Bicycle parking at Groningen station – another way!

Coping with thousands of bicycles at the railway station. Difficult? Yes, finding space for them all is a problem, but Groningen has proved that it can be done. The completion, organisation and use of the new Stadsbalkon are an example for the Netherlands.
Dirk Ligtemoet

After the traffic routes and the bus station, it was the turn of the bicycle parking facilities and the square in front of Groningen railway station to undergo a major makeover. Double use of land was necessary in order to accommodate all the functions in the restricted area surrounding the station. Directly in front of the station building, close to the platform entrances, a special square was designed above underground parking facilities for 4150 bicycles: the Stadsbalkon. Cost: around 10 million Euros. Most of the work was completed in autumn 2006; the final part of the parking facility was opened in January 2007.
Bicycles underneath the square 

The square has an unusual design. Arches on all sides, striking colours, trees planted in the bicycle parking facility which ‘grow through the ground’, sides of the square ending in ‘nothing’. The underground bicycle parking facilities are equally unusual. The enormous space featuring bicycle parking in two layers and wide gangways is impressive. Another very special aspect is the bicycle route, including a kind of mini roundabout which runs through the bicycle parking facility in front of the station. Cyclists from east to west and vice versa no longer have to cross over to the north of Stationsweg. 

The Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facilities are below ground level, but can certainly not be described as ‘indoor’. This is not a bicycle cellar – the space is too open and accessible on the east and west sides. But the closed sides facing the station building and Stationsweg do give the impression of an enclosed space.  It was therefore decided early on to implement intensive monitoring here. 

Management 

And that was achieved too, on an unprecedented scale for the Netherlands. Cor van der Klaauw, bicycle policy officer working for the municipality of Groningen: “There are over 15 managers involved; at any moment there are 2 or 3 managers present.” The 24 hour monitoring is partly financed from the municipal Parking Fund and partly from a security budget. The intensive management has already had a clear effect. There have been no complaints and the parking facility is hugely popular. According to the police, reports of bicycle thefts from the station have declined significantly (from around 6 to 1 or 2 bicycles a day). 

The intensive management, which has also become strongly preventive and service-oriented in the hectic practice, also results in an extremely low percentage of incorrectly parked bicycles. Under the watchful eyes of the managers, bicycle owners feel obliged to park their bicycles correctly and if they don’t, the managers have no qualms about moving them. The good management is reflected even more in the case of unclaimed bicycles. In the Stadsbalkon, bicycles are labelled and every week bicycles which have been there for more than 4 weeks are moved aside. There are only a few: at most 3%. 

The disadvantage of the Groningen approach comes with the last link in the enforcement chain: the capacity of depots. Because there is no longer room for lost bicycles, fewer are moved than in the past. 
Unexpected use 

At the time of the decision in 2001, the plan was that the Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facility would solve the problem of all unguarded parked bicycles. During the construction, various temporary facilities were built, the most important being the bicycle flat in the western corner of the station square: two storeys with double layered parking offered parking space to 1000 bicycles. After the partial handover in September 2006, the 2700 places under the Stadsbalkon were filled to capacity at peak moments – besides the 1000 places in the bicycle flat. Wim Geerdink from the Werkprojecten Groep (Work Projects Group) responsible for managing the site: “On a few occasions we had to stop new arrivals from parking their bicycles until other people had left. But we usually try and help them find a place somewhere else, for example in the bicycle flat.” 

However, the railway station in the student town of Groningen has its own special ‘peak’ moment. Geerdink: “It starts early on Friday afternoon. Up until Monday, the place is crammed with bicycles and the managers have their hands full helping cyclists find places and not just leaving bicycles where they shouldn’t be.” 

Reasons for business 

The bicycle flat was to have been demolished immediately after the opening of the Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facility. In December, B&W (mayor and aldermen) decided to keep the bicycle flat open ‘for the meantime’; the latest figures showed that there were over 6,000 bicycles parked at the station, which could not be accommodated by the various groups of racks (800 places) and the ‘complete’ Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facility (4150). 
One now wonders how the original prognosis produced in 2000, which concluded that the Stadsbalkon would have the capacity to fully meet the parking need for bicycles, could have proved to be so wrong just six years later. The municipality itself cites the rise in the number of students and the increasing number of students living at home (who often travel to Groningen by train) as the main reason: 27% more students in 6 years; over 30% more students living at home. They also point to the abolition of local bus routes, resulting in more train passengers. It is also part of the general trend in bicycle use as a link to the train described in this Fietsverkeer (page 16). 

Monitoring or guarding? 

A semi indoor space with intensive monitoring from a control area at the central point in the bicycle parking facility – is that still ‘unguarded’? Cyclists will at least view it as a mixed form. There is also some confusion in the terminology. An example: a municipal councillor talks about ‘the semi-underground, big free guarded bicycle parking facility’ and about ’24 hour guarding’ in her weblog. Practice wins over theory: cyclists tend to experience the Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facility as free and guarded, with the possible consequence that the guarded bicycle parking facility loses customers and that capacity elsewhere is less well used. In Groningen, this is relevant because its equally conveniently located guarded parking facility is spacious and quite well used. The municipality estimates its capacity at 2700 and average occupation at 2000. 

Since September, the guarded bicycle parking facility has definitely been affected by the opening of the Stadsbalkon.
NS Fiets noted significant reductions in both day tickets (20% fewer) and weekend tickets (40%) and in monthly season tickets in the month of November 2006 compared with November 2005. Besides increased student numbers and a general growth in bicycle use, the attraction of the Stadsbalkon bicycle parking facility for former users of guarded parking facilities could also explain the unexpected use of the new facility.

