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taxes on public transit, the bicycle easily gained the 

advantage over trams as the transport mode of choice 

for lower-income Copenhageners.5

In 1935, the rivalry between cycling and trams took 

a dramatic turn. Aiming to secure more revenue for 

the city trams during the economic crisis, the dep­

uty mayor responsible for public transit proposed a 

ban on cycling in the historic center. The proposal 

touched a raw nerve among the cyclists and prompt­

ed a huge outburst. The chair of the Danish Cyclists' 

Federation (Dansk Cyklistforbundet or DCF) warned 

of a "revolution" if the authorities were to put their 

plan into operation.6 In the press, many commenta­

tors agreed with the federation, praising the bicycle 

as the "people's jewel." Given the poor state of public 

transit in Copenhagen, they argued, it was unfair to 

criticize cyclists for clogging the streets.' 

The city's experts weighed the pros and cons of the 

bicycle: it was cheap, made efficient use of limited 

space, and was a convenient vehicle for short trips. 

On the other hand, cyclists were unruly and unpre­

dictable-a real headache for traffic planners. Cycling 

was highly seasonal and varied greatly in the course 

of a day, with high morning and afternoon peaks. The 

authorities had a hard time fitting this into their public 

transport planning. As Vilhelm Malling, engineer at 

the Planning Office, emphasized in 1932, the bicycle 
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had an "extraordinary importance" in Copenhagen's 

traffic. In his view, doing away with cycling would 

be impossible "without radical improvement of mass 

means of transport."8 At the end of the Second World

War, city engineer Olaf Forchhammer observed that, 

compared to Stockholm, cyclists in Copenhagen 

were well integrated into traffic-and he predicted 

that cyclists would continue to outnumber commuter 

train passengers, even with increasing commuting 

distances.9

Planners, engineers, and politicians agreed that the 

large numbers of cyclists warranted separate cycle 

lanes. They also had many legitimate reasons for not 

building them: lack of space in the historic center; 

conflicts with (un)loading and with car-based shop­

ping in busy shopping streets; and even the over­

whelming numbers of cyclists during rush hour. 

They argued that the massive rush-hour stampedes 

of cyclists would overload any imaginable network 

of cycle lanes. As a result, the city only built cycle 

lanes along main roads to improve the ftow of 

motorized traffic.'0 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, 

the Danish Cyclists' Federation successfully lob­

bied for cycling infrastructures, particularly in the 

capital Copenhagen. Between 1912 and 1927, the 

Copenhagen cycle path network doubled from 35 to 
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74 km, increasing to 100 km in 1935.11 By then, a quar­

ter of the road and street networks in Copenhagen 

and neighboring Frederiksberg had been retrofitted 

with cycle lanes-most of them in the suburbs.r 

During the Second World War, walking and public 

transit made gains at the expense of cycling (partly 

because of the shortage of bicycle tires and spare 

parts) and auto mobility (because of fuel rationing). 

By 1950, cycling had recovered to prewar levels, only 

to decline again from the mid-1950s onwards.11 With 

the resumption of comprehensive planning at war's 

end, public transit became the heart of Copenhagen's 

future transport system. The 1947 regional "Finger 

Plan", with roots in the British garden city movement, 

expressed a style of urban design that planners 

also adopted in cities like Amsterdam, Eindhoven, 

Stockholm, and Hannover. Urban development would 

follow existing and future commuter rail networks. An 

expanded road network would complement the pub-

Traffic Policy Postponed, 

1955-1975 

After the Second World War, Denmark, like many 

other European countries, wanted to accomplish 

economic reconstruction by imposing thrift on its 

population: investments should go to heavy industry, 

not consumer goods. Immediately after the war, the 

government curbed Danish car ownership by regu­

lating imports and later through high taxes.18 Once 

the government lifted import restrictions in the early 

1950s, the number of cars in Denmark increased rap­

idly-more rapidly than in the Netherlands.'9 As car 

prices fell and people's disposable income increased, 

more and more Danes were able to afford a car. 

While private car ownership increased everywhere 

in Denmark, Copenhagen residents averaged fewer 

cars than the rest of the country-especially in the 

1960s. About 40 percent of Copenhagen households 

lie transit network and spaces in between these traffic had a car against 65 percent in Denmark as a whole.:><> 

corridors would serve as green wedges. Planners In comparison, in the early 1960s, 70 percent of 

designed the residential "fingers" so that the com- Danish adults and 86 percent of Danish children had a 

bined pedestrian, cycle, and public transit (especially 

tram and S-Train) commuting times would not exceed 

45 minutes.-• 

Public transit remained the backbone of subsequent 

blueprints for the city's transport system, though 

without impeding a "reasonable" development of 

car traffic. Planners also realized that cycling was an 

essential element of Copenhagen's transport system. 

While acknowledging that this justified cycle lanes, 

they also worried about serious competition with 

public transit.1s A 1953 report by the Copenhagen 

Traffic Commission highlighted the capital's reputa­

tion as "cyclist city"; it also reiterated the need for 

both cycle lanes and dedicated cycle roads to relieve 

radial access roads of high numbers of cyclists.'6 The 

1954 Master Plan for Copenhagen characterized 

the bicycle as a "cheap and convenient means of 

transport, whose popularity has made Copenhagen 

the city of cyclists." The bicycle was also a source 

of "inconvenience" for planners: it took up space, 

cyclists were vulnerable, and worst of all seasonal and 

weather variations caused cyclists to invade public 

transit systems unpredictably and massively. The au­

thors concluded that if public transit was to continue 

handling the bulk of traffic, the system should be able 

to compete not only with the car in terms of conve­

nience and range, but also with the bicycle in terms of 

reasonable costs.'1 

bicycle?' And even in Copenhagen, when researchers 

counted cyclists on the bridges between Sjrelland 

and Amager, they found that the cyclists' share had 

dropped dramatically from 70 percent to 20 percent 

in just fifteen years (between 1955 and 1970). By this 

time, owning bicycles did not necessarily mean peo­

ple used them. 

Copenhagen's traffic engineers had not anticipated 

this rapid decline in cycling, but they were hardly 

averse to adapting their city to the new "demands" of 

automobility-just like their colleagues elsewhere. 

Their blueprints ignored the ambitions of city plan­

ners and politicians to encourage public transit. The 

urban engineers believed that the United States was 

the paradigm for the future and gave full priority 

to cars. Still, disagreements about preserving or 

renewing the medieval city took some of the wind 

out of their sails.22 During the 1950s, municipal, 

regional, and national governments all made plans for 

Copenhagen's development that included expanding 

the capital's road network and constructing a sub­

way. A shortage of funds forced the authorities to 

limit themselves to the commuter rail lines. However, 

the national government provided subsidies in the 

early 1960s and the plans became top priority. Some 

radial arteries into Copenhagen, along the "fingers," 

were reconstructed as highways; primary networks 

that had already been planned were upgraded, on 

Copenhagen - Denmark 

81 





1 

ta 

11 

1 

ly 

as 

,y-

State of Cycling in European Cities 

Cycling Regains Ground 

1975-1990 

Despite its cycling tradition, Copenhagen reached its 

cycling low point in the mid-1970s. Traffic counters 

found that the bicycle's share on the bridges between 

Sjrelland and Amager dropped to a mere 15 percent 

in 1975 only to climb again to around 30 percent in 

the early 1990s. The yearly traffic counts on the route 

around the lakes and harbor area showed a slight 

increase, while on the city's outskirts, cycling lev-

els remained stable at slightly over 10 percent. The 

bicycle modal split for all trips in Greater Copenhagen 

had fallen to 17 percent, almost equal to those taking 

public transit (16 percent). Many still walked (27 per­

cent); more went by car (36 percent)-even though 

car ownership, already low compared to other cities 

internationally, decreased slightly in Copenhagen.28

Within a decade, cycling increased to 22 percent at 

the expense of walking. 

In the 1970s, Copenhagen's grassroots environmental 

movement and the political left began to criticize 

countries, the authorities confronted the crisis by 

instituting car-free Sundays. These demonstrated to 

the public and policymakers alike what a city with 

little or no automobility might look like.29 In the next 

decade, authorities abandoned several major national 

road projects-partly in response to protests, partly 

due to a lack of funds or political will. Neither the city 

nor the national government wanted to bear the high 

costs. The city also cancelled Copenhagen's subway 

plans for financial reasons. The commuter railroad 

network, despite its postponed expansion, remained 

the backbone of the public transport system. A host 

of technical and legal measures slowed down or 

barred motorists: pedestrian streets, traffic zoning, 

speed limits, physical barriers, banning of through 

traffic, dedicated streets, and priority for buses. After 

1976, inspired by Dutch examples, the city designated 

a number of "integrated streets," where pedestrians 

and cyclists ruled and motorists were guests. These 

so-called "Paragraph 40-streets" were named after 

the new clause in the Danish Road Traffic Act?0 

Despite this paradigm shift, specific cycling policy 

measures did not extend beyond a few additional 

car-centered planning in Copenhagen. The movement bicycle racks and the occasional new cycle path. Pro-

broadened after the 1973 oil crisis, which for many bike and environmental activists were the only groups 

was a wake-up call. As in other western European calling on the city to adopt cycling as a fundamental 

Copenhagen - Denmark 

e Bicycle Activism: 

Strategies 

Toe 1970s was an era 

of activism--including 

bicycle activism. In some 

cities, small. ad hoc groups 

organized protests. In 

other cities, existing in­

stitutions led the changes. 

This held for Copenhagen, 

where the long-established 

Danish Cycling Union 

took up the cyclist's cause 

in the late 1970s. Ne more 

traditional negotiation wirh 

authorities became one 

tactic. This new, radical 

approach proved hugely 

popular. The union's bike 

demonstrations attracted 

thousands. while mem­

bership surged. This 

1979 photo captures the 

"White Crosses" cam­

paign-drawing on a 

symbolism introduced by 

the Dutch organization 

Stop de Kindermoord (Stop 

Child Murder) in 1972. 

Each painted sign sym­

bolizes a cyclist killed at 

the city's most dangerous 

intersection. 
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C The Bike Comes Full Circle 

Think back 125 years, to the late-nineteenth centu-

ry. Young, middle-class urbanites used bicycles to 

tour the countryside-and to display status. Later, 

in the interwar period, workers used cargo bikes to 

transport goods. Fast-forward again to the 1950s: 

many Copenhageners with families moved to the 

suburbs, replacing their bikes with cars and public 

transit. This photo shows today's young, middle-class 

Copenhagcners-and their rediscovery of the bicy­

cle. A favorite vehicle? TI1e cargo bike! Note how this 

specimen transmits affluence, hipness, as well as 

child- and eco-friendliness, all in one go. 

from 22 to 32 percent. While the city had earlier done 

little to extend the cycle network, it stepped up its 

efforts in the 2000s with 6.5 km of new cycle lanes 

each year.30

According to the city's cycling planner and former 

bicycle activist, by the 1990s "everyone" in the city 

council favored new cycle lanes-at least in principle. 

The council mandated efforts to curb automobility 

by encouraging cycling and public transit use:10 At 

this point, the council also embraced the branding of 

Copenhagen as a "city of cyclists." For example, in 

1989, Copenhagen hosted the international Velo City 

Conference; in 1997, on his visit to Copenhagen, U.S. 

president Bill Clinton received one of Copenhagen's 

public bicycles, part of an innovative scheme 

(Bycykeln), introduced two years earlier; in 2009, 

while hosting the UN Climate Summit, the city show­

cased its bicycle-friendliness-helped along by the 

dynamic bicycle consultancy Copenhagenize. 

Bicycle-centered planning had become mainstream. 

The city council approved the first priority plan for 

cycle lanes in 1997 and committed itself to a 54 km 

extension. Funding was slow-as was construction in 

the 1990s and early 2000s. The cycling network grew 

from roughly 245 km in 1985 to 280 km at the turn of 

the century. Estimates suggest that around this time 

just under half (42 percent) of the city's streets were 

equipped with cycling facilities on one or both sides. 

In addition, there were "green cycle routes," travers­

ing parks and green areas in the city. City engineers 

were in the vanguard of this effort. The city council, 

for its part, mandated a cycling policy in 2002 with 

the ambitious goal of a 40 percent bicycle modal 

share in ten years and an additional 51 km of new 

cycle lanes.• 

Since around 2000, all of Copenhagen's political 

parties consider cycling the key policy instrument 

for achieving a sustainable and livable city. In 2005, 

cycling was at the heart of the city council election 

campaign. The two candidates most committed to cy­

cling policy, the social democrat Ritt Bjerregaard and 

the progressive Klaus Bondam, became Lord Mayor 

and Deputy Mayor respectively. Bondam in partic­

ular developed policies and strategies to transform 

Copenhagen into a super-cycling city, starting with 

the visionary 2007 urban environmental document 

Eco-Metropolis: Our Vision for Copenhagen 2015. He 

also managed to secure funding towards realizing this 

vision. The new plan increased the earlier policy goal 

of 40 percent bicycle commuting to 50 percent. In the 

same year that Copenhagen hosted the UN Climate 
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o Branding the Cycling City

For around a century, Copenhagen has been known to the world as a cycling city.

Actively marketing Copenhagen this way began only around 1990. Old and new cycling

infrastructures lie at the core of this branding. This century, the city has built every­

thing from super cycle highways to new pedestrian and cycling bridges connecting

harbors. Pictured here is a new addition to one of the city's iconic cycling bridges. This

structure, buill in 2014, was dubbed the "bicycle snake." While similar cycling bridges

have been built elsewhere-in Enschede, for example-Copenhagen is unchallenged in

marketing its bike-friendly architecture.

regional "super-cycle highways," presenting them as 

engineering innovations:" Copenhagen's struggle for 

the bicycle is far from over. 

Summary 

Copenhagen belongs to the small group of cities 

discussed in this book-Amsterdam, Utrecht, Malmi:i, 

Enschede, and Basel among them-whose postwar 

policymakers actively and at an early date began to 

promote cycling as an efficient, healthy, and green 

alternative to the car-dominated city-as did planners 

in Delft, Munster, Freiburg, Vasteras, and Stevenage, 

for that matter. The Danish capital also vies with 

Utrecht and Amsterdam as the world's top-ranking 

cycling city. How can we explain this? One factor is 

doubtless a history of intensive cycle use going back 

to the interwar years. As in the Netherlands, cycling 

in Copenhagen has always been a popular and deeply 

embedded mode of transport. That in turn had its 

roots in very specific geographical, economic, and 

cultural factors: Copenhagen was flat, compact, had 

a large population of working-class commuters, was 

impoverished after the war, and was a cosmopolitan, 

diverse, and relaxed city with a temperate climate. All 

these features undoubtedly promoted cycling. 

This may explain why the postwar decline in the 

bicycle's modal share ground to a halt in the early 

1970s at a still impressive 23 percent. Yet it hardly 

explains the sustained revival since then, let alone the 

stellar increase since 2010. Even in Copenhagen-as 

were already keen rivals in the interwar period. When 

bicycles became affordable for modal wage earners in 

the 1920s, cycling began to erode the profitability of 

public transit. Nonetheless, the city's socialist leader­

ship supported working-class cyclists; urban planners 

and engineers catered to upper- and middle-class 

lifestyles and considered cycling irreplaceable. Urban 

authorities embraced and extended the network of 

cycling facilities-kept on their toes by the Cyclists' 

Federation and its predecessors. 

Postwar poverty goes a long way to explaining 

the high modal split share for cycling in postwar 

Copenhagen. Most workers could not afford cars until 

relatively late-if at all. And public finances fared no 

better: there was no money to fund the expensive 

urban highways and public transit subways that most 

planners deemed necessary to turn Copenhagen 

into a modern city. Moreover, Copenhagen's robust 

cycling tradition made even car-oriented planners 

sensitive to cyclists' demands. 

Copenhagen, as opposed to cities like Budapest, 

Stockholm, and Basel-but again like Utrecht and 

Amsterdam-missed the boat when it came to devel­

oping a dense and efficient public transit system after 

the Second World War. The prevailing high levels of 

cycling may have had something to do with this, but 

cycling was in turn certainly encouraged by the lack 

of an affordable alternative. As automobiles became 

more popular in the late 1950s, cities lacking decent 

public transit faced the options of surrendering to 

the car, implementing belated crash programs of 

indeed in Amsterdam and Utrecht-it took politicians, public transit construction, or ultimately rebuilding 

engineers, and cycling activists to defend cycling's 

share and increase its scope in their cities' urban 

transit. Most decisive, here as elsewhere, were the 

authorities' attitudes toward cycling's rivals: public 

transit on the one hand and automobility on the other. 

As in most other cities, cycling and public transit 

their central cities to accommodate bicycles and 

pedestrians . Copenhagen rebuilt and actually began 

to self-consciously brand itself as a world-class 

cycling city-with even the most conservative modal 

split figures, including pedestrians, reaching over 

30 percent. 
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