Spokes Public Meeting, Augustine United Church, 17 Nov. 2011

Edinburgh's Active Travel Action Plan

and

Oxford's Dual Network

Oxford:

Richard Mann, an independent transport consultant (www.transportparadise.co.uk, email richard@transportparadise.co.uk), and active member of Cyclox, the Oxford Cycle Campaign (www.cyclox.org) began his talk with the theme of the '7 Ages of Cycling', from infancy to old age, and stressed the need to cater for all ages, not just the middle-aged middle classes.

For the moderately confident adult, many roads have been adapted with cycle lanes and ASLs; there's also a high level of bus use; 17% commute by bike; and one secondary school has achieved 50% modal share.

A table with data from 1971 to 2001 showed an increase in car commuting, but bus and bike maintained their shares, despite a decline elsewhere in Britain. However, bike use shifted from working class (Rover Works) to middle class. Milestones were the decision to scrap a proposed inner ring road in 1973 and to support bus and bike instead; and the closure of High St to traffic except buses in 1999.

As well as catering for all ages, there have to be ways of achieving transition from one age to the next without the bike being given up. There is emphasis on letting children become gradually more independent, so by teenage years they can be 'left to roam'.  There is a  'quiet network' is designed to be suitable for children, accompanied or on their own, but not suitable for 'adults in a hurry' – thus the quiet network has a focus on family rather than utility cycling.

For 'adults in a hurry' the main roads have been adapted with cycle lanes.  However many of these roads are too narrow for full-width cycle lanes, especially if there is a bus lane on one side.   So the choice is no cycle lane or a 'substandard width' lane.  Oxford has chosen to install the lanes, despite the lower design standard – BUT the lanes are continuous and have double-yellow lines nearly all the way.   It has been found that advisory cycle lanes (dashed-white-lines) with double-yellows work much better and are understood better by motorists than mandatory (solid white line) lanes without double-yellows.   Cycle lanes vary as to where they have coloured surfacing.

Putting in cycle lanes often reduces traffic lane widths, which slows vehicles down. The often-narrow lanes make it hard for cyclists to overtake each other, and the norm seems to be that, rather than leaving the lane to overtake, they don't bother; bunching does occur at junctions (photo).

Another theme is training of children to cycle in traffic.  Adult cyclists mostly adapt themselves – there is little adult cycle training.

Adaptation of motorists to coexist with cyclists is achieved by narrower car lanes, with speeds typically falling to 25mph. Side streets, shopping areas, and main junctions have a 20mph limit. There are parking restrictions, and 24-hour bus lanes, plus P+R schemes; so catching the bus is now normal and middle class. The bus fleet is modern and stylish.

For a comprehensive alternative to the car, you need both bus and bike – the latter especially for short trips and to avoid congestion at peak times.

To sum up:

· Changes have been incremental, and low-cost;

· Provide onroad cycle lanes for adults, and quiet network for families/children – this they call the Oxford Dual Network approach [see Cyclox website for more]

· Restrict parking and access;

· Promote bus use;

· Taming of traffic happened almost accidentally, thanks considerably to narrowing of traffic lanes through the introduction of cycle lanes and bus lanes, but is a significant factor.

Edinburgh:

Cllr Gordon Mackenzie, Convener of Edinburgh's Transport Committee, presented the  Edinburgh perspective.

The Active Travel Action Plan (ATAP) also has a 2-prong approach to cycle infrastructure - the Family Network (FN) and the Cycle-Friendly City (CFC).

The FN is for less competent or confident cyclists and consists of paths and quiet roads, plus high-quality provision where busy streets are unavoidable.  Key destinations are identified.  Short stretches of shared-use of footways (often widened) will be introduced where unavoidable in order to connect up sections of the network.

The CFC is for more experienced and confident cyclists and will include on-street improvements, ASLs, 20mph zones and limits; parking-restricted lanes; and contraflows or exemptions in one-way streets.  For example, the Quality Bike Corridor through south-side to link Kings Buildings to George Sq and the city centre.

The early priority for the FN is to fill in gaps in the existing network.  Many areas of city are already 20mph zones, and the south-side will soon become one. 

On-street cycle overnight storage is to be experimented with – the council is requesting residents interested in pilot projects to contact them [see Spokesworker 11.11.11].  If successful a wider scheme is possible, funded by advertising opportunities which could be included when the existing bus-shelter advertising scheme is re-tendered in a couple of years time.

Question and Answer Session:

[Only selected questions are reported here – the entire q/a session lasted around an hour with a big variety of questions from throughout the roughly 80-strong audience]

Q: Why does Oxford accept cycle lanes under the minimum recommended width of 1.5m, surely this is substandard?

A: (RM) On many roads the road-width means it is a choice of a narrower lane or no lane.  Oxford believes most cyclists prefer to have a cycle lane, but the cycle lanes are in some other respects better than in most cities – in particular, parking is banned 24/7 in many lanes, and lanes are continuous for long distances.  All bus lanes are 24/7.

Q: We know about minimum cycle lane widths, but is there a minimum width for traffic lanes?

A: (RM) there's no standard, it's as narrow as you can get away with; generally 3m, but 2.8m possible in some circumstances.  Must avoid sudden narrowings, which cause cars to swerve towards cyclists.

Q: When will Leith Walk be re-surfaced? (murmurs of approval from audience!)

A: (GMcK) the bike bits will be done in 2012.

[Spokes note:  it is rumoured that the Council will not be reinstating the coloured surfacing on Leith Walk, even though this is a very busy area – for example with the lane sometimes outside parked cars.  If you are concerned about this, email your councillors www.writetothem.com.  We also understand that www.greenerleith.org may campaign for a  more radical solution, possibly with segregated bike lanes].

Q: How do 24-hour bus lanes work?

A: (RM) Loading is done elsewhere, in side streets or in bays within wide pavements.  However it appears that Edinburgh has many more shops on main roads into the centre, as compared to Oxford, and it may be that in many of these stretches Edinburgh has to choose between having a peak-period bus lane or no bus lane at all.

Some other points raised in questions/discussion:

(GMcK) Scottish LAs will soon be able to police bus lanes themselves (ie not the police); this expected to bring in some revenue, but equipment has to be paid for.

(RM) Driver education (how?) in Oxford is an important element in increasing cycle use, though it is something of a chicken and egg since the fact of more cyclists also makes motorists more aware.

(Questioner) Focus on easy-wins – in Edinburgh, more ASLs [eg Morrison St]; cycle lanes at more key junctions [eg Tollcross]; contraflows [eg Lady Lawson St].

(GMcK) Tram cobbles, like them or not, were insisted on by the heritage lobby.

(Questioner) Shopping areas are even more of a key destination than work areas or schools.

(GMcK) A Bike Hire Scheme has been considered for Edin, but concluded not good value for the limited money available.

(RM) In Oxford, not practical, as there's already a shortage of space for cycle parking.
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