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Submission to the National Task Force on Obesity – 29/06/04

Using Cycling to Tackle Obesity.

Cycling is the safest form of transport.  We all know that cycling is a great way to for people to get fit and lose weight. It is also well known that cyclists live longer.  Of necessity, submissions such as this focus primarily on negative aspects.  Nevertheless the established benefits of cycling significantly outweigh any risks due to traffic danger.  Furthermore, it is established that the most effective means to increase the safety of cycling is merely to increase the base number of cyclists. However, there are many obstacles facing cyclists.

Limitations on this document

In a short document like this, it is impossible to fully explore the impacts of, and solutions to, nearly 20 years of urban mismanagement in Ireland.  Therefore, additional documents are attached which explore these issues in greater detail.  In addition, the Galway Cycling Campaign has produced state-funded power point presentations that explore the issues.   These can be made available to the task force and such direct presentations may be the best way to explore the issues in detail. 

Standing up to car culture.

If the National Obesity Task Force is to achieve any of its goals, then the Department of Health must confront the Departments of Transport and Environment and overturn their current practice, which is to favour motorists in all situations.  Irish towns and cities are being designed, or re-designed, to facilitate private motor cars at the direct expense of all other considerations.  Local councils must be made to accept the fact that they cannot design a whole city for motorists and then turn around and expect people to cycle.  Planning that is based on creating unending streams of moving cars is planning that is based on excluding cyclists and pedestrians from our towns and cities.

Car culture: Speeding

There is currently a demonstrable absence of speed-limit enforcement on most Irish urban roads.  In addition, the Irish authorities have refused to emulate the standard northern European speed-limit regime.  This may be the single biggest obstacle to increased bicycle use.

Examples of car centred planning/management

Two examples of unsustainable car-centred planning are one-way streets and roundabouts.  Both of these features may greatly increase the “flow” of motorised traffic around a city.   However, they do not help cyclists, but actually hinder them. The results of a one-way street system can often lead to a 20-minute cycle actually taking 30 minutes, as the cyclist has to follow the system around the city.    If cycling is to be promoted in Ireland, a serious look must be taken at such obstacles  (These are only two examples of numerous current Irish practices that violate basic principles of sustainable town planning and traffic management)  

Roundabouts.

It is impossible to discuss the issue of cyclist access to Irish cities and towns without discussing the issue of roundabouts.  For pedestrians, cyclists, motorcyclists and many motorists, these junctions are the most loathed and feared locations on the roads network.  On multilane roundabouts of the design specified by Irish road design guidance, cyclists have an injury accident rate that is 14-16 times that of motorists.  Motorcycle/scooter users are only marginally better off at 10-13 times the injury rate.

Solutions to roundabouts.

There is a hierarchy of measures available for dealing with multilane roundabouts: 

1. Replace with signalised intersection 

2. Install full time signal control on the roundabout 

3. Physically change roundabout geometry  

One-way streets.

One-way streets are often used as part of traffic management schemes that focus only on facilitating the flow of motorised vehicles or obtaining additional space for car parking.  For motorists, trip length is increased but traffic speeds also increase, and hence, in theory, journey times are reduced.  Increased traffic speeds impact negatively on the safety and convenience of transport modes such as walking and cycling.  There are usually no traffic management or safety justifications for imposing one-way street restrictions on cycle traffic.  Doing so often causes problems for cyclists in the form of unnecessary detours and additional trip length. Extensive one-way systems can also be difficult for cyclists to use, requiring frequent lane changes and weaving manoeuvres; these problems are compounded by current Irish speed management practice.  In 1979, an unimplemented report recommended the provision of contra-flow cycling on the one-way streets in Galway city.  

Solutions to One-way streets.

The obvious solution is to simply dismantle one-way street systems.  Those European cities that have successfully encouraged cycling have been notable for tackling the issue of one-way streets.  Some towns such as Ferrara (Italy) and Groningen (Holland) have actually opened up all one-way streets are two-way for cyclists.  The current EU commission advice is that the introduction of new one-way streets should be reduced to the strictly necessary.  The same document recommends providing contra flow lanes for cyclists on secondary major one-way streets, and reopening one-way streets on minor roads to two-way cycle traffic.

Segregated Cycle Facilities

1) Misleading claims about Cycle Facilitiess.

It is commonly claimed by local authorities in Ireland that by simply building “Cycle Lanes” they are making cycling a safer and more appealing option. This is not true.

2) Safety Problems with Cycle Facilities.

Many so-called cycling facilities violate basic principles of traffic law and road safety.  Segregated cycle networks have a proven record of increasing the risk of accidents particularly at junctions where the cyclist converges with the traffic flow.  For example in Helsinki it is now proven categorically that cyclists are safer cycling on the roads mixed in with the traffic than they are using that city's 800 km of cycle paths. It is reported that the Berlin police came to a similar conclusion in the 1980's.  There is overwhelming evidence that the Irish Local Authorities and the Departments of Transport/Environment have tried to impose cycle facilities that they already knew had been shown to be dangerous in studies elsewhere.  This seems to confirm the suspicion that in many cases the purpose is to promote and encourage greater use of private motor cars rather than bicycles and that this is being deliberately done at the direct expense of the lives and safety of Irish cyclists

Because of the established safety problems, the Galway Community Forum, which represents 90 community and voluntary organisations in Galway, has rejected the use of roadside cycle tracks in Galway, except in extreme circumstances.

3) The real purpose of cycle facilities

It is a matter of historical fact that in Germany between the 1930’s and 1970’s the purpose of building of cycle networks to get cyclists off the roads and make room for motorists.  The explicit purpose was to promote motoring not cycling.  There is compelling evidence that in Ireland, the construction of cycle lanes/networks has in many cases been for the same purpose and has had the same effect.  In Dublin, for example, 320 Km of cycle infrastructure has been built.  During this period, the number of workers cycling to work decreased by 15%, the number of third level students cycling to college decreased by 44% and the number of children cycling to secondary schools decreased by 40%.  Regardless of the underlying motives, this is the inevitable effect of imposing “cycle facilities” while choosing to neither plan, nor provide, a suitable underlying infrastructure.   In contrast to what has happened in Dublin, the introduction of congestion charges in London has led to a 30% increase in cycling.

Does segregated cycling infrastructure promote increased cycling?

The short answer to this seems to be no.  In 1995, the UK Dept of Transport released the results of a ten-year study into the effects of cycle routes in UK towns and cities. The findings were very clearly stated.  The construction of such cycle routes "did not of itself encourage those who own cycles - but do not currently use them - to start cycling".  Similar findings were previously reported for Denmark in 1989.  In the 1980’s and 1990’s the Dutch spent the equivalent of IR£ 600 million on cycling infrastructure but this made no difference to the number of people cycling.  Similar showcase projects in some German towns also showed no increase in cyclist levels.   It is reported that the German bicycle boom of the 1970's and 1980's actually occurred in response to fuel prices and traffic congestion.  German cities were left "struggling to catch up" with the growth in cycling and implementing such cycle-promotion policies after the fact    A similar effect may also have occurred in Sweden.  In the 1980’s Irish cycling levels also showed robust 27% growth without any government intervention
Clearly, the high levels of cycling achieved in other European countries is primarily attributable to factors other than the quantity of "cycle network" available.  Equally clearly, the collapse in cycling levels in Ireland is primarily attributable to factors other than any lack of "cycle facilities".
So how might cycling be encouraged?
It is established that simply spending money on cycle facilities will not in itself increase cycling numbers or improve safety.   The UK Cyclists Touring Club and the Institute for Highways and Transportation have drawn up the following hierarchy of suggested measures.  The original priorities are retained but we have adapted it slightly to take account of Irish conditions.

A Hierarchy of Measures to promote cycling

1. Traffic reduction.  Can traffic levels be reduced, particularly heavy vehicles?  Measures could include banning HGVs from local roads with mixed traffic, building bypasses to divert through traffic, and environmental road closures to discourage through traffic.  Other measures here can include congestion charges and reducing the availability of car parking (or increasing its price)

2. Traffic calming.  Can speed be reduced and driver behaviour modified?  Here the primary emphasis must be on enforcement, whether through increased Garda activity, speed cameras or red light cameras.  The immediate imposition of 20mph speed limits in residential areas and around shops and schools must be a priority.  The use of physical traffic calming may be futile unless the underlying culture of speeding in Irish urban areas is directly challenged.  The concept of "traffic calming" should also be broadened to include physical measures to revise the perceived design speeds of roads, and other measures, such as the elimination of one-way street systems.

3. Junction treatment and traffic management.  

· Junction alterations, signalising roundabouts, changing priorities at junctions, cycle friendly junction design 

· Urban traffic control systems designed to recognise cyclists and give them priority

· Provide contra-flow cycle lanes on one-way streets and implement two-way streets for cyclists

· Exempt cyclists from banned turns and access restrictions

· Combined bus/cycle priority measures

· Implement on street parking restrictions

· Advanced stop lines for cyclists at traffic signals

· Bypasses for cyclists at traffic signals

· Altering lane markings to give more space to cyclists (wide kerb lanes)

· Advanced transport telematics: designing new systems to benefit cyclists

4. Redistribution of the carriageway.  Can the carriageway be redistributed?  Such as by marking wide kerb lanes or shared bus/cycle lanes?

5. Hard shoulders, cycle lanes and cycle tracks.  Having considered, and where possible implemented, all the above, what hard shoulder markings, cycle tracks or cycle lanes, if any, are now necessary?  Irish hard shoulder markings are considered to have many advantages over cycle lanes, particularly in terms of safety at junctions.  The “cycle lanes” envisaged by the Institute of Highways and Transportation are similar in concept to Irish hard shoulder markings. 

Point 5) Hard shoulders, cycle lanes and cycle tracks is the most controversial among cycling activists.  Clearly, each level in the hierarchy can either reinforce, or undermine, those below. 
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