Cycling is regarded by many politicians, planners and
ordinary people as being an unsafe mode of transport. But as
Alan A Parker explains, cycling is now safer than ever, and
has the potential to become even safer if cyclists can
effectively present the case for more bicycling facilities.

This writer has beei stadying the world as if
i was & giani iransport laboratory and has
measured the safery performance of 14 foad
BT ;1-'-r| ::\-!-'.l_'ﬁl*- over 4l YOArE
passible because socident dain has beem ool-
lected by the United Nations since the late
1950 and clearly shows the overall road
saferw trendds, As o general rule those couf-
ries that have provided the
best bicyele infrastructure
and have high levels of bi-
cyele use, have ithe bowest
overall death maie per ml-
limn populatien for all moad
seers. They ane also the most
energy cificient

The good news fof oth
the Australian and iRieTme-
tional bicycle mavement 15
that simce PFT0 cyeling has

Thes wis

become salfer in the devel-
pped world, despilc mMeTeas-
ing levels of car use. This is
cleagly shown on Graphs |
The road death rate
for mil road users and the
bicyclist death rofe has becn
dropping mpidly in most of
the developed wodld's pop-
dlation. In Australia the aumber of cyclsts
killed has deopped from D02 in 1570 w0 39 in
1954, despite the § million increase iy popd-
laticn amd the large increase n bicycle and
car ownership shown on Graphs 3 and 4

In meoan developed countries the poss Warld

atid 2

War | boam in car use resulied m an epidem
e of road deaths and a decline i heycle wse
el apoumd 1970, bt the rocd '.r.l'.llll-l--\-'"["ll-‘lli'ﬁ"
i¢ has since been grodually brought under
coFrod, Smee J445, 133, DHK) Ahusiralians fove
Sied o sug rosds, compared 1o 55,100 killed
i both World Wars, Since 1943, 4,000 cy-
cluizs have been killed on the roads, of which
st leasr & 000 woere Killed 16 eollisions with
slar vehscles
advanced plonning mcthods, it should be

In the next 50 yewrs, ussig

poasible 10 greatly mercase bicycle use with

Two-way bicyele lames in the Neth
fighiting far nighi-time safety

far fewer casualibes
If we want L cieale a sustaimable and sakt

transportathon system, both motoring andd
eycling must be masde safer, and public irans-
poet has to be improved so thal more people
can use il and use bicycles 1o aooess it. There
is now an opporfenity B0 grestly incredse
bicyele use and make all passenger travel

safer, The bipvels 1 wrongly reganded by
governments as an accident problens, when
woelld best practice in the Netberlands, Den
mark and Sweden clearly shows that ihe
bicycle ks part of the solution in reducing road
truuma andd creating a sustainable socwety. Dn
& per capita basis the Danes and Swivcs use
only twio thirds of the road trmnsport encrgy of
sustralians, while the Daitch and Japanese
107 |-:|':. half ns much | 1992 dais)

The international record

Graph 1 shows ihe dechme in fotal Bieyele
geeidents i GT Mations, Australia and the
Metherlands from 1970 w0 1994, Ciraph 2
dhows the decline in bicyclis rosd deathis 1m
mime small European countries from 1970 10
[9ad. With the exception of Grreece, there has

4 b Cyclist October—MNovember 1395

been o reductbon in bicyclist road deaths 0
each of 1these countres Lalven the increase ki
waorkl population, the decling in cvechis death
rates are even more fiddked than 1s shawn on
Giraphs 1 amd 2, This is 8 tremendous achieve
ment, especially when you consider the in-
crease in bievele ownership rates shown o
Ciraph ¥ and the gread IfCrease N Car wmer-
ship shawn on Graph 4

Dlespite increases in car usg (H° . of faal
bicvele acchdents involve a collision with a
motor vehicle) the death raie per D000
population from ail moad deaths (shown on
Ciraph 41, has dropped dramatically singe
arawnd (970 Enoall 14 coumines

Erom 19435 1o around 1970 the death rde
froen all poad accidents rose in correlation to
increasing ear ownership, as is shown on
Ciraph 4. During that ume cycling groups in
many countries complained bitterly that they
were virmully being driven off ihe roads,
even in the Metherlands, In the sixies there
was & much higher propoction of badly trained
amd sometimes dnank drivers. Indeed, France
haid the worst road death rate and it also had
ihe highest death rale from cirrhosis of the
lwver, Dirink dmving was & mapos prohiem in
st ofher coufiries with the exception of
Japan where the police treatl drank dnving
most severely but patently assisi drunks 1o
get on trams o go hame pnd sill da b 1Eis
day. The Swedes created special prisons for
driving offenders 10 deal with this problem
arl Bave been very succesaful. There are naw
pr.'\.rﬂrt;:lj.ﬂ.l:. far fewer deiwers wiih that
mast lethal combination of alcohol and tesin-
sbefonie in their blood in all |4 coummegs Im
thisse days there were proporticnally many
more malke &rivers

The [atnl limear link between the increasc
in car owmership amd car sccidents was bo-
ken arcund 1970 and the o] iraurma l.'|."il-‘|li'r-1-
e stmrted o be sbow v !lrl'\lIL!.'l'.l uniber control
Since the [970's a combinatkon of beter
mads. walfer cars. mone stringent dray mg xS

and deiver education, vigorous traffic law
enforcement and the use of laser speed guns
and computer rechmodogy, have all contmibat.
gd 10 reducing the road deaths. Deaths de-
climed o Awstralia because similar road safe-
ity iseasires have becih adopted os in the ather
developeld coumines, but oocasonally Auws-
iralia wos mnovative, as with the carly mero-
duction of seat belts and the wie of pubpematic



ypeed cameras and compulsory helmet wear-
ing. Unformnstely, Awvitralian prowision of
facilities o make walking and eyelmg safe
were amid 211l zre abysmal, 8o now is the right
me For Ausirale to learn from other ooun-
Ines” innayvalsng

In the developed woild only a few coun-
s provide a mix of separate paths, lanes on
the roads and low speed limits on miner roads
that retained high bevels of bicyele use. Gmph
5 shows that three ogt of the four coanimes
with the bowest road desth rates, Sweden,
Metherlands and Japan, have a good bievele
infrastructure ond orgarised imegration of
bicycles with mil sysdems. The UUSA amd
Framce have the worst death rates and neither
couniry provides much in the way n[hk:..;l:
(scilities coftipared 1o Sweden and the Neth-
erlands. The klea that encouraging cvcling
will just imcreass the road toll i a myth
bevause most of the safest road systems also
have high levels of bicyele use. In the Neth-
crlands they greatly mercased bicyele uwse
and reduced the mumber of bicyvele casualiics
since ihe early 1970s by investing in bicycle
infrasiructure

The safety myth

The perceplicn thal many older people have
that cyeling s unsafe perskats m 10 of the 14
couniries studbed, panicularly among the sen-
ior peliticians and bureavcrats. This percep-
tson 15 & hangover from the 19505 and [960s
when empugh of them leami by practical
experience that eveling was becoming haz-
ardous, Amongst a younger peneration of
|1|:|I|I!||:i|:||1'|. ond bureascrals we have naany
habitaated petrol heads with responsilrilities
for road salety whio choose mostly te ignore
ihe bicycle; or use stabishics that are so mis-
leadmg that they wtally distort the truth and
continee 1o spread the lie that n._:n:'ll:ng i a
safety problem best desle with by uus-twmg
ing hicvcle use

An argument commionly weed to d.1|.'|1qnp.-
cyclimg s that per Kilometre travelled, cy-
cling is three to five tmes less safe than
imvelling by car. This argument (s mislead-
ing because like is mot compared with like,
Most cyclists killed are below |.1r|\'tn; nge,
though eyelius and motorists are being com-
pared oy groups. Sinee ehildren whe now ride
hikes do med have an equivalest grosp who
drive cors, trucks and buses, any diret com-
parigon between cyclist and motonst deaths
will be mrlsleading

We oaly let children ride bikes because it s
reasonably safe, and the mistakes they make
div nost kil other people. Indeed in the Neth-
erlonds where there are 13 million bicvcles
and 5.5 millwn cars there B no pecodd of a
cyelist killing a motonst in a cellision, The
recent accilent dats from Australia shows
that the hicycle helmet has moade it very
difficull for cyclists to kil themselves except
by being run over by a molor vehacke

No comparative data to measue the safery
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of eyeling relative 1o driving has been devel-
oped, and Ton Welleman, Projeci manager aff
ihe Duatch bicyele master plan, explains why
that is difficult to do. He states that “The risk
for an 18-20 yvear old car driver is higher than
for eyelizts of the same age. Furthermore,
only shor tnips made by Bleyelss and shart
trips by car drvers should be compared as
only these figures are relevant for compari-
san” His eoncern is that a high proportion of
car driving &5 on arban and interstate hgh-
ways and freeways which are far safer for
drivers than on the minor artertal and local
roads on which bicyelists do most of their
travelling (YWellemen 1985y, Clearly if biey-

cle trips substitule mostly for short car thps
any compartion of the safety of cycling mus
bt wiith safety revodnd of cars on the roads used
for shor trips, and that comparison has never
been mads

What we have 10 do is 0 igeore fatuous
compardons belween :}tllng_und :'nm;-ming
and recognise that eyeling is now much safer
Insdleeid, the data in Graphs | and 2 i3 suppart-
ed by Ton Welleman who states that in the
Metherlands “More frequent and safer I:.in:'r..'-
che use iz apparent fram the number ol cyelis
casualties between V980 and 1990 duri;ng
which tme bhacyele kilometres increased ‘h:-'
0%, and car kilometres increased by 2i%
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The anmusl bicvelist desth eell fell 30% and
the number of senously mjured fell by 259"

More imporiant is knowimg how o make
cyvcling even safer by taking a systemadic
appeaach 1o ranspon safery. In ihe Mesher-
lands & completely pew approach to cyeling
safety . malfic and general transport safety i
under development. The approach is no long-
er focised Bn accidents of particular groups,
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ke amd this s demonstrated o6 Graph 6,
which shows the bicyclist death moe per 100 |
muillion bacyele km for Britain, Australia and |
ihe Metherlands, all of which are lower than
i 1970, Unfartunately, the Auwstralian data 15
less mecurase, being an extrapolation from
anly ene accurade survey (INTSTAT 1988)
Anoiher problem with Graph 6 is that the
low Auwutralian fatality rate gives the false

e |

Since children who now ride bikes do not haue an equiualmt e

|’-5|

group who drive cars, h'ucks and buses, any d’iren mmﬂmn i

between cyclist and motorist death5 will be mﬁsleadmg i

bl on evolvieg a sestainabde and inherenaly
safe dransport system. Welleman explains
that n couple of years ago, the fird volces
could be heard calling for the emphase 10 be
shifted o the sysiem nselll fnber than the
undesirnble end product.”

Diespite the huge difference in bicyels trav-
el in Australia and the Netherlands, bath
ciuntrics have stmilar populatiens which
maked comparisons easy. As with driving the
linear link between increasing car ase and
increasing Bicyele road deaths has been biro-
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impressaon that there {5 o samilar reduction i
very serious casualiies needing hospiialisa-
e, Mot 5o, becawse the weaning of helmets
1o Aunstralia has redeced ibe number of fatal
head injuries due o bicyele car collisions bu
it has not reduced the number of collisions
with cars which produce injunies 1o the rest of
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the body. In the Metherlands, Bntin, Den-
mark and Sweden helmet wearing is not com-
pulsory and far fewer cyclist wear belmets so
there will be propomionally more deaths from
head injuries. The low Metherlands desth rae
an Ciraph 6 & due to better bicycle infrastruc-
ture that reduces the risk of collisions and tha
mustl reduce the very serious injury rate as
well as the death rate. Most impariant of all,
women eyelists perecive these facilities to be
much safer and use kicyeles as much as men.
In Australis most women perceive traffic w
be 100 dangenous to cyele mnowhich i why o
few women cycle.

The impact of helmet wearing on the death
rate of adult and child eyclists in Australis is
shown o Gﬁph T. The pl'l.hnﬂpl[ differenice
between the patbern of fatal aceidents in the
five year penods 1980 to 1934 and 1590 to
1904 was the reduction in the nember of
deaths o the 0 1o 16 year age group. How
miuch of this redisction i
due tr helmet use being

AUSTRALIAN BICYCLIST ROAD
DEATHS BY AGE GROUP 1980-94.

made compalsory and
hevar much is due to chil-
dren and young teenags
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ers sopping cycling bes
cause they do nod wani
to wear helmsis or can-
not afford to buy one i
anknown. However, for
| sdubieyelinsithe aumber
| killed hos resmaimed
much the same over the
lasr 13 year despiie o
I.:rg;c mcrease in hicy-
| ele ownership and a
| Rarge increase in recren-
tional cycling and cv-
cling by tertinry sig-
dents. We can therefore
conclude that helmets
have been parily respon-
sible For the decrease in
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child eyclist death rute ansd the sable adult
cyclist death mie despite an increase in bicy=
cle use. ,

In Britabn, which iz similar to the Mether-
lands in 1erms of urban density, the decline in
becycle use was not armesied becasse Britain
failed to imvest in the necessary bicyele infim-
atruciure. o Britain and Awsimalia far fewer
women than men ride bicycles and females
are disadvantaged in terma of the traniport
options available 1o them because of the poor
bicvele facilities in both countries. It is very
significant that the recent Hritish Royal Come-
mission on the Environment was aware of
these deficiencies and recommended bebter
bicyele Facilities 1o encowrage & large En-
creass in cveling in the UK.

Time for lobbying

Bieyeling should ke viewed as vital 1o the
creation of a safer and more susininable trans-
port sysiem. We can go the Amencan way
and have an even more car dominabed Erans-
port system that would become a lietle bit
safer for motor vehicle users but it will dis-
courage most potential bicycle riders, Only
0. 7% of all passenger trips are made by
eyele in Amevica compared w0 28% in the
Metherlands, 15% in Denmark, 12% in Fin-
land and Switzerland, 10% in Germany, 7.6%
in Sweden,

The other option for Australia, where only
2% of all inps are by bicycle, 13 to po the
Dsich/Scandinavian way with a hicvcle
frigndly transport sysfem that is much safer

for all road users amd produces less preen-
house gases; which is important becawss
meteorologists predect |995 will be the hot-
tesd year on recond since world wide temper-
arufe measufements were first laken in the
LT s Inadeedd, oair Commonwealth govern-
ment ratified e Climate Treaty thai recom-
mended thai bicycle use be encouraged bt
refuses to provide the sintes with fumds for
that 1o happen. Our green machine has got to
be given poority for survival in the green-
basise waeld of lomarrow.

There is a political solutkon, because as
every cyclist knows it is the squeaky wheel
that gets the ail. In EVETY federal electorzie
there afe many Australian Cyclist readers,
thousands of cyclets , al least ome bikeshop
aril in many a BUG (blcyele nser group) as
will, Consider thas, the paid up membership
of all BFA groups is much greater ihan the
membership of the Greems and Democrats
and independents support groups conibdmed
in all sindes, That is a lof of squeaky wheels,
Send your MP a Copy of Australion Cyclist or
articles ot of ot to let them know you have o
viode and want the next government 1o make a
commitmen (o fland bleyele infrasiracture. 11
that commitment s there, the Greend and
Diemocrats, with just a little persuasion, woalkl
probably bold any future government 1o any
budget commitment because the budget has
te get their approval te pass through the
Senate

After the Queensland clection both majoe
parties began looking for support from mi-

nority groups. Let s suppart those who sup-
port cyeling and fell your state bicyele group
iheir views, MP's who ane found 1o be usnpe-
pentant petrol heads and are not prepared 1o
help cyclists shouald be publicly atiacked in
ihe media, especaally by Cyclist readers in
their local media. In a1 feast one marginal seat
Sate eyeling groups should siand o bicyele
candledate as symbal of its exisience as a
legitimate interesst group,

Unfortunately the commonweakh znd most
stafe govermments cannod free themselves
quickly enough from 1he unsustainable, mar-
ket driven, fantasy woeld of freeways and car
culiure, They know that now i3 a time for
change but neither fedeen] Labour or Liberal
parties have bicycle fnendly tramsport poli-
cles, 50 now s tme fo change their policies
before the next clection. The bacycle move-
ment has io ensure that whichever pamy wins
ihe nest electson they must have a bicycle
infrastrsciure pirdicy with on ongoeing come-
mopwealth funding commitment.
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