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I have been fortunate enough to travel widely, often using a bike or taking my folding “Birdy” bike along with me. From September 2002 I have been living in cyclists’ heaven - Denmark. Several of Denmark’s towns and cities, notably Odense on the island of Fyn, are widely cited as having the best facilities for cyclists anywhere in the world. Here in the capital, Copenhagen, the rough and tumble of urban life intrudes a little more into the life of a cyclist. Nonetheless, any comparison with London – or indeed Ealing – is enough to bring tears to the eyes of anybody accustomed to battling along the Uxbridge Road, in competition with rude motorists and toxic bus exhausts. In my other home – Tucson, Arizona – there would be outright indignation about the scale of eco-taxes, privileging of non-motorised transport, and surprise at the lack of interest in gas-guzzling sports utility vehicles, sports cars and the like.
The central core of Copenhagen is extremely old. Despite the density and narrowness of its medieval road network, there are some wide arterial roads – for example in front of the Central Station and Town Hall, and several that pass in a northerly and westerly direction out of the old core. The first thing that distinguishes Copenhagen is that on these frequently used roads there is a dedicated, well-surfaced and frequently-swept lane for cyclists (one-way only) between the pavement and the carriageway. The second distinguishing feature is that these lanes are in constant use, and sometimes even congested! 
Bike planning started 90 years ago (the Danish Cyclists Federation dates to 1905, and has done its lobbying pretty well), but only in the mid 1990s were the most heavily-used of these fascinating, dedicated lanes completed. At the dawn of the cycling age cyclists either had to ride on the uneven roads, which included the edge of bridleways and cobblestones. As population grew and the city expanded, bicycles and trams increased in numbers. By the 1950s an emergent network of dedicated cycle tracks was about 200 km in total. Post-war bicycle traffic in Copenhagen reached its absolute maximum around 1950, when bicycle congestion actually became a problem on some of the major thoroughfares. However, until about 1965, Copenhagen followed other western cities with a rise in car use, and a corresponding fall in cyclist numbers, impelled by suburbanization and an increase in commuting distances. Although a new suburban train system (the “S” trains) was built, a growing number of people became dependent on a car, and there were few parking restrictions until the 1990s (Jensen, 1998, Krag ).
In this period, the old dedicated/separate cycle tracks received less attention from transport and urban planners. In London, the argument that cyclist and motorists should be separated on the carriageway in this way has proven controversial, and is often seen as retrogressive by the “we should all share the roads” lobby. In Copenhagen, still with much higher bike traffic than London into the 1970s, tracks were actually valued by their users, but some were sacrificed as car use expanded. There were problems at intersections, where “cycle tracks which used to run all the way up to the intersection were shortened by some 20-30 metres to give room for cars turning right” (Jensen 1998). At the time, Copenhagen’s cyclists were opposed to the shortening of tracks (although research has revealed that sharing the roadspace is not necessarily more dangerous). 
Furthermore, building of new cycle tracks decreased in the 1960s and 70s, and an effort was made by city planners to encourage cyclists to use quieter back streets (this is a present policy in London, too). Here, however, resistance occurred from the Danish Cyclist Federation, its membership, and everyday cyclists. The DCF began agitation for cyclists right to use the major thoroughfares and the most direct main road routes in safety. There were large demonstrations, which successfully forced a rethink by planners. In the 1980s a programme of building more, and better cycle tracks on main roads was reborn, although it did have some political resistance. Substantial improvements took place in the 1990s, as noted above. Enthusiasm for dedicated tracks remains current in the city municipal transport planning agenda, despite changes in the way the city has been governed (the loss of a metropolitan authority, and the existence of a city-withbin-a-city city, Frederiksberg, with its own tax base and bylaws). There are now 307 km of well-maintained dedicated tracks in Copenhagen, plus those in Frederiksberg. 
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Typical urban dedicated cycle way. http://www.dccenturyrides.com/Denmark/ladybike.jpg 
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http://www.vejpark.kk.dk/byenstrafik/cyklernesby/cykelpolitik_dk.pdf

In 2000 34% of home to place-of-work trips were made by bicycle (Københavns Kommune 2002) - a stunning statistic. The City would like to increase this to 40% by 2012. And as the graph shows, cycle use is increasing.
[image: image4.png]



Numbers of cyclists crossing city limit (bottom) and inner city limit (top line) on weekdays, for one census week, in normal working  hours, on key roadways.  http://www.vejpark.kk.dk/byenstrafik/cyklernesby/cykelpolitik_dk.pdf

Today, on several of the main routes leading from the suburbs into central Copenhagen, bikes outnumber cars in the morning and evening rush hour. Such is the density of bikes that a few special rules apply, unheard of in London. Cyclists have right of way in their own lane. If your path is blocked by a slower cyclist you ring your bell once, courteously, and overtake them on the left. Red lights are almost never crossed – this is a society where ‘social rules’ are respected, and people do not seem to mind the inconvenience of a delay due to a red light, even if the way ahead is clear. Bikes must stop when a bus pulls up ahead of them and opens its doors, since the passengers will be walking across their path in order to reach the pavement. Making a left turn (equivalent to making a right turn in UK) is made differently. You keep in your lane, move ahead to the far side of the junction, usually on a blue coloured bit of asphalt. Then you stop -  re-orient your bike to point at the direction you want to go – and then set off when that set of lights changes. This two-point turn is hard to get used to, but it does work. It means that nobody swings out in the roadway to make difficult turns among heavy traffic, as one does in the UK (the exception to this is where a dedicated left turn cycle lane exists, where the cycle lane divides in two and you give way until a break appears in the passing cars). A special hand signal – raising your left hand at half mast with palm extended – indicates you are slowing or stopping. And virtually everybody has light front and back at night – but these are mounted low, on the wheel nuts. Sealed non-rechargable battery lights cost £1.80 each, but most people have small diode lights that can be bought at the supermarket for the same price. Lastly – hardly anybody wears a helmet. The ubiquity of cycling has reduced peoples’ safety fears as well as their chances of accidents, in accordance with the arguments of transport risk theorists (Adams and Hillman, 2002). The accident rate is low enough – actually there are about 200 serious accidents each year - that helmets aren’t necessary for sensible adults. Some 75% of regular Copenhagen cyclists felt themselves to be at least moderately safe in a recent survey (Københavns Kommune  2001).
When cyclists are not on the move, there are bound to be bike storage and parking issues. Copenhagen has the Oxford and Cambridge phenomenon – hundreds of bikes parked at train stations and other popular destinations. Bikes cannot be carried on peak-hour trains in the direction of tidal flow (i.e. into the city in the am, out in the pm) so many riders take a train, and walk or use a bus at their destinations (the first ever underground metro system opens Oct 19th 2002, just to complete an already good system). Outside peak times, there are large bike carriages on trains, although these often seem to carry more prams than bikes. Fast intercity trains will carry bikes, but for a supplement. Buses do not carry bikes, except folders. Bike parking at stations is moderately orderly – most people deem it sufficient to immobilize the back wheel with a crescent shaped lock, and most bikes have stands. Theft rates in Copenhagen are a problem, but are way lower in the countryside and other cities. Some 27,000 bikes were stolen in the capital in 1989 (City Bike Info 2002 –find better stats). Better bikes have better locks. 
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Bike parking, Osterport. http://www.dccenturyrides.com/Denmark/bikestation.jpg
The majority of machines are not particularly novel. Denmark is fairly flat, so people favor Sachs or Nexus hub gears of three, five or seven speeds, or none at all. The hub-gear models are, or course, low maintenance. Baskets and panniers are common. Bike snobbery seems to be minimal (although there are some wonderful examples of the latest in cycle technology – more in shops than on the streets) and style sometimes compromises efficiency – heavy Swedish ex military bikes are currently popular. Rarely sighted are shaft drive bikes with no chains or chainsets – the frame on the side of the chain set between the bottom hub and the back wheel has a shaft passing through it, which drives the rear hub via a concealed cog. The whole system requires virtually no maintenance, but it is a bit heavy and the bikes are expensive. Trailers of various types are pretty common, including one-wheel trailing bikes for children. The “shelf bike” with the rider seated at the back on a conventional saddle/handlebar setup, but with a shelf-like load area three feet by two in front of him/her and a distant front wheel steered by rods, is used by shops and small businesses for heavy loads. Most mail is delivered on sturdy postal bikes (in some areas mail is dropped on the pavements in large metal containers by a van in the neighbourhood, and then loaded up and distributed to each house by bike). And one sees a few examples of the famous Dursley Pederson model, complete with suspended saddle and wooden mudguards. Most interesting to me, however, is the Christiania Bike. Christiania is the thorn in the side of Denmark’s conservatives - originally a hippie commune of squatters in Christianshavn, it has endured as a place of alternative lifestyles. It boasts the manufacturing plant for the Christiania bike (aside from an open soft drugs market and 1000 countercultural residents).  This steed combines half of a conventional diamond framed bike (at the back) with a two-wheeled box at the front. 
Christiania Bike
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Imagine welding a supermarket trolley to the rear half of a bicycle, putting two wheels on the trolley part, and making it pivot, and you have it. The bikes are used for shopping, deliveries, and most importantly – for transporting up to three children. A small awning like a traditional gypsy caravan keeps out the weather – which is fairly nasty in winter. Christiania bikes are not fast, since they weigh-in heavy, and run on three rather spongy tires instead of two. They are also expensive - £500 plus.  
Surprisingly, given the Dane’s elevation of cycling to a preferred transport mode – folding bikes are very rare indeed. Price and availability must partially account for this - but the good public transport means there is less need to cram a folder onto a bus, train or subway, as aficionados do in London. Also, the trains generally arrive on time and get you where you want to go, so you are unlikely to need to unfurl a folding bike mid-journey when your train breaks down or is cancelled, as I have done numerous times in London. And if you don’t have a bike in central Copenhagen – you can approach one of 100 racks holding ‘City Bikes’, insert a coin worth £2, undo a rather rudimentary single speed model from its mooring, and cycle off. You get your deposit back when you return the bike to any rack in town. The City Bike scheme, which now has 1,200 bikes on the streets and wide sponsorship from local government, tourist organizations, and firms, benefits everybody from the homeless, to bike-less tourists like Bill Clinton, who famously received one as a gift in 1997 (City Bike Info, 2002). It is not a realistic option for regular commuters, and Thomas Krag (2002) reminds us that they add “virtually nothing” to the cycle traffic in the city. 
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City Bike http://www.bycyklen.dk/engelsk/bycykel-info/dagbog.html
To summarize, bikes have become a quotidian part of urban culture here. Almost 40% of people commute to work by bike (the figure is more like 3% in London). Weather is clearly not putting people off too much (it is freezing in winter, and foggy and wet in the autumn), and there is little to stop even the most stylish of Copenhagen’s young population from cycling to where they need to go, dressed in the latest fashions (plus thick coats). Or, indeed, the middle aged or elderly (the % of cyclists over 40 has been increasing in the city - Københavns Kommune 2002). The state, through the city council, is blessed with a planner’s dream, a very high national tax rate of 50%, which helps to support a largely adequate transport budget, keeps the road facilities in order, creates parking places where these are essential (like at stations), issues a few leaflets, and imposes a few rules. 
To assist people to make sensible transport decisions, there is one important factor I have not yet discussed – a progressive adoption of eco-taxes in Denmark. The government now taxes vehicle ownership very heavily, compared with the situation thirty years ago. Registreringsafgift (registration tax) is 100% to 200% the purchase price of the car – and clearly this, alongside MOT and fuel costs, does make many Danes think hard about the need for ownership. It seems that the eco-tax on cars, combined with the long history of cyclist lobbying, its on-off-on support from government, and the low accident risk means 
“Cyclists are socially accepted in Copenhagen and the number of cyclists has exceeded the "critical mass". This reduces the accident risk of the individual cyclist.” (Niels Jensen of the Department of Roads and Parks, City of Copenhagen, 1999). 
Unfortunately there are only a handful of other global cities – Amsterdam, for example - where this ‘critical mass’ has been attained. 
 In other words, like in many areas of environmental and economic planning – the Danes are just ahead of the game. But there is something more here – the attainment of, and sustainability of  ‘critical mass’ must also have some cultural roots. Scandinavian social democracy works well as a social and political environment for cycling – people have agreed by consensus (and by demonstrations and hard lobbying in the 1970s) that it is the way to go. Danes are not sanctimonious about cycling. They just need to get around, appreciate the speed and exercise, and see no problem in doing so on two wheels. Health benefits (Hillman, 1992) from biking are mentioned by about half the cyclists in the City’s latest survey, but this is, nonetheless, definitely not a nation of health fanatics, and statistiics on heart disease etc..are disturbing when compared across Europe (stats?).  So is the widespread adoption and persistence of urban cycling explained in part by cultural preferences, rather than by instrumental, logical  personal behaviour? Perhaps. The City Bike website (2002) puts it thus: 
“You will find top politicians and company directors cycling to work well aware that while battling against the headwind, they are improving their image far more than they would driving a newly polished BMW. The Copenhagen cycling culture is not just a result of flat land and short distances, nor of government efforts to fight pollution. Equally, the City Bike is a manifestation of Danish reserve, and of the Danes' respect for the planet on which they live.” 
(This may be something of an exaggeration given rising car ownership) 

So, London cyclists – dream on! And keep fighting. 
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-----Original Message-----
From: Henrik Gudmundsson [mailto:hgu@ruc.dk] 
Sent: Tuesday, March 11, 2003 3:49 AM
To: batterbu@u.arizona.edu
Subject: SV: Stella

Daer Simon,
Thank you for your interest in Copenhagen, I hope you enjoyed it here. A
30
year time series of data for cycling and public transport in Copenhagen?
I
would love to have such a thing, but I am afraid its not there. As you
know
Cycling had its heydays in the 1930's to 1950's, but is still
significant
and has been pretty stable since the 70s, while rising in the inner
parts of
CPH. Share of cycling is going up in the inner city and dropping at the
the
city limit over the last couple of decades. Public transport generally
yielding to cars, but maybe the new Metro can stall it for a while, but
there is a sore lack of good data on PT. It would be possible to piece
some
real numbers together with data from the municipality, Copenhagen
Development Council, HT bus corporation, Road directorate, State
Railways
and the annual national travel survey (but its first year is 1993). As
you
know a lot depends on what area/diameter you consider, what degree of
comparability you expect etc. I have stuff in my archives, but it would
take while to dig it out and may not give you what you want. If you are
seriously interested I could point you to people with better access to
the
various data.

Henrik Gudmundsson, Ph.D
National Environmental Research Institute
Currently at: Roskilde University
Department of Environment, Technology and Social Studies, Building 10.1
Postbox 260, DK-4000 Roskilde, Denmark
Tel: + 45 4674 2836
Fax: + 45 4674 3041
emails: hgu@ruc.dk / hgu@dmu.dk


-----Oprindelig meddelelse-----
Fra: Simon Batterbury [mailto:batterbu@email.arizona.edu]
Sendt: 10. marts 2003 00:08
Til: hgu@DMU.dk
Emne: Stella




> ----------
> Fra:   Simon Batterbury[SMTP:BATTERBU@EMAIL.ARIZONA.EDU]
> Sendt:   10. marts 2003 00:07:36
> Til:   hgu@dmu.dk
> Emne:   Stella
> Videresendt automatisk vha. en regel
>
thanks for the Stella remarks.
I was a visiting professor at Roskilde last year and got interested in
the
Copenhagen public transport/bike commuting issue. I wondered if you know
of any datasets on rising and falling levels of cycling and bus/train
use
over the last 30-40 years or so? I have been relying on annual street
surveys
done by Copenhagen city council so far.

thanks


Dr Simon Batterbury
Assistant Professor
Dept. of Geography and Regional Development
The University of Arizona
409 Harvill Building, Box #2
Tucson, AZ 85721-0076, USA
Phone: (520) 626-8054
Fax: (520) 621-2889
http://geog.arizona.edu/~web/faculty.htm



 
