On intersections with traffic lights the motto is:

Waiting is a consequence of choices

Waiting is an integral part of traffic lights, but it should not take too long. To cyclists a cycle time of 90 seconds marks the difference between good and bad traffic lights. This knowledge is shared by council members, local branches of Fietsersbond and experts, is the result of a preliminary study commissioned by Fietsersbond. Local authorities that want to design bicycle-friendly traffic lights may best begin during the initial designs for a neighbourhood, route or intersection. By calling in the traffic control expert and providing him with a vision stating where and when cyclists, buses and trams or cars should have priority. There is also much to gain with better maintenance and management of existing traffic lights.

Fietsberaad has received signs that cyclists often get a raw deal on intersections equipped with traffic lights. Cyclists have to wait too long at a red light, often longer than seems necessary. Longer also than many a cyclist is prepared to accept. This waiting causes considerable delays. In large cities traffic lights cause 84% (= 19 sec/km) of the delay for cyclists, as demonstrated by Fietsbalans of Fietsersbond. To gain more insight into this bottleneck for attractive bicycle use, and its possible solutions, Witteveen+Bos have performed a preliminary study. In all, 24 intersections in six provincial capitals have been investigated and for each intersection an average of 100 cyclists has been interviewed. At a workshop with six independent experts a selection of the intersections has been exhaustively discussed.

Attention

Talking to traffic light experts, the discussion always revolves around attention.

1. The sooner in the planning process there is attention for traffic regulation, the better. If serious consideration is paid to the use of traffic lights as early as the planning concept and in designing the road network and intersections, this is highly profitable: a better use of funds and space and better traffic management, for bicycles too. Even though the latter depends on choices.

2 Attention to traffic light systems is too often aimed at solving problems at a single intersection. Much more can often be accomplished by taking a closer look at an entire route or (part of) a network. Even when this occurs, it is usually optimised for public transport and cars, but bicycles are quite often ‘forgotten’. This simply means: longer waits, more delays. This ‘forgetting’ is not a necessity, it is a choice.

3. With traffic lights the attention of politicians, strategists, designers and technicians is usually mainly focussed on motor vehicles, consciously or subconsciously. In the case of buses and trams this is probably caused by the fact that the time gained at intersections controlled by traffic lights may be a way of somewhat reducing the extremely high operating costs. And long lines of throbbing cars probably make more of an impression than groups of cyclists and pedestrians, even though the numbers of traffic participants are often similar. Certainly in and around town centres.

4. To justify the enormous amounts of attention and ‘absolute priority’ for public transport on intersections with traffic lights, subsidy requirements are often invoked. This may serve as an excuse, but those requirements only mentioned ‘improving the flow of public transport’, ‘evident improvement in speed of public transport’ etc. If this is indiscriminately translated into ‘absolute priority’ this may lead to longer waiting times for cyclists, often quite a lot longer, as the Witteveen+Bos study demonstrates. But according to the experts, this is quite often not necessary at all. Expertise heals many wounds. Yes indeed: provided attention is paid to cyclists and pedestrians.

5. Many local authorities pay absolutely far too little attention to management and maintenance of traffic lights. Systems that have been designed fifteen or twenty years ago, are still operating without any adjustments to present situations. Small wonder that traffic participants do not always quietly wait their turn at those locations.

6. There is little attention paid to current basic data. This regularly prevents a good adjustment of the system to the actual traffic flow. Motor vehicles are counted in many cases, but cyclists and pedestrians only rarely. In modern traffic lights all kinds of electronic possibilities are already available or can be installed. Of course this is done at a price. Which involves another choice.

In short: more attention to the traffic light systems may enable many local authorities in a number of ways to realise gains in managing their traffic flow. This is certainly true for managing bicycle traffic. Less delays for cyclists at traffic lights proves not to be a matter of ‘gadgets’ and ‘toys’, but of recognition of the value, possibilities and integral approach of traffic light policy. And recognition of the fact that cyclists (and pedestrians) are equal to car drivers and public transport passengers.
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