To the beach by bicycle

Although on sunny days traffic reports lead to the assumption that everybody visits the beach by car, many people prefer the bicycle instead. A number of organisations are responsible for the bicycle routes to the beaches and for the facilities to park near the beach: from local authorities to tourist information office, forest service to recreational councils. It is a matter of conjecture whether they actually pay any strategic attention to this subject at all. This article outlines the situation in four Dutch coastal towns: Dishoek, Terschelling, Callantsoog and Scheveningen.

There is hardly any specialist literature about the accessibility of beaches to cyclists and parking bicycles near the beach. Even where some research has been done, such as in Zeeland, the results are difficult to apply to other areas. Organisations involved in transport and recreation by bicycle almost completely ignore the accessibility of beaches to cyclists. There are no ready-made guidelines to determine how many bicycle parking places are necessary at beach crossings. This is hardly feasible anyway, as each situation is unique. The manual for bicycle parking (Leidraad Fietsparkeren, CROW publication 158) provides the best possible general advice for existing situations: count!

Dishoek

Dishoek is the ‘tourist appendage’ to the village of Koudekerke on the island of Walcheren. According to the tourist information office the largest group of beachgoers consists of inhabitants of Walcheren and the rest of Zeeland, followed by tourists from home and abroad. The tourist information office does not have information about any problems for cyclists wishing to visit the beach. Responsibility for the bicycle parking facilities rests with the Waterschap Zeeuwse Eilanden, as it does for the bike paths outside the built-up area. The Waterschap aims to improve the quality of the bicycle ride itself (good bicycle routes) and the quality at the destination: parking the bicycle at the beach. On Walcheren the Waterschap has had some research done. From a 2002 survey at 9 beach crossings it became clear, among other things, that on average 39% of the beachgoers interviewed came to the beach by bicycle. This makes the bicycle the number one means of transportation. Dishoek possesses three paved dune crossings to the beach. All are provided with facilities for parking bicycles. The research also revealed the need for a guarded parking facility. This was realised and came into use in June of 2001, with a capacity of 200 bicycles. However, this will be discontinued in 2003. The Waterschap had stated in advance the parking would have to pay for itself within a few years, which turned out to be not feasible at all. Why not? Probably because holiday-makers are quicker to express a need than to actually pay once their need is met. Moreover the location of the parking facility was not optimal: it was not at the busiest beach crossing, but at a location where there was a suitable space.

Terschelling

On the island of Terschelling the beaches are easily reached by bicycle. Not amazing once you know that during the high season there are 20.000 cyclists daily. Apart from the 12.000 rental bikes in use at those times, the 5000 inhabitants themselves use their bicycles, and in addition a large number of tourists bring along their own bicycles. These data are provided by Staatsbosbeheer, which manages the parking facilities for bicycles and cars, together with Rijkswaterstaat en the town of Terschelling. There are six main beach crossings and for the three busiest ones Staatsbosbeheer estimates 80% of the visitors to arrive by bicycle. According to the tourist information office there are in general insufficient parking facilities. Bicycles are usually just placed against the wooden fences lining the road to the beach or even against barbed wire. The tourist information office does not expect the authorities involved to be willing to change this situation. That might well be a realistic expectation, as both Staatsbosbeheer and the town of Terschelling paint a rosy picture. According to them, there are only problems at the crossing in Midsland aan Zee, and then only during ten days in the high season. Edwin Zijlstra, town strategist, and Freek Zwart, district staff employee of Staatsbosbeheer, feel that the parking facilities are not used to full capacity, due to the fact these are at rather a large distance (400 metres) from the beach crossing. The parties involved do not intend to increase capacity to meet peak demand. Although the tourist information office paints a somewhat gloomy picture, it is remarkable that neither of the authorities involved have received complaints by cyclists. It is assumed that this is due to the fact that on the island most bicycles are rented and seaside visitors are not as careful with these as they would be with their own property. This may also explain why there are only unguarded parking facilities on the island, without any requests for guarded ones.

Callantsoog

Nor does Callantsoog receive complaints from cyclists. To the town of Zijpe, managing and maintaining the unguarded parking facilities at the beach of Callantsoog, this is a reason not to pay much attention to the subject. The town does not mind that many cyclists ignore the parking facilities and take their bicycles as far onto the beach as possible. The recreational centre De Nollen, however, is highly annoyed by this behaviour. Approximately 90% of their visitors go to the beach, 65% of them by bicycle. The rest walks or comes by car. All these bicycles against the wooden fences along the beach crossing is bad for the bicycles, as well as an eyesore. Although local authorities do not pay much attention to the bicycle parking facilities at the beach, they do see to the system of bike paths. Lately the east-west connections between hinterland and the beach have been tackled, which are of course main routes for many cyclists. In the past these were forced to use the 60-km/h roads, which caused dangerous situations. The four east-west connections are all provided with independent bike paths in two directions, apart from two small stretches to be improved later.

Scheveningen

Anyone wanting to visit the beach from Den Haag, will find a network of bike paths from the south of Scheveningen-Haven to Kijkduin, connecting to beach crossings in 7 or 8 places. But to the north of the harbour, towards Zwarte Pad, is the busy part of Scheveningen. Most visitors to the Scheveningen beach come from Den Haag and live therefore within cycling distance. To reach the beach they can approach along 6 or 7 different routes. Two of these are disqualified by those involved. Both Nico de Koning (bicycle co-ordinator of the town of Den Haag) and Mark Beek (former chairman of the Den Haag branch of Fietsersbond) agree that Keizerstraat and Houtrustweg are dangerous, the former because it carries a lot of cars and trams, the latter because it is intensively used by Norfolk line freight trucks. In the Meerjarenprogramma Fiets 2003-2006 of Den Haag, which has been agreed upon and financing for which is available, these routes do not receive special attention. The bicycle parking problems along the beach, however, do. At this point in time there are facilities for approx. 900 bicycles between Scheveningen-Haven and Zwarte Pad, both guarded and unguarded. During the height of the season this is far too little, as proved by counting during peak times in 2001 and 2002. At those times there is a demand for 2000 to 2500 facilities and a large number of bicycles are parked anywhere. This causes problems for the fire department and makes the seafront look cluttered. For that reason local authorities have decided to place additional stands at locations where problems occur in the summer of 2003. This increases capacity with approx. 300 places. These will be unguarded, for although Scheveningen has its share of bicycle thefts and vandalism, the unguarded parking facilities are filled to capacity, whereas the guarded ones still have room. Many visitors come on old bikes, is the explanation for this phenomenon, and do not want to pay for guards. Biesieklette, the manager of the guarded parking facilities in Scheveningen, considered the Palaceplein to be the main bottleneck. There is a permanently open parking near cinemas, catering establishments and the beach. Accessibility and layout of this square, however, left a lot to be desired for cyclists. The local authorities recognised this and redesigned the square in April of 2003, making the parking facilities more accessible. In 2004 the parking facility itself, with a capacity of 200 bicycles, will be upgraded as well. The local authorities expect it to be used far more often then, even though use of it is not free.

Summary

Four coastal towns, four different situations. Large numbers of beach visitors prove to arrive by bicycle. The supply of bicycles is larger than the supply of parking facilities on some days. Some action is undertaken to diminish that discrepancy, but more ad hoc than as a policy. This is probably partly caused by the fact that problems occur on a limited number of days. And maybe as well by the fact that cyclists do not complain to the authorities involved.
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