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Fietsberaad factsheet 1
Importance of cycling in the Netherlands
Fietsberaad, October 2009

This Fietsberaad fact sheet starts by sketching bicycle use in the Netherlands, past and present. Then it focuses on people’s reasons to start cycling and the social benefits of cycling.

1
 Bicycle use in the Netherlands
In the western world the Netherlands are the bicycle country par excellence. Bicycle use is unprecedented. Of all journeys 26 per cent occur by bicycle. The Netherlands tower above the rest of Europe. After the Netherlands come Denmark with 19% of all journeys, Germany with 10%, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden and Belgium with a bicycle share just below 10%. In other European countries bicycle use is even lower. In recent years, however, interest in cycling has grown strongly in other countries.
Facts and figures bicycle use in the Netherlands (bicycle main mode of transport,, 2007)

0,78    bicycle journeys per person per day
2,49    cycling kilometres per person per day
11,17  cycling minutes per person per day
26 %   of all journeys by the Dutch occur by bicycle
36 %   of all journeys shorter than 5 kilometres by the Dutch are made by bicycle
7,6 %  of all kilometres are made by the Dutch by bicycle

18 %
   of Dutch travel time is spent on a bicycle
Facts and figures bicycle and tram(van Boggelen & Tijssen (2007) lit. 1)

39 %
  of rail passengers reach the t rain station by bicycle (from residence)
12 %
   of rail passengres reach their destination from the train station by bicycle (after-rail transport)

It is characteristic for the Dutch situation that large parts of the population use their bikes for all kinds of journeys. Young and old, rich and poor, to work, shop and school.

For all kinds of reasons

	The bicycle is used in the Netherlands for many reasons. Cycling is often associated with recreation. But that is certainly not the dominant use. Figure 1 provides a survey of the reasons the bicycle is used. At the top is shopping/running errands. Approximately 22 per cent of all bicycle journeys are for this reason, followed by education (18% of all journeys) and commuting (17%).
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Figure 1 – Bicycle journeys by motive
Mainly over short distanaces
Although short distances are strongly emphasised, the bicycle has a substantial market share in middle distances as well. In the category 10 to 15 kilometres this is for instance still 14% of all journeys (Evers (2004) lit. 2). Thanks to the arrival of the electric bicycle the importance of cycling over middle distances may well grow even more
	Table 1 – Percentage bicycle journeys by distance category

	Distance category
	Percentage bicycle journeys

	up to 5 km
	36%

	5 to 10 km
	22%

	10 to 15 km
	14%

	15 to 20 km
	8%

	over 20 km
	0%

	all distances
	26%

	Source: MON 2007



All ages
Cycling in the Netherlands is for all ages. Of course teenagers cycle considerably more than the average. They usually do not possess any other means of transportation. From the age of 18 (driver’s license and student public transport pass) the Dutch often decide in favour of other means of transportation. But bicycle use remains high till late in life. Even people aged 65 to 75 use a bicycle for 26% of their journeys. Bicycle use does fall among those aged over 75 (19% of all journeys), particularly due to physical limitations (Broer & van Loon (2006) lit. 3).

Other cultures
Cycling is highly interwoven with Dutch culture. Immigrants often do not have a cycling tradition. Bicycle use among (non-western) immigrants is therefore considerably lower than average (van Boggelen & Harms (2006) lit. 4). People of Surinamese and Antillean descent make approximately 55% fewer bicycle journeys than native Dutch; Moroccan and Turkish people even 71% and 88% fewer. In towns with a high bicycle use, however, the non-native Dutch cycle more often as well..

	Table 2 – Use of car, bicycle and public transport for short journeys  by car owners (% respondents)

	
	car
	bicycle
	public transp

	daily
	29%
	28%
	2%

	few times a week
	42%
	27%
	3%

	few times a month
	16%
	16%
	8%

	rarely
	11%
	19%
	20%

	never
	1%
	9%
	68%

	totaaal
	100%
	100%
	100%

	Source: Jansen, Schreuders, & van Twuijver (2006) lit. 5 Data in table edited by Fietsberaad.


Both cyclist and motorist

Most Dutchmen are both cyclist and motorist. Almost 80 per cent of households possess at least one car. A majority of the Dutch therefore uses the car for a short journey one day and the bicycle another day (table 2). This has several advantages. First of all for traffic safety. Many motorists can identify with the situation of cyclists and vice versa. In addition this provides opportunities for cycling. As most motorists are familiar with the possibilities of the bicycle, the threshold for cycling more often is relatively low. And this provides quite a few opportunities. Approximately half of all car journeys is shorter than 7.5 kilometres. .

2        Developments in bicycle use 
Figure 2 – Bicycle use and danger since 1950.
Source: van Boggelen (2007) lit. 6

Figure 2 demonstrates the developments in use (and danger) of the bicycle over the past 50 years. After major turbulence in the past century, bicycle use has stabilised over the past decades and danger levels for cyclists continue to fall.
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	The nineteen fifties were the heydays of cycling in the Netherlands. The average Dutchman cycled approximately 1,600 kilometres a year. In the sixties and seventies however bicycle use fell dramatically, due to the growth of car ownership, suburbanisation and highly car-focused traffic policies. The bicycle had a bad and old-fashioned image. Moreover the strong growth of car use caused major dangers for cyclists in traffic.

By the end of the seventies a strong change set in. In many towns action groups sprang up in protest against major traffic breakthroughs. Traffic safety became a major political item. The image of cycling gradually increases somewhat (green and healthy). And the first local bicycle policy plans were written in this period. Around 1980 bicycle use is more or less in recovery. In the next two decades bicycle use remains reasonably stable. No decrease, as doomsayers predicted. No strong increase either, as often aimed for by the authorities.

De jaren vijftig van de vorige eeuw waren de hoogtijdagen van de fiets in Nederland. De gemiddelde Nederlander fietste ongeveer 1.600 kilometer per jaar. In de jaren zestig en zeventig daalde het fietsgebruik echter dramatisch snel als gevolg van het toenemende autobezit, de suburbanisatie en een sterk autogericht verkeersbeleid. De fiets kampte met een slecht en ouderwets imago. Bovendien veroorzaakte de sterke groei van het autogebruik grote verkeersonveiligheid voor fietsers.


By the end of the seventies a strong change set in. In many towns action groups sprang up in protest against major traffic breakthroughs. Traffic safety became a major political item. The image of cycling gradually increases somewhat (green and healthy). And the first local bicycle policy plans were written in this period. Around 1980 bicycle use is more or less in recovery. In the next two decades bicycle use remains reasonably stable. No decrease, as doomsayers predicted. No strong increase either, as often aimed for by the authorities.

Bicycle use remains stable, this despite a number of autonomous developments that are negative for cycling, viz. de-greening, economic growth, individualisation, increase in car ownership and suburbanisation (Ligtermoet 2003, ref. 7). On the basis of these autonomous developments a 5.6 % decrease in the number of bicycle journeys was to be expected. In  reality the decrease was below 2%. Since the turn of the century a slight increase has become apparent, due to the favourable weather conditions (van Boggelen 2007, ref. 6).

Two more remarks need to be made regarding this general impression. First of all this concerns bicycle use per inhabitant. The overall numbers of cycling kilometres and bicycle journeys in the Netherlands have strongly increased over the past twenty years due to the increase in the number of inhabitants (16% since 1980). In addition this is an average development for the entire country. Looking at individual towns or reasons, results may differ strongly. The number of bicycle journeys in Amsterdam, for instance, has grown by 36 per cent since 1990, mainly as the result of higher parking charges for cars. And the number of rail passengers reaching the train station by bicycle has increased by 50 per cent over the period 2000-2005.
3       Why the Dutch do and do not cycle
In the Netherlands cycling is not a political or fashion statement. In the Netherlands cyclists have neither a high nor a low status. It is first and foremost a means of transportation evoking little or no status judgement (Pettinga 2005, ref. 8). First of all a bicycle is considered as a functional means of transportation suitable for particular circumstances. When the distance is short, the route safe and the amount of luggage limited, many people decide in favour of cycling - certainly if the weather is favourable (Jansen, Schreuders & van Twuijver 2006, ref. 5). The range of reasons put forward to cycle or not to cycle provides a good picture of the various types of arguments that play a part. 
	Table 3 – Car owners’ arguments for deciding in favour of car or bicycle for a short errand. Percentage of respondents feeling the argument to be (very) important.

	Arguments in favour of bicycle
	Perc.
	Arguments in favour of car
	Perc.

	good for my health
	71%
	large amouns of  luggage to carry
	90%

	good for the environment
	70%
	weather is bad
	79%

	only a few errands to run
	69%
	easy parking at shop
	70%

	cycling is fun
	68%
	free parking
	58%

	cycling is fast in traffic
	61%
	various destinations (chain mobility)
()
	55%

	no need to search for parking space
	56%
	car is comfortable
	53%

	Source: Jansen, Schreuders, & van Twuijver (2006) lit. 5


The functional arguments in deciding in favour of cycling are clearly apparent: fast and convenient, except when there is a lot of shopping to be transported, a number of destinations to be visited or when the weather is bad. But less functional arguments also play a role, like fun and healthy. It is remarkable that many people (70%) mention the argument good for the environment. In another study where a maximum of three reasons could be recorded, the environment came out much lower (25%) and the top three consist of fast, healthy and cheap. In short: arguments that provide a personal benefit (Langendonck (2009) lit. 9).

4        Social benefits of cycling
Policymakers sometimes make other assessments than citizens. For individual citizens personal benefits in particular are important, whereas policymakers look to the social meaning of cycling most of all. For which problems is the bicycle a part of the solution? A survey of the most important social benefits of cycling:

· scope for development for large parts of the population. Mobility is not an objective in itself. but a means to allow the development of activities like working, learning and recreating. The simple fact that bicycles are used for 26% of our activities is indicative of the social importance of cycling. Moreover cycling is the only option for many people as they do not (yet) have a driver’s license or because they do not have a car at their disposal (at that point in time).
·  the environmental benefit of more cycling and less driving is of course self-evident. Whether a car pollutes a little more or less, the bicycle does not contribute anything to the marginal emissions of fine dust, NOx, CO2 et cetera
· •flow problems for car traffic. When motorists shift from car for bicycle that has mainly positive effects on the flow of the urban road network. After all the bicycle is a serious alternative mainly over short distances. The shift may however also affect traffic on highways. At the large-scale maintenance work on A10 West 5% of all peak traffic decided on cycling as an alternative (Ligtermoet 2002, ref. 10). Regional network analyses, too, show a limited role for cycling as a solution for regional traffic problems  (van Boggelen (2006) lit. 11).

· parking problems in town centres and places of employment. A parked bicycle occupies considerably less space than a parked car. When more people in the immediate vicinity of a shopping centre travel by bicycle, that frees up more scarce parking spaces for regional visitors, who are more dependent on a car. A reasoning acknowledged by retail organisations, too (Ligtermoet 2004, ref. 12). The same goes for other destinations (work, leisure etc.).
· health. Norwegian research in 2002 demonstrated that investments in bicycle provisions are eventually recouped 4- to 5-fold in terms of less healthcare costs (Hendriks 2008, ref. 13). Of course such results may not simply be declared applicable for the Netherlands as well. In Norway the initial situation was in general much worse than in the Netherlands, allowing serious improvements in bicycle infrastructure to be realised quite soon. But nevertheless it is interesting and suggestive, according to Van Wee and Nijland in the article De gezondheidsbaten van fietsen (Nijland & van Wee 2007, ref. 14). In the Netherlands it had been ascertained before that cycling strongly affects fitness: cycling 3 kilometres to work three times a week initially improved fitness by 10%  (Hendriksen (1997) lit. 15).
· traffic safety is a more awkward issue. For the individual driving a car is safer. Chances of injury increase when exchanging car for bicycle (except for young adults). A bicycle does not have airbags or a crumple zone. But if people transfer to a car many new risks arise for other road users like cyclists, pedestrians and other drivers. This is closely related to speed and weight of a car. On balance shifting from a bicycle to a car has little effect on the number of traffic casualties.
In general it is also true that in towns or countries with high numbers of cyclists the risks for cyclists are much lower. Possible explanations: drivers are more used to cyclists and policymakers invest more in safe infrastructure when there are more cyclists  (van Boggelen & Everaard (2005) lit. 16).
Several attempts have been made to express all social benefits of cycling in financial terms. Cycling England calculated the benefits of improved health, less environmental pressures and less congestion in 2007 as follows: the transfer from car to bicycle of a 45-year old commuter living in a town, represents a social value of €446 a year (Hendriks 2008, ref. 13). Much earlier (1998) an attempt was made in the Netherlands to calculate costs and benefits of local bicycle policies: over seven years savings of € 2.5 to € 25 million (Ministerie van Verkeer & Waterstaat (1998) lit. 17).

	Data on cycling

For some decades bicycle use (as well as the use of other means of transportation) have been documented in quite some detail in national research. Initially in Onderzoek Verplaatsingsgedrag (OVG) of Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek. Since 2004 in Mobiliteitsonderzoek Nederland (MON) of Rijkswaterstaat (van Boggelen & Tijssen 2007, ref. 1). To that end approximately 50,000 people record their journeys in diaries. On the basis of this research it is possible to obtain a good picture of developments. Yet caution is warranted. Over the years methodology has been changed a number of times, among others due to decreasing response and increasing costs. This has lead to deviations from the trend in the data (van Boggelen 2007, ref. 6).

The data from MON and OVG may be consulted through  www.statline.nl 
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As cyclists have to generate their own energy, cycling is highly distance-sensitive. The bicycle is therefore eminently suitable for short journeys. Over short distances the bicycle is market-leader (see table 1). In addition a major part of our daily journeys is short as well. Almost 60 per cent of all journeys is shorter than 5 kilometres.
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