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This contribution introducing the congress theme * Dutch experience mainly focuses on bicycle policy
in The Netherlands. This policy isrooted in a culture that is amost one century old. Contrary to
many other European countries, The Netherlands managed to hold on to this culture after the Second
World War and even developed it further. The Bicycle Magterplan, which was initiated by the
ministry of trangport in 1990, was only a next phase in that development. It istoo early for afind
conclusion on the master plan. The presumption gppears to be justified however that the plan has
contributed to the fact that for another decade cycling in the Netherlands has been able to baance
between the opportunities and threats that bicycle traffic is constantly exposed to in a prosperous
country with along bicycle tradition. Thereis ill alot to be said and discussed about those
opportunities and threets in the coming decades. It is difficult to give ardiable prediction asto
whether the sum will ultimately lead to alarger or smdler share of cycling in certain parts of the
transport market.

1. Introduction

My contribution is about Dutch bicycle policy. So about policy that in one way or other should be
noticed by people in the streets. And people do notice, but nevertheless there is only very limited
interest in bicycle policy. With good reason: &fter dl you cannot ride on policy.

And besides: for Dutch people, cycling isavery common and everyday thing. Apparently, bicycle
policy istherefore taken for granted. Fine, that isthe way it should be!

However, in many countries bicycle policy is something that is not taken for granted at dl.
Supporters of bicycle use in those countries are sometimes envious of the Situation here. They would
like to learn from our Dutch experience. That may be possible, but in that case it would be advissble
for those people to first cycle through our cities and villages themsealves. Now, in June, but aso in
December, when it iswet and blegk. In the city centres, but dso in the suburbs and during the
morning rush hour as well asin the evening when it is dark.

While cycling around yourself, you will gain practica Dutch experience thet in my view is necessary
to be able to assess to what extent al those wonderful stories about bicycle trafficin The
Netherlands are true.

For nearly ten years | have been involved in the Bicycle Magterplan. My introduction to the ‘ Dutch
Experience’ theme therefore concentrates on policy. Thefirst part will focus on the history of bicycle
policy in The Netherlands. Thisis followed by the Bicycle Magterplan period. | will conclude with
some persona remarks about opportunities and threats related to Dutch bicycle policy in the near
future.



My introduction will be followed by a speech by Bernard Ensink, chairman of the Cyclists Union. |
am sure that he will not agree with al my observations and opinions. Which isagood thing.

2. Thehistory of bicycle use and bicycle palicy in the Netherlands

Higtory isimportant when it comes to trangport and traffic. The present Stuetion after al isthe result
of developments over many decades. This dso means that the near future has for alarge part aready
been determined by the past. | am emphasizing the importance of the past because we, asthe
Bicyde Masterplan project group, have had the history of bicycle use and bicycle policy in a number
of citiesin The Netherlands and surrounding countries researched. We wanted to know why we
cycle more in The Netherlands than in those other countries and why there is more cycling in one city
than in others. The results of this research will be presented on Thursday in workshop number 45. |
sncerdy recommend this mesting.

Anticipating this mesting | dlow mysdf the following Satement:
Bicycle policy can be effective, but it does require patience.

To explain this statement, | will first consider some frequently mentioned factors that influence bicycle
use:
The generd impresson is that we Dutchmen cycle alot because we live in afla country. This
flatness of course plays a part, but apparently it is not the only precondition: inhabitants of flat
aress outsde the Netherlands cycle much less.
Spdtid dructures are an influence. This may explain why thereislittle cycling in the USA and
Austrdia, but in many European countries the average trip distances are completely comparable
to thosein The Netherlands: so just as short.
Avallability of aternative modes of trangport is another factor. Mass motorisation got started quite
late in the Netherlands. At this moment, the number of trips of 7.5 kilometres or shorter isthe
same for cars and bicycles. Mogt cities in the Netherlands are too small for profitable public
trangport to be an efficient aternative for the bicycle.
Culturd higorica vaues play arole. Thisisillustrated by the choice of transport mode of Dutch
people of Turkish, Moroccan and Surinam origin. They cycle much less and use public trangport
more often. The differences with autochthonous Dutch people however seem to be decreasing
per generation.

These four factors - morphology, spatia structure, available dternatives and culturd historical values
—do not sufficiently explain the differencesin bicycle use between The Netherlands and other
countries and between the one Dutch city and a comparable other one. Neither do they explain why
bicycle use during a certain period of time increases considerably in the one city while it sharply
decreases in another city. We will get more satisfying answers when we aso look at the influence of

policy.

But, what is policy? Whet is bicycle policy?

In my view, policy comprises the government's intentions and actions.

Up to the Second World War there is not much positive to report in this respect. Between 1900 and
1940, the number of bicycles grew from 100,000 to four million. As acomparison: by 1940 there



were also 100,000 cars. The government considered al these bicycles primarily as a source of
income. A magor part of the road plans were therefore financed with the yields of bicycle taxes,
which encouraged car traffic. The congtruction of bicycdle tracks dong some of the nationd highways
could be regarded as hicycle policy. However, this happened mainly to decrease the hindrance
caused by cyclistsfor car driverd

After the Second World War, cycligts still dominated the scene, but there was hardly any attention
for cyclists and their infrastructure. Policy makers were primarily occupied with cars, and the
congtruction and widening of roads. Bicycle traffic was generaly expected to be margindized. The
bicycle was old-fashioned, a vehicle for the poor. The car symbolised the future, mohility, and
freedom.

But —and thisis crucid! — cycling was recognised as amode of transport ‘that is also part of life', as
amode of trangport ‘that aso uses and may use public space’, as amode of transport ‘that other
traffic participants have to take into account’!

In The Netherlands, policy meant a pro-car policy, but in genera not an anti-bicycle policy!

That was quite wise: at that time there were after dl hardly any dternative modes of trangport
available for most of the Dutch. Mass-motorisation did not start until about 1960, and the role of
urban public trangport was minima even then.

The attitude from the fifties and sixties facilitated the turnaround that took place in the seventies when
the rapidly growing car mongter Sarted to bite its own tail. The annua number of traffic casudties
increased very rapidly. Traffic congestion occurred more and more often and the space that parked
cars were occupying formed an increasing problem in the cities. Care of the environment was
growing, there was increasingly more attention for heglthy exercise, there was an ail crisis and look:
people rediscovered the bicycle as an efficient mode of transport. So a decrease in bicycle use
changed into an increase. And in the cities, policy makers redised that the bicycle might contribute to
solving the traffic problems that had arisen.

The centra government supported this processin the form of subsidies for the congtruction and
improvement of bicycle fadilities by municipa and provincid authorities. The central government aso
financed pilot projects. Initidly this concerned high-qudity cycle routes, and at alater Sage a
complete network of routesin the town of Delft. Evauations, however, showed that athough a good
infrastructure for bicycle traffic is functiond, it hardly leads to an increase in bicycle use.

So hicycle policy should comprise more than the congtruction of infrastructure, much more. | will
come back to that in amoment. At this point, | will confine mysdf to the observation that a bicycle-
friendly attitude among policy makersin the cities and in the centra government is a necessary
condition for agood bicycle palicy. In dl the plans they make, they should also consider the interests
of cydigtd Thisforms a permanent task for bicycle organisations and their loca branches: keeping all
those policymakers on the dert! Besdes rdlevant knowledge, this mainly requires alot of patience
and congtantly looking out for new socia developments. The politica discussion on this subject
should lead to a different perception in society and ultimately also among policymakers. Those
policymakers will subsequently have to develop new policies and implement new plans. All of this
requires alot of time, anong other things because there are so many parties that are involved. Once
the required measures have findly been implemented, it often takes years for the effects to become
noticeable. Sometimes decades, as we have seen. We are lill regping the rewards for instance of



‘the recognition of the bicycle as anorma mode of trangport’ in the fifties and sixties and of
investments made in the seventies and eighties.

My conclusion: bicycle policy can be effective, but it does require patience.
But | mentioned that before.

3. The BicycleMasterplan period: 1990-1999

The fact that anew bicycle policy was developed by the centra government in 1990, was alogica
continuation of developments in previous years. Logica, but apparently not taken for granted. If the
Cydligts Union had not actively participated in al kinds of socia discussons, had not lobbied with
their rdlevant knowledge among poaliticians and had not kept policymakers at the ministry on the
dert, there would not have been any new bicycle policy at al. And as a consequence no Bicycle
Magterplan project, with clear objectives and a decent budget. Fortunately the Cyclists Union did
their work properly and the project group was able to get to work.

A condderable budget was available for subsdising the bicycle traffic infrastructure. Thiswas dso
necessary, because a good infrastructure is a precondition for any mode of transport and therefore
aso for the promotion of bicycle use. A good infrastructure requires permanent expansion and
improvement. The project group established criteriafor granting subsidies and the regiona offices of
the ministry subsequently allocated the budgets. After that, the project group concentrated on other
ways of making cycling more attractive and sefer.

Our primary objective was to make sure that bicycle policy would become an inextricable part of the
plans and activities of municipalities, provinces, ministries, enterprises and public transport
companies.

We redlised that much more was needed than bicycle tracks and measures to reduce the number of
traffic casudties. Much more so than in the pagt, attention was needed for bicycle parking, for
bicycle theft and for the combination of bicycle and public transport. We wanted to influence the
manner in which people sdect their mode of transport for various movements. So in fact we wanted
to be concerned with the entire transport system, with the overal transport policy.

Manpower and time however were limited, which forced us to make choices. That isagood thing,
because you can promote as much as you want, but in the end others will have to decide and act.

The redisation that bicycle traffic isafully integrated part of the tota trangport system, aso meant
that we wanted to communicate with many parties involved. With people in municipa councils,
enterprises and public trangport companies, because they are the ones that actudly take measures,
or not. With people at various minigtries, because they prepare policies that affect bicycle traffic. To
reach dl those decision makers and executors, we used as many communication channels as
possible: various media, socid interest organisations, consultancy agencies, etcetera. We tried to
serve dl those target groups with customised information as much as possible.

These target groups may of course gppreciate the fact that you approach them, but in that case you
will really need something to offer them. A story about how to improve the world will just not be
enough. They have heard these stories before and they often do not believe them.



So what exactly should you offer them?

Quite smple: relevant knowledge based on facts, arguments that will influence decisons, and
ingruments that will enable these decisonsto be carried out properly. Y ou may think thet this
knowledge, these arguments, and these instruments had been there for yearsin a bicycle country like
the Netherlands. Wrong, there wasn't. There was quite alot of practica experience, but redl
knowledge was limited and moreover quite fragmented. In cooperation with our target groups we
worked very hard therefore on expanding knowledge by carrying out research and experiments and
by promoting innovation.

Do we know enough now about bicycle traffic and bicycle policy in the Netherlands? Can we afford
to lean back complacently? Absolutely not, in my view. During the Bicycle Magterplan years, some
steps have been taken in the right direction. There is a bit more knowledge, there are dightly better
ingruments. Cycling is more often given the recognition of a fully-fledged mode of transport. Based
on the Dutch contributions to this congress however, | get the impression that practical experience,
wishes, opinions and good intentions il very much dominate the scene. Contributions from the
scholarly world are rare, too rare. That doesn't surprise me, because universities and other scholarly
inditutes give little atention to bicycle traffic. Apparently, their principals mainly need knowledge
related to car traffic and public trangport. Which is a pity.

I do not wish to conclude the Bicycle Masterplan period with this somewhat bleak observation.
There are dso positive developments. The bicycle now occupies a stronger position on the local
agendas than ten years ago. Planners can no longer eadily ignore bicycle traffic. The Cyclists Union
is once more creeting adigtinct profile for itself now that the Bicycle Masterplan project group has
been dissolved. Bicycle traffic infrastructure has improved and a process of strong quality
improvementsin bicycle parking facilities has been set in maotion.

Despite these favourable developments, there till remains alot to be done. Attention should not be
alowed to dacken.

For those who would like to know more about the Bicycle Masterplan, an evauation report is
avalable in Dutch, English and German.

4. Opportunitiesand threatsfor bicycletraffic in the Netherlands

A number of interesting observations can be made about the future of cycling in The Netherlands. It
istempting to congder these at length. | won't do that. | will restrict mysdlf to mentioning some
opportunities and threats and | will not look beyond a period of ten to twenty years.

Opportunity 1: The Netherlands has a bicycle culture. Cycling has been passed on from one
generation to the next for a century. Our infrastructure is dso geared to the existence of
consderable numbers of cyclists. Which is not something to be eradicated esslly.

Opportunity 2: The mgor part of al movementsis short and can be covered by bicycle by many
people. Thisisonly changing dowly. And if traffic experts and land use and city planners continue
to think, it will remain thet way.



Opportunity 3: High economic prosperity entails that we are often in ahurry. Timeis ascarce
commodity. Waiting for the bus or looking for a place to park causesirritation. Cyclists hardly
have any waiting times. They aso use waiting times at cross roads to rest.

Opportunity 4: For many people prosperity means eating alot and little exercise. The hedthcare
sector is discovering more and more that cycling is a good solution to keep in shape.
Opportunity 5: In the longer term, the scarcity of foss| fud will sart playing arole again. The
energy sector is beginning to find out that cyclists run on sandwiches.

Opportunity 6: Lessideology and amore businesslike attitude could increase the influence of the
cycligs organisations.

Unfortunately it isnot difficult to let the Six opportunities be followed by six threats.
Threat 1. The present economic boom is leading to arapid increase in the number of cars. We
also want to use those cars, dso for distances that Dutch people would normally cover by
bicycle. At thismoment, varigble car cogts are often irrelevarnt.
Threet 2. Increasing availability of the car is an irreversble process. A car obvioudy dill
represents status. People who start earning less will a the most change to a chesper car.
Threat 3. Cycling does not provide status. Although many policy makers—aso at local levels—
cycle regularly, they often speak only about the choice between car and public transport. While
for many movements thereisno choice a dl.
Threat 4. Our work gradudly moves further away from home. Since, particularly among women,
participation in the job market is increasing, this counts double. Two working parentsin afamily
increases the chance that their children are taken to school by car. In that way, the younger
generation gets used to the bicycle increasingly less.
Threet 5. Theinterests of cyclists are poorly represented. The Cyclists Union cannot do it done.
Until now, the bicycle industry and bicycle trade believe it is enough to say what the government
should do. If they continue to deny their own respongihilities, they will eventualy damege their
own interests.
Threat 6. The central government decentralises tasks and considerable budgets to provinces and
municipalities. That is agood thing, an opportunity even, because that gives more ‘power’ to
regional and local governments that are more in touch with practice. Over the past few decadesiit
has aso become clear that they pay much more attention to the bicycle than the central
government. The other Side of the coin is however that consequently al coordination of research,
innovation, experiments and exchange of best practices threatens to disgppear. In addition, a
platform for developing visons and strategies and trandating them into policy islacking. Alsoin
netiona policy!

So far some of the opportunities and threats that | have observed. And there are probably many
more. Just asyou, | have no ideawhat the final outcome will be. But thereis plenty to discuss on that
subject. | suggest that we start doing that. Thank you for your attention.



