‘Bicycle route planners lend cycling a modern image’

Route planners for cars can be found on the internet by the dozen. Bicycle route planners appear to be headed in the same direction. As of this moment five planners are available, with some more in preparation. The question is: will cyclists use them?
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Digital route planners are taking the market by storm. On the internet these are drawing large numbers of visitors and by now one in every ten drivers possesses an in-car navigation system. Bicycle route planners are also increasingly appearing on the internet.

The bicycle route planner of Landelijk Fietsplatform and Nederlands Bureau voor Toerisme was one of the first on the internet. This planner allows routes to be mapped out along the network of long-distance bicycle routes.

Zuid-Holland was the first province to put a bicycle route planner on the internet. This planner has been developed by the Delft company Demis - enthusiasts in the fields of cycling and IT - and refined by order of the province, with a MOVE subsidy. Recently the province of Utrecht followed with a comparable planner, at present the showpiece of Fietsersbond, the driving force behind this project.

Two cities have their own bicycle route planner. The city of Utrecht has a general route planner that can be used both for cars and bicycles. Amsterdam has a planner designed specifically for cyclists. In addition it is possible to digitally figure out the cycle route to the nearest train station on the site of NS. In other countries the phenomenon occurs as well, highly-praised examples being Nordrheinland-Westphalen and Berlin.

Downloading maps

Beside actual door-to-door bicycle route planners there are also websites where you may select from a menu a (local) bicycle route or download maps from the bicycle junction network. These websites are actually closer to traditional bicycle maps.

At the other end of the spectrum are the dedicated navigational systems to be taken along on the bicycle, similar to a tom-tom in cars. Such systems are still few and far between. The tom-tom for instance does have a bicycle version, but according to the experts this still displays too many car features and does not find any ingenious bicycle shortcuts, for instance. GPS-routes, however, may be downloaded from the internet. Once these are transferred to a GPS-receiver it is possible to cycle along this pre-programmed route. This idea has been elaborated upon in the Twente region, in Abel. This is a handheld computer (PDA) provided with GPS and a regional map with routes and local information, e.g. about museums. Hotels provide their cycling guests with these PDA’s.

Supposed need

Fietsersbond prefers planners on a provincial scale, according to Michel Post, responsible for bicycle route planner projects. ‘Mainly for organisational and financial reasons. With a province everything comes together in a single hand. At a local level a bicycle route planner will be less useful. For short distances you do not switch the computer on. Moreover, you usually know your way around there.’

Why would a province or city want a bicycle route planner? A common remark is that the lack of such a planner is ridiculous. Yet there is no reliable research into the demand for bicycle route planners. 

Bicycle route planners appear to materialise on the basis of supposed need, enthusiasm and political ambition to provide cycling or cycling policy with a modern image. Marijn van Rensen of the province of Utrecht: ‘We intended to stimulate bicycle use in our province. Research by Fietsersbond has shown that a bicycle route planner is at the top of cyclists’ wish list. And the publicity surrounding the bicycle route planner will, we feel, encourage more people to visit our province for recreational cycling purposes.’

Bicycle route planners

Zuid-Holland and Utrecht

The planners of Zuid-Holland and Utrecht display many similarities. Not remarkable, as both hail from the Delft company of Demis. A route may be planned by entering street, postal code or train station. Or by placing starting and finish flags on the map with the aid of the mouse. In addition personal preferences may be taken into account, e.g. the shortest or greenest route or only over asphalt roads.

Zuid-Holland: www.zuidholland.nl/thema/verkeer/fietsverkeer/fietsrouteplanner

Utrecht: www.utrecht.nl

Utrecht and Amsterdam

The planner for the city of Utrecht is plainer and according to some people quite a number of shortcuts, bicycle bridges and the like are missing. The Amsterdam planner - developed by Davdigital - looks fine. Starting point and destination can be indicated by clicking on the map. Among other things, traffic safety aspects are considered in the selection of the route. Still, Amsterdam will have a new planner developed which also takes road works into consideration.

Utrecht: www.fietsersbond.nl/fietsrouteplanner

Amsterdam: www.routecraft.com/fietsplanner

LF planner and NS planner

The LF planner displays only routes forming part of the 6,000 kilometre-long LF-network. Recreational destinations are linked to the network, such as hotels, restaurants and bicycle rental shops. In addition for parts of the network with ferry connections times and rates are listed. The railway company NS has a bicycle route option as well. This only serves to plan routes to and from train stations.

LF planner: www.2holland.com/nl

NS planner: www.ns.nl

Other countries

The planner for Nordrheinland-Westfalen is generally considered one of the best, and anyhow the most elaborate. Not only is it possible to list various preferences (even the gradient), information is also provided about the numbering of signposts, public transport, Bike & Ride, sights, etc. Berlin is a hobby grown more or less out of control. Graphically not very nice, but cyclists may choose from traffic-light free routes that if necessary take the weight of the cyclist into account, as well as width of the tyres and direction of the wind.

Nordrheinland-Westfalen: www.radroutenplaner.nrw.de

Berlin: http;//bbike.radzeit.dde

‘It is obvious that in particular recreational cyclists wanting to explore new terrain will be using the planners,’ says Michel Post. He emphasises that Utrecht has received along with the route planner a detailed file of the bicycle network as well, complete with necessary characteristics such as width and quality of the road. ‘But it is not merely a traffic engineering issue. In Zeeland a bicycle planner is to be financed by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and an EU subsidy for coastal tourism. The aim is to link up with bed & bike addresses and other recreational services as well.’

Publicity

Dirk Bussche is developing a bicycle route planner for the Twente region on behalf of Goudappel Coffeng. He agrees that this will profit recreational cyclists most. ‘Recreational bicycle trips also replace car trips. Moreover, it is a good way to advertise the bicycle network. And lend a modern image to cycling.’ In Twente, too, it was an added bonus that by constructing a bicycle route planner a good survey of the bicycle network is created at the same time.

Most bicycle route planners have been operating only recently and have not yet been really evaluated. There are only limited data on visits to the websites. The new Utrecht bicycle planner has received 800 visits daily over the past summer months. Zuid-Holland reports 419 visitors daily this July. Those visitors look at an average of three to four routes. Nordrheinland-Westfalen reports the site is ‘highly successful’.

Proliferation

So quite a number of authorities, organisations and businesses are involved in developing bicycle route planners. This seems to cause a certain degree of proliferation as well. The first planners, such as Zuid-Holland, were still based on digital maps on top of which the bicycle network was projected. For financial reasons there is a trend towards using the National Road Database of Adviesdienst Verkeer en Vervoer. Since this database does not know all bicycle routes, volunteers are engaged to refine and expand the network with the necessary characteristics. In Utrecht some 100 volunteers were involved. By internet they could add unknown paths and lanes to the database. Zuid-Holland operates without volunteers, but will shortly be updating the planner on the basis of new maps.

Because of this, different types of information are collected and updated in various locations. Landelijk Fietsplatform (LF) therefore feels there should be more harmonisation and good agreements on a national, more uniform way of collecting and managing information. ‘A single national tourist data bank would be extremely useful.’ Dirk Bussche of Goudappel Coffeng recognises the problem as well: ‘At the very least there should be agreements about mutual exchange of digital information.’ Michel Post of Fietsersbond remarks, however, that bicycle network files, like car network files, have of course a certain value that in future may be cashed in.

