




Introduction Europe: A Century of Urban Cycling 

policy cannot change with the stroke of a pen.5 These

long-term patterns show that history matters in un­

derstanding how change comes about. Such patterns 

also suggest how these factors are configured in 

different combinations over time. 

today from capital cities (Amsterdam, Copenhagen, 

Stockholm, and Budapest) to industrial centers 

(Basel, Lyon, Manchester, Antwerp, and Hannover) 

and company towns (Enschede, Eindhoven, Malmo, 

Heerlen, and Kerkrade) to answer the seemingly sim­

ple question. How can we explain today's similarities 

and differences in cycling in these European cities 

over time? 

Cycling Cities covers fourteen European cities to ex­

plain the remarkable differences in cycling practices 

I .Urban Landscape & Cycling Distances 

A city's physical landscape has an impact on whether urban cycling thrives. Its urban 

layout determines whether city planners, policymakers, and local residents find cycling 

a viable option. In the late nineteenth century, many people moved to cities to live, find 

work, do business, socialize, and debate. By the 1920s and 1930s, this urbanization pro­

cess had a positive effect on cycling: it boomed in Europe's streets. For many, cycling 

was the best and most affordable individual form of urban transit to commute, to shop, 

to deliver goods, and to have fun. Compared to walking, cycling meant a spectacular 

extension of people's action radius. 

An early form of suburbanization in the late nineteenth century, reinforced by com­

muter trains and interurban trams, resulted in people having to travel greater distances 

between home (working-class neighborhoods) and work (industrial sites). In this phase, 

commuting by bicycle thrived . 

In the second wave of 1960s suburbanization, cars helped cities to expand even further 

beyond their boundaries, but caused traffic jams in city centers. This type of suburban­

ization had a negative effect on cycling. Since the 1990s, the trend has reversed. Young 

urban professionals have embraced urban living and cycling as a lifestyle. Compact 

city plans and re-urbanization have had a positive effect on urban cycling. 

150doden 
per maand 

bedankt 8/ije Riiders o Protesting Fatal Accidents

From the moment cars hit the roads, the public has been 

shocked by fatal car accidents. By the late 1960s, automo­

tive death rates had skyrocketed-and criticism had inten­

sified. Starting in the 1970s, community and parent groups 

took up the cause. The Netherlands launched especially 

effective demonstrations. This 1983 photo depicts the "Stop 

Child Murder" ("Stop de Kindermoord") campaign, with 

its improvised cemetery of white crosses. TI1is campaign, 

staged in front of the automobile expo then at Amsterdam's 

RAI convention center, forced 1:he Dutch government to 

lower speed limits in residential neighborhoods. 
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Introduction 

e Counting Vehicles, 

Ignoring Others 

'lhroughout the twentieth century, authorities 

performed vehicle counts to monitor their cities' 

increasing traffic. This 1947 photo from Malmo, 

Sweden, shows the people often hired to do the 

tedious job of counting: students. By merely 

calling for vehicle counts. authorities neglected 

pedestrian statistics and underestimated the 

number of public transit passengers. 

continue to implement both traffic separation and traffic calming principles. In some 

contexts, creating separate bicycle lanes has increased and encouraged urban cycling; 

in others, traffic calming schemes have boosted cycling spectacularly. 

4. Social Movements & Impact

Social movements shaped cycling practice as well as policy. When middle- and work­

ing-class cyclists found cycling convenient and fast in the 1920s, the urban elites began 

to look on cycling as old-fashioned. They presented bicycles in the city as a dangerous 

form of poor people's urban transit that hindered motorists' speed. In the interwar 

period, and especially after the Second World War, opinion and policymakers began 

questioning urban cycling as a rational option to their proposed, car-centered, urban 

vision. This vision resulted in divestment of cycle paths, lanes, and tracks. It also chal­

lenged urban cyclists-and their organizations-as legitimate and further weakened 

their political power. 

The late 1960s and early 1970s broad-based social movement-from progressive 

architects, critical engineers, environmental activists, and parent associations to urban 

intellectuals, cycling radicals, and countercultural activists-questioned the car-based 

urban vision. They opposed how cars clogged cities, polluted the air, and aggravated 
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decline came earlier and was steeper (mining region 

Southeast Limburg, Antwerp, Hannover, Stockholm, 

Basel, and Lyon). In Stockholm and Basel, the num­

bers began to dip below 40 percent even before the 

Second World War, while Manchester and Lyon hit 

rock bottom below 10 percent already by 1960. 

The graph shows four periods: in the first, cycling 

levels were high (1920-1950); then they declined 

(1950-1975); stabilized and grew (1975-1995); and then 

increased again (1995-present). This is certainly what 

the figures tell us.9 However, the trend line does not 

indicate how people experienced or practiced cycling. 

A final word on the graph that has fascinated quite a 

few experts: by just looking at cycling trends in iso­

lation, we see a simple story of cycling's boom, bust, 

and recovery.10 But we can also interpret the graph

in another way. Taking into account all the other 

forms of mobility (public transit, cars and mopeds), 

even during the rapid decline in cycling's share, the 
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sheer numbers of cyclists are mighty impressive by 

today's standards. For example, in 1960, cyclists 

in Copenhagen made up half of all the vehicles in 

traffic counts. In all Dutch cities except Southeast 

Limburg, 60 per cent or more of all the vehicles in 

traffic counts were bicycles. Cyclists in Hannover 

accounted for only 35 percent and in Antwerp 28 

percent of the overall traffic. Today, most policy­

makers would be proud if they could show off such 

a high proportion for cycling in their cities: these are 

still impressive figures. 

No matter how we view the graph, the question is 

how to explain long-term trends and local differ­

ences in urban Europe. We present fourteen cities, 

explaining their trajectories in order to view why 

cycling declined in some, but thrived in others. 

Most importantly, their stories offer examples 

for cities today on how to develop their policies 

and embrace cycling practices to ensure a more 

sustainable urban future. 
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