustainable urban goods transports)
Most recently, Velove and Pling have partnered with Volvo, along with eight other partners from industry,
academia and society to develop a digital service to aid last-mile delivery. The aim of the three-year project, led
by Volvo, is to reduce the number of delivery vehicles to inner Gothenburg by 40 percent. This is after a study
which revealed that a large proportion of lorries delivering goods to the heart of the city do not carry a full cargo,
and that approximately 90 percent of traditional delivery vehicles handled just one-third of the goods entering the
downtown area. In order to achieve this, the project team members are using algorithms to create a system that
links together logistics, retail and transport systems.  The project is still in its early phases, and I look forward to
hearing how it develops. 
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Test riding one of Pling's cargo bikes

My Reflections 
Online shopping will continue to grow, and e-cargo
bikes offer an attractive solution to the traditional diesel
van for shorter journeys in and around cities. 

In September 2018, £2 million was made available by
the Department for Transport (DfT) for the acquisition
of e-cargo bikes by businesses and sole traders in
England.  The funding covered up to 20 percent of the
total cost of an e-cargo bike, up to a maximum of
£1,000 per bike.

This is a start, but we need to do more to address the
barriers to wider deployment in UK cities, and
encourage uptake. According to a report compiled by
the Department for Transport in 2019, barriers include
lack of awareness and research to prove their potential
and justify investment; initial cost of e-cargo bikes,
especially for new startups; and other issues including
cycle lane and road design, pavement parking and lack
of a current ‘ecosystem’ of support, training and
expertise.



Theme three: Ope
ning up streets 

to

people - lessons
 from Hamburg

Outside Hamburg's planetarium having just arrived in Hamburg. My
friend, Mica, joined me for the cycle leg between Copenhagen and
Hamburg - it was nice to have the company for a few days, and to
introduce Mica to the delights of cycle touring. 



Having now travelled through Norway, Sweden and Denmark, I arrived in Hamburg, Germany's second largest city
and home to 1.9 million people. Like many European cities, nitrogen dioxide levels regularly surpass the EU
threshold of 40 microgram per cubic metre, with around one third of this coming from road transport. As I entered
Hamburg's city centre on my bike, it was obvious that the car still sits on the transport throne. Vehicles lined the
streets, cycle lanes were often in poor condition, incomplete or shared with pedestrians, and once again I was
cycling among cars. This was a far cry from the Scandinavian countries through which I had just cycled. 

But there are pockets of Hamburg where political leaders are being bold in their plans and, despite pushback from
local citizens resistant to change, are pushing forward to show others what a people-friendly city could look like. To
find out more about the city's transport ambitions, I met with Hamburg's Senator for Transport, Anjes Tjarks, who
took me on a cycle tour around the city, along with a few party friends of the Greens. Anjes explained that
Hamburg's Greens want to transform the city into a cycle city like Copenhagen, but there is a lot to do and plenty of
opposition. Local politicians are hesitant to take space away from cars because the automobile industry is a major
economic sector and even, to a degree, an emblem of German identity. This was a common sentiment among
those I spoke to during my stay.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  T O  H A M B U R G   

Top: About to set off with Anjes and others on a cycle tour of Hamburg to explore some
of the infrastructure 



Car-Free Trial in Ottensen District

In spite of Hamburgian's reliance on the car, Anjes
explained that attitudes are changing, and one of the main
factors behind the push is climate protection. More and
more citizens are pushing the government to make
changes, and helping to inspire change from the bottom
up.  

One such project that caught my eye was a traffic
experiment in the Hamburg-Altona district, called 'Ottensen
Macht Platz' (Ottensen makes space), a scheme that
aimed to give priority to non-motorised traffic. From
September 1, 2019 (one week before my arrival in
Hamburg), the centre of the Ottensen district was formally
designated a walking and cycling zone for six months and
to be car-free as far as possible.

To find out more, I met with Viola Koch from Hamburg
District Office Altona Office for Public Space Management,
the department responsible for the management of the
project.

Viola explained that the aim of the project is to investigate
how mobility and the perception and use of public-space
change when car access is restricted. They wanted to
know what these changes would mean for the people who
use the streets, for those who live there and for the
businesses in the area. 

Over a total street length of approximately 800
metres, the project area was closed to private motor
vehicles and open to those on foot, cycle and in
taxis. Private and commercial delivery was permitted
between 11:00pm and 11:00am. Residents received
an exemption, and could travel in and out of the area
at any time. 
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A sign on the street where you could find more information
about the scheme. 

 Before the streets were opened to people. Ottensen is usually full of cars which line the
streets, the pavements are often blocked, making it especially difficult for older people,
parents with prams or people with disabilities. 



Above: One street in the project area - where cars
once drove, children and adults now have space to
cycle and walk. The council introduced more cycle
parking, to take account of the increased number of
people using cycles. Residents with a private parking
space in the project area received a special permit,
allowing them to enter the project area at any time. 

Above: One of the temporary seating areas with
greenery. In the background you can see a young
girl casually riding her unicycle. 
The implementation of the scheme was managed
both by the Altona district office (e.g. bicycle
parking facilities, planters), and by the local
population (e.g. exchange box, planting
campaign,residential flea market).

Above: The yellow paint on the road
indicates when one is entering the newly-
opened area. 
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The project "Ottensen Makes Space" emerged from a bundling of ideas and wishes from numerous public workshops
that took place as part of the EU project, 'Cities4People'. There was a common desire for the reallocation of space in
favour of non-motorised vehicles, and the release of public parking spaces for other uses and more greenery. The
plans were submitted to the district for approval, initially as a one-month scheme. But once agreed, the local
politicians embraced the idea and turned it into a political proposal, extending the proposed time span of the
intervention to six months in order to monitor the effects in the longer term and assess the potential for replicability.

I went to explore the area on foot. With cobbled streets lined with boutique shops and cafes, it seemed perfectly
suited to such a scheme. At the entry points, clearly visible yellow paint on the street highlighted when you were
entering or leaving the area. These points were also filled with parklets which included new seating, some greenery
and information boards about the project. Though aside from the bright yellow parklets and planters, not much else
had been added to the streets. 

On my return to the UK I was informed the area was later improved at the request of residents and citizens, and the
following was introduced:
- Installation of more greenery and seating area
- New bike hangers
-Installation of an 'exchange box' (including books, clothes etc) run by volunteers
- Community art, music and dance events

"When the plans were first introduced, there had been a lot of resistance to the scheme", Viola explained.  As was the
case with Oslo's Car-Free Liveability Programme, the majority of this opposition came from local businesses and
tradesmen who were concerned about a drop in sales. It is perhaps natural for a shop owner to fear that losing a
parking space means losing revenue. But studies looking at the possible economic impacts of such schemes have
shown, time and time again, that removing vehicle access has little to no impact on local business, and in some cases
might even increase business. While those who travel by cycle or on foot tend to spend less per shopping trip than
drivers, they also tend to make more trips, pumping more money into the local economy over time. "Opponents have
also criticised the lack of clear communication and fast turn around to make things happen", continued Viola. In a
similar vein to Olso's 'Say Yes to Cars in Olso' campaign group, a counter-movement 'Ottensen Moves' was formed.

What did people think of the scheme? 

What led to the introduction of the scheme?

One of the most vocal opponents was Anette Kaiser-
Vilnow, a lady who runs the local pharmacist. As I was
in the area, I popped by, hoping she might spare a few
minutes to talk to me. Anette was happy to speak to
me, and explained that she had been interviewed by
the media a lot over the past few weeks. She had been
featured on the TV news and in local papers, and was
very happy to have her voice heard.

She told me that businesses weren't given enough time
to prepare for the changes. The decision was made in
March, and 5 months was not enough notice. She
explained that she needs delivery vehicles to deliver
supplies eight times a day, and they cannot keep to the
off-peak times. Her business, she said, relies on fast
deliveries.

The pharmacy to the left - one of the businesses 
negatively impacted by the road closures S P A C E  T O  B R E A T H E  | 3 6



"Of course, there are worries and concerns when things
change in the local area, and when that change will affect
one's personal behaviour and mobility habits", said Viola.
"That is why it is important to plan projects such as
Ottensen Macht Platz to run for a limited time, so that
they can be changed and modified, or at least for
qualified decisions to be made". Monitoring and
evaluation is also key to such projects and, in this case,
Hamburg university has been commissioned to evaluate
the scheme using surveys and traffic counts. They will
also review the impact of the new low-traffic zone on the
streets immediately adjacent to it. I asked whether they
would be measuring air quality as part of the trial, but
they were not. It can be difficult to demonstrate the effect
of such a scheme on air quality, which is dependent on a
range of factors such as the weather conditions. That
said, I think it is an important part of the story we are
trying to tell, and should be monitored, where possible, to
help form the narrative. 

Above: I attended one of the public consultations,
where I had the opportunity to speak to citizens and
hear their thoughts on the scheme. 

In spite of the negative media coverage surrounding the
project (I found it hard to find any positive articles in the
local newspapers), there were others who have been very
positive about the scheme. 

Gisela Paul, who lives close to the project area, said: 

"I gradually had to get used to the emptiness in the streets, seeing little advantage in the fact that most pedestrians are still moving
on the narrow sidewalks due to the uncomfortable cobblestones and that cyclists are still shaking as they pass over them.  Then
one day I came by bike from Hahnenkamp towards the project area and felt an immediate relaxation when I passed the yellow
marking on my bike. I felt it was calm for the soul that there was no more stench and noise, the vastness that wasn't filled with cars.
Even the cobblestones that annoy me all the time were not as bad. I now feel this effect every day. I live outside the project area,
where I am confronted with smelly, loud and close-by cars, buses and trucks driving past me. When I approach the project area I
now look forward to riding my bike into the traffic-calmed road sections. The only disadvantage: if you leave the project area, you
feel the noise and smell all the more intensely, and my desire for an expansion of the project area grows enormously. I would be
glad to have less strict rules, so that the residents do not feel too regulated, but certainly with walking speed for all cars and clear
marking of the traffic-calmed area with clear directions would be needed. A comfortable cycle lane for cyclists would also help. An
expansion would encourage those residents who can, to only use the car for the journeys that are really necessary. Driving a car
must no longer offer an advantage over non-motorised traffic in terms of the time it takes to get from A to B".

To my surprise, four months after my visit to Hamburg I was informed that Ottensen's pilot scheme had been
terminated, one month earlier than planned. In December 2019, two business owners filed an objection to the traffic
restrictions. The Hamburg Administrative Court followed their reasoning, and ordered the road closure signs to be
removed. According to the road traffic regulations, traffic restrictions for testing and research purposes should only
be imposed if there is a danger to people or property. Such a dangerous situation did not exist in Ottensen,
according to the judges. I thought it absurd that regulations stipulate that someone would have to die or to be
seriously injured for such a scheme to be implemented.

As a result, the Altona district office had no choice but to terminate the trial prematurely in January. But as the trial
had still taken place for a full five months instead of the planned six, they considered that it was still a sufficient
amount of time to evaluate the project as planned. In spite of the criticism voiced by the media and local businesses,
the evaluation showed that on the whole, the scheme was received very positively by residents and passers-by. 
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Following a lively public discussion and presentation
of the evaluation results, the decision was made on
February 20th for the 'low-auto zone' to become
permanent, and may even expand to include more
streets. The evaluation report can be provided at the
request of the project organisers. It contains some
useful lessons for other cities wishing to implement
similar schemes, some of which I summarise below:

Lessons Learnt
Lesson one: At least 12 months is required to allow for a
reasonable lead time. Coordination is complex and more
time-consuming than expected. In Ottensen, the lead time
of five months between the decision being made and the
start of the project was deemed too short. However, when
determining a reasonable period of time, it should also be
taken into account that such projects could result in local
controversies, hyped up by the media and vocal opposition,
and lead to the project being abandoned altogether.  

Lesson two: One needs an adequate number of project
officers to deliver these schemes. Here are relatively few
employees in many cities in the area of planning for non-
motorised traffic. Such projects are often only possible when
those involved bring a lot of personal commitment. Reasonable
time must also be given to specialists for media
communication, subject-specific planning aspects (e.g. traffic)
and evaluation. Those working on such schemes can also
experience severe criticism or even personal hostility. It is
therefore important to provide these people with adequate
training and support.

Lesson Three: The trial time period matters. Three
months are the minimum, one year would be ideal,
allowing the trial period to cover different seasons in order
to prove their suitability for everyday use, record seasonal
challenges and to address them.  

Lesson Six: The benefits of a trial scheme must be
visible from the start. It is important to make the benefits
gained as immediately tangible as possible, particularly
for those for whom more space alone is not enough in
terms of quality of stay. Active appropriation - especially
by local residents - takes time, however, so design
elements that are present at an early stage and planned
actions are also important. E.g. more trees, planting areas
and street furniture.

Lesson Four: All public concerns must be taken
seriously. It is important to have constructive dialogues
and not to give the impression that certain issues are
lightly brushed off the table. In some cases it is enough to
give an outlet to displeasure, as long as it does not
determine the public discourse. At the same time, one
should by no means promise a solution for all the issues
raised just to calm the mind.  

Lesson Seven: A comprehensive and reliable evaluation
is essential. The public discussion about the project was
often very controversial, and so it was all the more
important to have data and survey results using reliable
and transparently communicated methods.        

Lesson Five: Engage early and continuously. In
Ottensen they used direct mail, poster campaigns, a
project website, press releases, held all-day information
workshops, provided information booths at community
events, held drops-ins,  and delivered a public exhibition
of the evaluation results. Comprehensive information
about the project is essential. Where possible, one of
more project officers should be present on site for the first
few weeks of the project.       

Of the people living directly in the project area and its fringe, 57 percent found the overall effect for Ottensen to be good or
very good, 33 percent as bad or very bad. For the neighbors it is 60 to 25 percent: for people living in the area 75 to 14
percent.
In contrast, feedback from local businesses in the area was mixed. 44 percent of the traders felt positively about the
scheme, 40 percent felt negatively
According to the study, all together 83 percent want the project to be continued, with 56 percent making changes including a
redesign of the street space and a further expansion.
Although a large majority of traders would like the project to be continued (a good 75 percent), most of the criticism came
from their circle. 

Evaluation: Ottensen Makes Room



Anjes also pointed me towards a similar low-traffic trial operating in the city centre. I wasn't able to meet the
organisation leading on this scheme, but I went along to explore and see it for myself. It was immediately
clear that cars were not permitted in the closed area, with barriers preventing access. Road signs were
covered with creative brown bags depicting images of people walking and cycling, and the streets were filled
with temporary seating and games to play.

PEOPLE-FRIENDLY TOWN HALL DISTRICT

 
A brief background to the project
The Rathausquartier 'Old Town Quarter' is filled with many shops,
restaurants and offices. Cars usually line the narrow streets in this
area, though for 3 months between June and September 2019, two
streets were closed to traffic. In total, 54 car-parking spaces were
removed to create space for people. 

Through some online research, I discovered that this short pilot had
emerged from an idea at an urban planning workshop in May 2018.
The civil society initiative, "Altstadt für alle" or "Old Town for
Everyone", conceptually developed the idea, applied for it lengthily
and managed it. After opposition from some traders, the project,
which was originally supposed to include eight streets, was
slimmed down to just two. The SPD and the Greens supported the
concept from the start. However, their condition was that the car-
free area must be used creatively, rather than simply closed access
to motor vehicles. After many adaptations to the plan following
discussions with various stakeholders, including the local
businesses, it was approved just a few days before the official
launch. 
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Removable barriers stopped people from driving through the streets during the
operating hours. 

Playful signs were used to cover the
existing road signs 



Realisation of the scheme 
A street party and mass meal accompanied the official
launch of the project. On-street parking was filled with
seating areas, temporary greenery, and games such as
table tennis. They also held art events, with yoga and
tango in the newly-opened streets.

As I walked around I noticed that, compared to Ottensen,
the streets felt more welcoming, with things to do and
places to sit. 

"It was a challenge at the start of the campaign.
Many private individuals parked in the car-free
streets despite the ban. The initiators initially stood
at the entrance, but barriers were soon introduced to
prevent inconsiderate motorists from entering the
car-free zone".

- Mario Bloem, Urban Planner. (Quote taken from in
an article in the German newspaper, Zeit)

85 percent were happy with the design
93 percent found that the pilot project had a positive impact on the quality of life in the neighbourhood and
would like it continue
Reports that the turnover of restaurateurs and the majority of retailers increased during the pilot project

Results: 
Unlike Ottensen Makes Room, The Old Town Quarter trial had been reported very positively by the media, with
survey results also reflecting its success. 

An online survey carried out with 804 respondents, found that:

In an interview with German newspaper Zeit, urban planner Mario Bloem reported that, "restaurateurs had never
had so many guests outside, with some even needing to hire more staff".

My Reflections
The initial negative reactions to projects like those implemented in Hamburg highlight the features of a cultural
struggle in places where cars are still considered the normal and most efficient way to move around a city. But
this is why trial projects like these are an important way to show local residents and visitors what is possible,
and to involve them in continued discussions from the start. They also highlight the need to involve businesses
early on in the project, to involve them in the design of the streets and to demonstrate the benefits such a
scheme can bring. If these projects were made permanent from the beginning, they may well have failed due
to initial resistance. Only once trials like this are given time to properly embed, to be modified and evaluated,
are the real benefits of such initiatives properly realised.  
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Theme four: Maki
ng Cycling Irres

istible

- lessons from t
he Dutch and Dan

ish

A familiar scene in Copenhagen. Cargo bikes were everywhere. A great
alternative to the car, as they can carry both children and heavy
items. It was common to see Mums and Dads picking their children up
by cargo bike at the end of the school day.  



Denmark and the Netherlands have become
synonymous with cycling, with Copenhagen, the capital
of Denmark, topping the 2019 Copenhagenize Index of
the world’s most cycling-friendly city, followed closely by
Amsterdam and Utrecht in the Netherlands.

Today, Copenhageners on cycles account for over 50
percent of trips within the city centre. In Amsterdam, it’s
48 percent in the urban core, and in the Dutch university
city of Groningen, cycles are used for 61 percent of all
trips (rising to 70 percent of trips made to schools and
universities). This is a far cry from the UK, where cycling
makes up just 2 percent of all journeys made
(Department for Transport, National Travel Survey
2019). In London and most other UK cities, cycling is still
often viewed as a marginalised activity for the elite or
brave. Indeed, the main barrier to cycling in this country
is the perception that our roads are too dangerous and
uncomfortable, largely due to high volumes and high
speeds of motor traffic (Department for Transport,
National Travel Attitudes Survey 2019). When that
barrier is addressed, cycling suddenly materialises,
thrives and flourishes, quite naturally.

What stood out to me during my cycle down the length of
Denmark and across the Netherlands was the remarkable
variety of people cycling, of all ages and from all walks of
life. There were older couples riding side-by-side on e-
bikes between country towns. There were people in
everyday clothes riding in astonishing numbers in the cities
at rush hour. There were parents with children, sometimes
one sat on the front with another two on the back. Young
children cycled unaccompanied to and from school, and
groups of friends were sat in parks surrounded by the
cycles that got them there.  It is clear that cycling is heavily
ingrained in their culture and is as much a social activity as
an everyday form of transport. 

What both countries have in common is that they build
infrastructure that prioritises people walking and cycling
over the private vehicle, giving residents and visitors a
wider variety of attractive transport options.

INTRODUCTION TO CYCLING IN DENMARK AND THE NETHERLANDS 
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A man and woman travelling by cargo bike,
which had been decorated with flowers

The 'reverse traffic pyramid', with this particular design coming from the Bicycle Innovation Lab: a cycle library
in Copenhagen. This design is a visual image of how the Dutch and Danish approach urban planning: where walking
and cycling is prioritised above other modes. 



HOW DID THEY BECOME THE CYCLING-FRIENDLY NATIONS WE KNOW THEM AS TODAY? 
For the Dutch and Danish, cycling is just the normal way to move around no matter your age, gender or ethnicity. In
the Netherlands, even the queen moves around by bike. It is often quicker to get to places by cycle, making the car
a less attractive option. But this was not always the case.

There was a time, in the 1950s and 60s, when cycles were under severe threat of being expelled from Dutch and
Danish cities due to the growing number of cars.  The cars that can be seen filling up squares and streets in
historical photographs, were considered the wave of the future. But in the 1970s, the rising number of children killed
in traffic sparked a wave of protests by parents and activists, and this brought attention to the folly of streets
designed for cars. Rising petrol prices, concerns about pollution and the environment, and anger about the
destruction of entire neighbourhoods to build motorways helped bolster national policies to reorient urban centers
towards walking, cycling, and public transport. Rather than focusing solely on the efficient movement of cars,
policies like Sustainable Safety emphasised the importance of creating safe environments for all road users,
especially the most vulnerable. 

In the Netherlands, money was pumped into creating cycle-friendly paths, nationwide car-free days were held, and
schools were required to provide cycle lessons for all children. Similarly in Copenhagen, wide, separated cycle
lanes were built, cars were banned on Sundays and a number plate system allowed only half of cars into the city at
a time. As a result, the rates of walking and cycling have been allowed to flourish, enabling that freedom of
movement, and positively impacting the lives of those who live there.

What is important about this history is that it can be replicated in other cities, too. Of course, the Netherlands and
Denmark have certain advantages over some cities. They're both flat as a pancake, for example. But with more and
more people in the UK wanting to take up more active forms of travel, as well as the rise in e-bikes and even cargo
cycles to help move people and goods around, there really is no excuse for prioritising cars everywhere.  

So, how can UK cities, flat or not, follow the Dutch and Danish path to creating places where cycling is a pleasant,
safe and common way to get around? As I cycled through both countries, I picked up plenty of tips. Many of these
tips come from the Netherlands, where I spent more time and was particularly impressed with their seamless
cycling network that took me from city to city. 
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Above: All types of cyclists using one of
Copenhagen's busiest cycle lanes: Dronning Louise's
Bridge

Below: Enjoying the safe and well-connected
cycle lanes in the Netherlands 



In UK cities, it is common to see a painted line on the street to indicate that it's a dedicated cycle lane. If we are
lucky, the lane is separated from the car traffic road by a permanent barrier, as is the case along the Embankment in
London. Yet this type of infrastructure is an exception in UK cities, not the norm. 

“A line on the road is not sufficient. Motorists will ignore it,” says Nout Ramaekers, Program Coordinator for the
Dutch Cycling Embassy. This embassy is a partnership between the Dutch government and several companies,
which promotes Dutch bike know-how globally. "If other cities want their residents to choose cycles instead of cars,
protecting them from fast-moving car traffic must be the priority", Nout continued. 

The Dutch research institute CROW developed a widely-praised design manual for bicycle infrastructure, full of tips
for creating these protected lanes. A row of vertical posts or a curb can serve as a physical separator, for example.
Still, "cyclists tend to feel safer using a solitary path, separated from the road by grass, trees, or an elevated
concrete barrier". 

“The main barrier, the main reason why people don’t cycle, is that they don’t feel safe,” Nout confirmed. “Building
separate, dedicated cycle paths can help to overcome this".

TIP 1: SEPARATE CYCLES FROM MOTOR VEHICLES (LESSONS FROM
THE DUTCH
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Cycle lane in Groningen, separated from the traffic
by a raised pavement A wide cycle path outside Utrecht university,

offering students a direct route to the campus from
the city centre which is 5km away, all separated from
fast-moving traffic. The route feels like a red
carpet for cycling.



In the UK, many cities may have some cycle lanes on some streets, but city planners often leave it up to cyclists to
stay safe everywhere else. Will this cycle path continue when I turn left or right? What do I do when the lane
suddenly stops, and ejects me back out into the fast-moving traffic? How can I find out what the quickest and safest
way is to get from A to B? Will there be signs? 

“In many cases, cities take fast action, without thinking it through very well,” said Nout. “It is useless building small
pieces of cycle lane that suddenly stop. City planners need to think about creating a network of safe and easy-to-
follow cycling infrastructure that is pleasant to ride on.”

As I cycled from city to city around the Netherlands, it was clear that the Dutch listen to their own advice. Leaving
Germany, I cycled to Groningen - Amsterdam - Rotterdam - Utrecht - back to Amsterdam and finally Haarlem, before
reaching Hook van Holland for my ferry home. Not once did I need to reach for a map. Like a giant dot-to-dot across
the country, the recreational cycle routes are assigned numbers, so all I had to do was follow the sequence of
numbers to reach my destination. Along the way, I travelled along dedicated cycle paths, with most protected from
motor traffic by kerbs, verges, and trees. No dead ends, no 'cyclist dismount' signs, no steps. It seemed as though
every road and every junction has been designed with cycling in mind, which it had. 

TIP 2: TURN THOSE CYCLE PATHS INTO A NETWORK THAT CONNECTS CITIES,
TOWNS AND NEIGHBOURHOODS - LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH
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Typical infrastructure connecting cities and tows in the Netherlands. 
Top left - cycling next to the NE coast
Top right - typical wayfinding signage outside of the cities
Bottom left - outside of Groningen, en route to Amsterdam 
Bottom right - En route from Amsterdam to Rotterdam



I spent a few days in Utrecht with Herbert Tiemens, a Policy
Planner working for Utrecht City. Herbert kindly put me up in his
family home for a few days, and this enabled me to experience
the city as a local. 

As we commuted into the city on his way to work, we stopped to
watch the sheer number of cyclists travelling down an attractive
tree-lined street. Herbert explained that this particular street was
a ''fietsstraat' (cycling street), of which there are many around
the city. 

On cycling streets, cars are 'guests', restricted by a speed limit
of 30 kilometres per hour. Drivers are not allowed to overtake,
so cyclists can comfortably use the whole road. In the
Netherlands, the fietsstraat is typically paved with red asphalt, to
resemble a cycle path and notify drivers of their secondary
status. 

"It’s a concept that originated in Germany",  explained Herbert,
"but didn't receive much traction". The Dutch have since been
experimenting with them for years, and have successfully rolled
them out across a number of Dutch cities.

The CROW manual is clear that a Cycle Street cannot be
created just anywhere. The street must already carry a high
volume of cyclists, both in absolute terms as well as relative to
the volume of motor vehicles. There must be alternative routes
for drivers, so that they are not encouraged to use the cycle
street. "When they work, the effect is revolutionary", said
Herbert, "as drivers have to give up their privileges, and cyclists
can take the lead". 

TIP 3: EMBRACE CYCLE STREETS ON QUIET STREETS -
LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH
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A popular Cycle Streets in Utrecht 

Herbert pointed out that they have worked well
in the Netherlands because of their robust
cycling culture. Drivers tend to look out for
people on cycles, because they too use cycles.
Moreover, Dutch cities use sophisticated
“circulation plans” to direct cars away from city
centres and residential areas, onto a few main
routes. Without “calming” traffic this way, the
cycling street could be a step too far.



TIP 4 (PART 1): REDESIGN INTERSECTIONS FOR CYCLISTS'
SAFETY - LESSONS FROM THE NETHERLANDS

"If people on cycles have to cross intersections fearing
for their life, you have still got some way to go", says
Nout. When he travels abroad, he often finds clumsily
designed crossings where drivers can very easily veer
into you. 

Safe junctions and crossings are something the Dutch
do extremely well. The golden rule: drivers wait behind
cycles. That way, drivers can see cyclists clearly at all
times. Barriers also force Dutch cyclists to turn left in the
safest way possible. They cross the street first and wait
for their turn again before making their way left.

In the photo above, the motorists are forced to stop and
wait whilst the cyclist can continue their journey across
the road without having to stop.  In the UK, I find it hard
to imagine just blithely cycling through intersections like
this, and it took me a while to adapt to this new way of
navigating the city. 
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Above and below: The cycle path continues across
the road. This is not a signalised crossing forcing
cyclists to stop, but rather the drivers must stop
until it is clear to go. 



Nout pointed out how well the Dutch integrate cycling
routes into roundabouts. Roundabouts can be quite
daunting for those new to cycling, and even for those
who are more experienced. The UK approach is to build
roundabouts for high capacities and high driver speeds,
which leads to multi-lane approaches, and layouts which
make it easy to drive in and out of at speed. 

In the Netherlands, like most of their infrastructure, those
on cycles and foot are given the priority at roundabouts.
According to Nout, they have designed them to calm
traffic and improve safety, rather than increase motor
traffic capacity. That means the entry points are at a
sharp angle to slow car speeds, rather than at a wide
angle to maintain higher car speeds as is often the case
in the UK. At most roundabouts in the Netherlands,
cyclists use the outer lane and have priority over turning
traffic entering or leaving the roundabout. 

Because of the design, the speed of motor traffic is
reduced to an almost equal speed as that of people on
cycles. This made negotiating the right of way a lot
easier. People driving buses, cars, motorbikes and those
on foot and cycling would interact in a safe way, stopping
or slowing down to prevent coming to a standstill. A
general rule is that cycles have priority on urban
roundabouts, but cars have priority on major roads
outside of cities and towns. When the latter applies, the
Dutch CROW manual suggests separating the cycling
network by guiding cyclists via quieter streets. 

TIP 4 (PART 2) 
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Typical roundabouts in the Netherlands - 
people walking and cycling have priority



It is only when the cycle path becomes the
obviously better and more convenient
choice, that people will start to cycle. 

One of the ways Copenhagen has done
this is by building special cycle bridges,
connecting previously cut-off
neighbourhoods that enable efficient and
easy cycling in the city. 

Since 2006, Copenhagen, a city bisected
by a harbour, has built 16 cycle bridges
that show the city’s commitment to
integrating and promoting cycle usage as
an everyday mode of transport. Some are
open to both cyclists and pedestrians, and
others are cycle only. 

Mobility and cycle user experience are
both high priorities on the city’s agenda,
and these bridges are only a part of their
greater plan. But most notable of all, each
and every one of these new bridges is off-
limits to motor vehicles, saying loud and
clear that this is a city for people.

Completed in 2006, the Bryggebroen bridge (see
photo above) was the first new connection built
over the Copenhagen harbour in centuries.
Unfortunately, once across the bridge into the city,
riders were forced to either push their cycles up
steep stairs or take an inconvenient and indirect
detour. Luckily, this problem was solved in 2014
with the opening of Cykelslangen (The Bicycle
Snake - see picture to the right).

Another way that Copenhagen has made cycling
the most convenient option, is by taking privileges
normally afforded only to the motor vehicle, and
giving them to cycles. The ‘Green Wave’, for
example, is a coordinated traffic light system on
some of the main routes into the city, that helps
minimise the amount of cycle congestion during
peak times. It maintains a steady flow of cycle
traffic, so that there is no need to stop at any point.
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 The Bryggebroen bridge

 The famous 'cycle snake' bridge in Copenhagen

TIP 5: MAKE CYCLING THE MOST CONVENIENT OPTION -
LESSONS FROM THE DANISH 



Even before they can walk, many Dutch children are
immersed in a world of cycling. I saw many babies and
toddlers traveling with their parents in special seats
called "bakfiets", or cargo bikes. 

As the children grow up they take to their own cycles,
something made easier and safer by the cycle lanes
being wide enough for children to ride alongside an
accompanying adult. Also, as young people are not
allowed to drive unsupervised until they are 18, cycling
offers teenagers an alternative form of freedom.

The state also plays a part in teaching too, with cycling
proficiency lessons a compulsory part of the Dutch
school curriculum. All school children do a written and
practical cycling exam at age 10-11 that includes an
observed ride on local roads. 

Meanwhile in the UK, the majority of children have
restricted mobility. They must wait to be taken places
by car. Being a parent in England often involves being
a private taxi driver too, shuttling their children to
school, extra-curricular activities and friends' houses.
Although many local authorities in the UK offer free
cycle training called 'Bikeability' for primary-aged
children, it's not compulsory and many schools and
children do not take part. 
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A typical scene in the Netherlands - families cycling together to school

TIP 6 (PART 1): TEACH THEM WHILE THEY ARE YOUNG -
LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH 



To help give children the opportunity to hone
their cycling skills,  in 1974 the Danish Cycling
Embassy trialled their first Traffic Playground
in Fælledparken, Copenhagen. Since then, 10
new playgrounds have been built in Denmark
to allow dedicated space for children to
practise their motor skills on cycles and
scooters.  These playgrounds provide realistic
traffic stimulation, featuring traffic lights, road
signs, road markers, cycle paths, petrol
stations, bus stops, driveways and more.

TIP 6 (PART 2) TEACH THEM WHILE THEY ARE YOUNG -
LESSONS FROM THE DANISH

Joe also operates a separate cycle library called the Bicycle
Innovation Lab, where adults can borrow a range of different
cycles, including folding cycles, electric cycles, cargo cycles,
tricycles and regular bicycles. He explained that members
can reserve their cycles online, and can borrow up to 8
different cycles each month. Many also go on to buy their
preferred cycle with their help and advice. 

Together with the local municipality and other partners,  Joe
and his team have also developed a 3-week course aimed at
encouraging more primary school students onto cycles. The
course consists of various cycle themes that all relate to the
curriculum, and finishes with a week-long experimental bike
building project.

During my stay I visited the traffic playground at
Amager, that had opened just a couple of weeks
prior to my visit. This playground was created by
volunteers, including Joe Collins from The
Bicycle Innovation Lab, who I met with during
my stay. 

"With funding from the City of Copenhagen, the
playground is staffed during business hours and
children can become members of the cycle
library, borrowing and swapping cycles as they
please" Joe said. "There is also an open
workshop, where parents and children fix up
their cycles and receive help repairing them".
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 The new traffic playground at Amager (above),
equippedwith its own cycle library (below left). 

Joe Collins from  The Bicycle Innovation Lab 



Road users should be instantly aware when they are in the vicinity of a school. This can be achieved in a number
of ways, through street treatments, signage and street markings, all of which tell people to expect children in the
space and to act accordingly. As I cycled through Groningen, the Dutch city famous for having the highest cycling
modal share in the world, it was always very clear when there was a school close by. There were colourful signs
encouraging drivers to drive slowly, together with traffic-calming measures such as pedestrian crossings. 

Some local authorities in the UK are now implementing 'School Streets', where the street outside the school is
closed to motor traffic at drop-off and pick-up times, thereby helping to improve road safety, air quality and
encourage walking and cycling. It would be great to see more colourful signage like this in the UK too, and to
encourage pupils and residents to be involved in the design work. 

TIP 7: ACCOMMODATE SAFE, INDEPENDENT AND ACTIVE TRAVEL
TO SCHOOL - LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH
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TIP 8: PROVIDE GOOD QUALITY AND ACCESSIBLE CYCLE
PARKING - LESSONS FROM THE DUTCH AND DANISH
Lack of sufficient cycle parking is consistently cited as a main barrier to cycling in the UK, particularly in crowded
cities where many people live in flats. Yet good cycle parking facilities are easy to install provided the local
authority has the will to allocate funds for construction and cleaning, and to ensure the correct location and
sufficient space. In many crowded cities, installing more cycle parking may involve removing space from cars
which, as we have seen in Oslo and Hamburg, can result in a lot of uproar from certain pockets of the community. 

The Dutch and Danish recognise that cycle parking is a vital ingredient of their transport infrastructure, and I saw
many excellent examples of well thought-out and well-functioning facilities during my trip. On the streets, cycle
parking stands are ubiquitous, with swarms of cycles seen outside supermarkets, shops, educational
establishments, bus and train stations. Residents of flats will typically have shared indoor cycle parking as well as
stands outside on the street. 

"Good cycle parking design signals organisation: it sends the signal that cycling is taken seriously as an
integrated part of the transport system, and that cyclists should be treated with respect"

- Cycling Embassy of Denmark

Placed correctly (as close to the destination as possible)
Comfortable (easy access; covered if used for long-term stays)
Visible (easy to find with wayfinding guidance)
Differentiated (space for different types of cycles, and different user groups)
Secure and safe (light, well maintained, with active or passive human surveillance)
Available (allowing for a 10-30 percent over capacity at the time of installation, factoring in options for
expansion)
Looked after and cared for (cleaned; abandoned bikes removed regularly)
More than just cycle parking (well-designed bicycle parking also means a well-organised urban space, good
pedestrian accessibility, greater use of public transport, creation of jobs to help manage the upkeep)

According to the Cycling Embassy of Denmark, good cycle parking facilities are:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.
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Outside a railway station in the Netherlands, where space for cycles is prioritised over car parking space 



Pictured above is a large shopping centre in
the centre of Copenhagen city, with clear
signage,and is located directly next to the
entrance to the shops. Inside (see right) is
space for 650 cycles, with dedicated spaces
for cargo and adapted cycles, charging for e-
bikes, cycle repair tools and pump, and a
cycle mechanic who can help with repairs. 

Above: Typical cycle parking outside supermarkets in
the Netherlands. The car-shaped cycle stand is a good
visual reminder of just how many cycles you can fit
into one car parking space.

CYCLE PARKING - SHOPS AND RETAIL  
People travelling by cycle shop, too. They may
not buy as much at a time, but research has
found that they typically shop more often
(Transport for London: Walking and Cycling the
Economic Benefits). Shops and businesses in
Denmark and the Netherlands realise that people
travelling by cycle are a significant customer
group, and that installing cycle parking facilities is
cheap compared to the benefit. 
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During my visit to Copenhagen I visited
Ramboll, a leading engineering, design and
consultancy company founded in Denmark in
1945. In addition to many other projects,
Ramboll is involved in the planning and
establishment of new bicycle paths in and
around the historical urban core. I met with
Lars Testman who told me about the work
they do, and who gave me a tour of their own
cycle-storage facilities. Beneath their offices,
they had easy-access cycle parking for
hundreds of cycles, accessed by automatic
doors. There were showers with a drying rack
for towels, a bike stand, hose and tools. Lars
explained that in Denmark, good cycle
parking facilities at the workplace are
commonly seen by HR as of the same
importance as good working conditions. In the
UK, lack of secure parking and washing
facilities at the workplace are cited as key
reasons why people choose not to cycle to
work.

Steps leading down to the underground storage in
Ramboll, featuring a ramp for cycles. There was also
a lift so the steps could be avoided.

Hose available to employees to clean their cycles 

WORKPLACE CYCLE 
PARKING - COPENHAGEN
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The Dutch invest heavily in secure, high-volume bicycle parking at train stations. Currently around 40 percent of
rail travellers use a bike at one or both ends of their trip.  It is common for Dutch commuters to have two cycles,
one parked at both stations i.e. a bicycle for use between your house and your local station, and another between
the station at the other end and your workplace. Other commuters will just cycle to one of the stations and walk or
take other public transport at the other end.

In the Dutch city of Utrecht, the greater area of which has an urban population of around 690,000 people, there
are 21,250 cycle-parking spaces open to the public at Utrecht Central station. Of those cycle-parking spaces,
12,500 are located in the world’s largest cycle-parking garage and the rest spread across other garages. Utrecht’s
largest garage is so big that there are cycle paths inside. Cyclists are guided to free spaces by a digital system
and park using a public-transport chip card. 

The parking is open 24 hours, seven days a week and managed by the municipality of Utrecht, government body
ProRail and state-owned operator NS (Dutch Rail) collectively. The first 24 hours of parking are free. If one parks
longer the fee is €1.25 per day, or €75 (roughly £68) for a yearly subscription. Many also have cycle repair shops
inside, and cycles and cargo-bikes available for rent. The facility was introduced in order to make the railway and
bus station, which is the largest public-transport hub in the Netherlands, more accessible. There are other
guarded, indoor cycle parking facilities located around the city too, though this one by the central station is by far
the largest. 

Secure Cycle Garages -  Utrecht, the Netherlands  
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One of the many cycle garages in Utrecht, equipped
with its own cycle repair shop 



DIGITAL WAYFINDING -
UTRECHT
To help people find their way to the nearest
secure cycle-parking garage, and one that has
space, Utrecht has come up  with a novel solution
- digital wayfinding signage at various points
around the city. We're familiar with these
wayfinding solutions here in the UK, though they
are designed to make it easier for drivers to park
their cars. We do not have any designed for
cyclists in mind. 
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No matter where I stayed in Denmark and the
Netherlands, there were always cycles to rent at
my accomodation, enabling visitors to easily
explore the city like a local. Another innovative
scheme I came across was a cycle subscription
rental service called Swapfiets, a company
founded by three Dutch university students in
2014. Aimed at university students though open
to all, Swapfiets is based on a subscription
model where users receive a bicycle for a flat
fee of €15 per month (€12 for students).  As well
as the bike, this fee covers free repairs within 12
hours, or a replacement bicycle if it cannot be
fixed within 15 minutes, or is stolen. The
promise is that subscribers never go without a
bicycle for longer than two days.

This scheme has proved particularly popular
among international students, who do not want
the hassle of owning a bike and having to sell it
on when they leave. During my stay in the
university cities of Copenhagen, Amsterdam
and Utrecht, I could barely turn a corner without
seeing the iconic Swapfiets blue front wheel.

TIP 9: MAKE CYCLES MORE ASSESSIBLE 

Swapfiets with their
distinguishable blue
front wheel

Utrecht city council is also helping
residents and visitors to access e-
cycles and cargo-cycles, by making
them available for rent at some of
their secure cycle garages. They
can be rented for just 1 Euro per
hour.

Electric cycles enable many
people to ride longer distances,
and are growing increasingly
popular in the UK and across
Europe. The cost of them,
however, is prohibitive to many.
Making them available for rent
enables people to try them out,
before committing to a purchase.
Or they can be rented as and
when required. 

Cargo-cycle sharing schemes can
help encourage us to hire these
instead of using a car, as they
allow us to carry larger and
heavier items that would be
difficult to carry on a normal
cycle. 

S P A C E  T O  B R E A T H E  |  5 9



TIP 10: WHEN YOU'VE MASTERED THE BASICS, GO THE EXTRA MILE
- THE NETHERLANDS

The Dutch have mastered the 'must haves''
pretty well when it comes to cycling, but they
don't stop there. I also spotted a number of 'nice
to haves', that can help make a big difference for
people on wheels. 

Firstly, I spotted numerous 'Blikvangerss' (tilted
rubbish bins) across the Netherlands. They are
designed for people on cycles, so that they don't
have to stop to throw any rubbish away. They
are particularly common along routes to school
to avoid children dropping litter. I was told that
school children often treat it as a sport, pelting
their banana skins into the net like a NBA-style
game. 

Left: During my stay in Utrecht, I also came
across a unique vending machine in one of the
cycle-parking garages. Not selling snacks, here
you could purchase cycle lights (2 Euros) and
umbrellas (3 Euros), helpful for those of us who
may get caught out when it rains or if our lights
fail. 

Right: In 2015, Rotterdam installed the first rain
sensor, so when it starts to rain the traffic lights
prioritise people on cycles. This is just another
way the Dutch prioritise the most vulnerable road
users.
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REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS 



I'll always remember how I felt as I disembarked the overnight ferry that took me from Hook Van Holland to
Harwich, and cycled the last 80 miles back to London. It was a mixture of emotions. I was happy to have
successfully completed what I set out to do and excited to see friends and family but, above all, sad and
frustrated at just how car-dominated the UK was and still is. Having just completed the most eye-opening
journey past fjords, through forests and along wide country cycle lanes, I was now seeing my home country
through fresh eyes.

I was once again cycling on roads with fast-moving traffic, with drivers allowing little room as they passed. I
remember stopping to buy a snack from a local supermarket, and there was not one single cycle stand in sight,
only parking for cars. I would not have previously given this much thought. As I continued on my journey, I
passed a lady standing at a bus stop, who smiled at me and said "go girl, even in this rain!". I smiled back, but
this kind-hearted comment only served to reinforce the differences between the UK and our European
neighbours. In the Netherlands, no one gives a second thought to cycling in the rain. They may put on a
raincoat or cycle with their umbrella in one hand, but not many would use this as an excuse to jump in their
mental box. 

As I finally reached London, the familiar smell of diesel and petrol fumes engulfed my nose. I held my breath
as I passed a line of idle vehicles, and I and other cyclists streamed alongside of them. This familiar world that
I had left behind now felt now strangely foreign. It was somewhere where my bike an I were not welcome. 

Sadly, this feeling didn't go away, and my love of cycling somewhat diminished for a few months following
my trip. I still commuted to work by bike, but avoided longer leisure rides at the weekend. Having
experienced what cycling could be like - calm, enjoyable and just a normal, everyday activity - here in the
UK the very opposite rang true. I felt aggrieved by the aggression shown by drivers on our roads, and went
out of my way to avoid it. I even went so far as to move homes to be closer to the office, cutting my 75
minute cycle commute in half.  

In spite of this, I enjoyed sharing my findings from my trip with friends, school pupils and colleagues on my
return. Having seen what other cities, organisations and businesses are doing to ease congestion, reduce
air pollution and increase levels of active travel, I was hopeful that change could be possible here in the UK
too. 
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THE JOURNEY HOME



Back in London. As we know, painted lines on the road
offer no protection to those on cycles, and are often
ignored by drivers. It is easy to see why parents do
not want their children cycling on roads like these. 

A FEW PICTURES FROM THE LAST LEG HOME
HARWICH - LONDON 
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Straight off the ferry. Leaving the utopia of the
Netherlands, it was a shock having to share the roads
with fast-moving vehicles, many of which left little
room as they passed. 

En-route to London, I found some cycle
infrastructure but it led me onto the pavement
and into a parked car - which you can just see
parked up ahead. Cars take up a lot of space on
our roads, but they often take over our
pavements too! 



Urgent and increased action by government is
necessary to reduce air pollution to safer levels. In
the transport sector, we need government to set
ambitious mode-shift targets underpinned by
significant leadership and investment. As we look
towards our European neighbours for inspiration, it is
clear that we could, and should, be doing more to
help encourage all of us to leave our cars at home. In
order to make this seismic shift, we desperately need
concerted action at all levels. 

We need strong political leadership
and a clear vision to create momentum
and a pride in progress
Healthy and environmentally-friendly journeys should
become the core goal of our cities, making public
health the priority. Cities showing the most rapid
progress have strong, bold political leaders who are
leading from the front and pursuing ambitious goals
over a short period of time. As we saw in Olso, their
city leaders have a clear vision of what can be
achieved and, moreover, they aren't taking decades
to achieve it. 

Central and local government must
invest more in physical infrastructure
for cycling and walking, to help shape
our cities into healthier, safer and
more attractive places to live 
Active travel infrastructure and promotion costs a
fraction of other transportation modes, and the
benefits are very high in comparison. If we build more
roads, we will get more cars filling them up and, as a
result, more air pollution, traffic danger and
congestion. The same is true for walking and cycling:
if we build and promote well-lit, well-maintained,
direct routes which connect people to where they
want to go, more people will use them. The economic
case for investment in these modes of travel is
strong, and the benefits are cross-cutting: a healthier
population; stronger, safer local communities; better
access to jobs and education; and lower levels of
pollution. We need long-term commitment and
investment in cycling and walking, at the levels
required to catch up with our European neighbours
who are leading the way. 

All transport and planning policy-
makers should have people-friendly
cities as their priority, with walking,
cycling and public transport as their
principal modes
We need to reverse the nationally prevalent
prioritisation, which puts providing for cars first, with
people walking, cycling and those with limited mobility
a distant second. We need to make walking and cycling
the natural choice for short journeys, or as part of a
longer journey. This will often mean taking space from
motor vehicles such as removing car-parking spaces to
create protected cycleways and widening pavements.
Cycling and walking need to be put at the heart of
transport policy and designed into infrastructure from
the start, not added on as an afterthought.

Every urban area should have a well-
planned, safe and well-maintained active
travel network that connects key
destinations, and caters for all users
and abilities
Developing coherent active mode networks with high
quality and well-planned infrastructure is vital in
encouraging walking and cycling and improving safety.
This should include functional and attractive design
details that enable people to travel safely and
comfortably on foot, by cycle or public transport.
Improvements could include well-designed cycle
parking at final destinations (e.g. schools, transport
links, homes and workplaces), benches, lighting,
greenery, as well as safety measures such as
increasing pedestrian crossing times to accommodate
slower walkers, and ensuring people walking and
cycling have priority at junctions and crossings. 

Aim to build a network of safe walking
and cycling routes, but begin with
smaller pilot projects where possible
Temporary and low-cost infrastructure provides a
cheap way to pilot innovative ideas, refine them and
implement them more widely. Pilot projects help to
demonstrate what the changes would look and feel like,
before larger and permanent changes are made. The
best way to get people to participate in change is to let
them help create it and experience it: not just for a day
but over months. Opposition will usually be greatly
reduced once the infrastructure is introduced and
people are using it, and can help garner support from
the wider community. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Develop a comprehensive
communications strategy and use
clear, positive messaging 
When introducing new street schemes that favour
active travel, we must ensure clear and open
communication of the aims, presented in an
engaging way to help people understand why it is
important. Plans and policies that aim to reduce
vehicle access in our car-obsessed culture is
bound to provoke defensive reactions. Positive
messaging is critical to win majority support.
Promote what people living in the city will gain
rather than what car users stand to lose. For
example, instead of talking about shutting down
streets to cars and removing parking spaces, we
should use positive language that focuses on how
this will make the local area a better place by
opening streets to people, cleaning the air and
tackling congestion. For businesses and property
owners, we can emphasise the property value
increase and boosted retail sales associated with
more walkable and cycling-friendly streets. 

Ensure participatory and flexible
infrastructure design
Citizen and business participation is essential to
obtain commitment for any proposed street
changes. When designing new schemes, we must
work with the communities on whom it will impact
to ensure it meets their varied needs. Designs
should be developed in line with local wishes, and
plans should be flexible in order to address
concerns from diverse user groups. 

Invest in behaviour-change
programmes and promotion
While active travel and use of transport is highly
dependent on the quality of infrastructure and
services provided, we can help support people to
make the shift through the use of marketing and
behaviour-change programmes. These measures
should cover the whole system, from good driving
and cycling etiquette, to the promotion of walking
and cycling routes and free cycle training. We
must work closely with schools and workplaces on
travel planning to promote safe modes of active
travel to and from settings on a daily basis.
Interventions should be tailored to meet the
specific needs of the community and the people
we are trying to reach. Local community groups
and third-sector organisations are well-placed to
help deliver such programmes. 
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trialling alternatives to car travel and preferably taking
the active option: walking, cycling and public transport
asking our local council and MPs to take action 
vocalising our support for policies and local initiatives
that stand to improve our public realm and make active
travel the obvious option 
provide support or volunteer for local groups, e.g.
Mums for Lungs, Living Streets, Cycling Campaign
Groups. In the Netherlands, it was the Stop de
Kindermoord (Stop Murdering Children) protests that
pushed government officials into action, transforming
the country into the cycling utopia we know it as today.  

Collaboration and information sharing is
key 
Re-imagining the way we move around our cities requires
healthy and creative dialogues at all levels. It is important
that we have a more systemic approach, bringing together
urban and transport planners, academia, public health
professionals, businesses and local communities when
planning new urban and transport schemes.

Support e-cargo bikes for business use
and make urban logistics more efficient
If urban areas are going to tackle congestion and other
issues associated with motor vehicles, we need to focus
on both personal and business transport. Central and local
government need to support businesses to make the
switch from polluting vehicles to e-cargo bikes in urban
areas. Support should come in the form of financial
incentives, improved cycling infrastructure, and local
micro-consolidation centres to support last-mile deliveries. 

We need to continually monitor new
schemes and interventions and evaluate
the impact
Monitoring and evaluation is critical to ensure the long-
term success of any active travel initiatives, plans and
actions. This is vital for trial infrastructure schemes and
behaviour-change programmes, so that the data can be
used to inform decision-making, make appropriate
adjustments, and report to stakeholders and policy
makers. 

Finally, as citizens and members of the
public, we can all play a part by:

The collective effect of actions by a large number of
individuals, together with action by local councils and
central government, can make a significant difference in
our fight for healthier, happier and more liveable cities for
everyone. 



                 ...and everything changed. 

The world got something it did not want, but perhaps in a stange, perverse way, it needed. A global crisis of
such magnitude, that it made every one of us re-evaluate our lives. In just a matter of weeks, Covid-19
changed a decade’s worth of habits, even our most entrenched ones. Or it did for a while, anyway. Locked
down in our homes and unable to enjoy our normal freedoms, we re-established connections with family,
friends, local community and nature. 

How and where we travelled altered dramatically. Throughout the lockdown, city dwellers experienced urban
space free from noisy traffic for the first time in years. Where hurried drivers would once honk their horns in
exasperation, we saw people walking, cycling and running on our streets: all this undoubtedly a happy
byproduct of lockdown regulations that always allowed and encouraged outdoor exercise. Cycling in particular
increased dramatically, and not only sport cyclists were to be seen. My bedroom window told tales of cycles
being used for a commute and much-needed recreation as well, with more children and families cycling on our
streets than ever before. Cycle-hire schemes soared in popularity all over the country, and companies such as
Brompton gave away free cycles to key workers, offering them a safe alternative to public transport. The
government ensured cycle shops were included on the list of key services so people could access repairs,
maintenance and equipment.

These dramatic changes in turn led to great improvements in air quality, with NO2 levels in the first 2 months
of UK lockdown much lower than pre-lockdown levels (DEFRA, 2020). Amid all the chaos, the pandemic has
given us a glimpse into what a people-friendly city could look like, with fewer road fatalities, less pollution, and
a better urban environment. Yet with public transport trips falling and the gradual ease of lockdown, traffic has
already made a comeback on our streets, and with it come negative impacts on air quality, physical activity
and road safety. Transport for London estimated that without intervention, vehicle numbers could double. That
could mean double the congestion, air pollution, emissions and road danger. Going back to 'normal' should not
mean going back to traffic and the hostile environment it creates. Now is the time for cities to experiment,
modify and improve, using our streets as testing grounds for change. We need city leaders to enable and
encourage a real shift in the way we travel around our cities.

And then came Covid19... 
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Avoiding a car-led recovery
To head off the danger of a return to heavier car use, during the government’s daily Covid-19 briefing on May 9,
the transport secretary Grant Shapps announced what he called a “once-in-a-generation” £2 billion plan to boost
cycling and walking both during and after the lockdown. Whilst this £2 billion was not new funding (it was part of
the £5 billion in new funding announced for cycling and buses in February 2020), the language used by Shapps in
the briefing, as well as a raft of other measures announced, are very much novel.

In the short term, the government pledged a £250 million emergency fund for local councils to create pop-up cycle
lanes, widen pavements and create walking and cycling-only streets across England. Giving more road space to
cycling and walking was no longer a 'nice to have', it was an instruction from the Department for Transport. The
instruction was sent to all Councils in new statutory guidance that read: 
'Measures should be taken as swiftly as possible, and in any event within weeks, given the urgent need to
change travel habits before the restart takes full effect.'

In July 2020, the Government published Gear Change: A bold
vision for cycling and walking for 2020-25. This plan was
described by the Prime Minister as the “most ambitious plan yet
to boost cycling and walking”. 

The Government’s “bold vision” is:
- For England to be a “great walking and cycling nation”
- For cycling and walking to be the “natural first choice” for many
journeys, and
- for half of all journeys in towns and cities being cycled or
walked by 2030

£2bn of ring-fenced funding for walking and cycling overseen and administered by Active Travel England, a
new inspectorate which will ensure projects meet new design standards, and be delivered on time.

The creation of a ‘national e-Bike programme’ – this will enable the elderly, or those who travel far, to take
to cycles as part of their journey. 

A new approach on health will be piloted in selected places with poor health rates to encourage GPs to
prescribe cycling, with patients able to access bikes through their local surgery.

Improvements to the National Cycle Network.

Making streets safer by consulting to strengthen the Highway Code to better protect pedestrians and
cyclists, improving legal protections for vulnerable road users, raising safety standards on lorries and
working with the police and retailers to tackle cycle theft.

Some of the key policies to deliver on this ambition are:

Such bold and ambitious plans were unheard of here in the UK, and has led to local authorities up and down the
country introducing temporary measures to encourage people to walk and cycle, helping to limit overcrowding on
public transport and reduce our reliance on private cars. Pavements have been widened to aid social distancing,
car access has been limited in certain neighbourhoods and outside schools, streets have been reallocated for
outdoor dining, and we have seen car lanes being transformed into 'pop-up' walking and cycle lanes through low-
cost interventions (e.g. signage and cones).
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But over the past few months, we have seen some local authorities being far more ambitious in their plans than
others, and the funding they have received from central Government reflects this. This had led to concerns that the
kind of high-quality walking and cycling infrastructure we need to enable active travel journeys will come down to a
postcode lottery. Indeed, we have seen some local leaders voicing their reluctance to take road space away from
private vehicles, despite government pressure to promote active travel as lockdown restrictions ease. We have also
seen the rapid removal of some temporary measures due to local pressure from those in opposition. The
implementation of Low-Traffic Neighbourhoods have, in particular, attracted noisy opposition in many places with
some councils removing them after a matter of days or weeks after bowing down to pressure.
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Of course, cultural changes can take a long time to take root. Changes to our local streets require careful
planning, collaboration and support from the wider community. Yet due to urgent deadlines imposed by central
government, many schemes have been rushed out with little or no community engagement, fueling the spread of
misinformation and compromising their success. In order to help ensure these temporary measures are
successful in the long term, over the coming months we will need to see improved communication, engagement
and consultation. Alongside new and permanent infrastructure we also need soft measures, such as cycle skills
training for all school pupils and e-cargo bike loan schemes, to help make walking and cycling shorter journeys
the most natural, and obvious choice for us all. 

 
END 
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