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On May 28, 2009, the Toronto Coalition for Active Transportation and the 
Clean Air Partnership hosted its second annual Bike Summit bringing together 
speakers from around North America and Europe to share best practices and 
challenges in cycling infrastructure, technical design, policy, research and 
advocacy. Held at the Novotel Toronto Centre, this one-day conference sold out 
in advance, and about 220 registrants representing government, the private 
sector, non-profi t organizations, journalists and the general public were in 
attendance. The goal of the Bike Summit and this summary report is to inspire 
practitioners and the general public alike to discuss, debate and promote the 
possibilities of bicycle-friendly planning, policies and investment. This report 
touches on some of the highlights and the lessons learned from the day.

Progress since Bike Summit 2008  
– Momentum Building in Toronto!

For the fi rst time ever, the entire Toronto Bike Plan was 
fully funded within the 5-year Capital Plan. With this 
$70 million investment, the City will create 410 km of 
bike lanes, 122 km of shared roadways and 83 km of 
off -road paths. 

2008 saw the most kilometres of new bike lanes (35 
km) ever put on the road in one year in Toronto. 

Metrolinx unanimously voted in favour of the 
Regional Transportation Plan. The 25-year plan 
commits $20 million per year to be invested in cycling 
and walking in the GTHA. 
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The Importance of National Policies
Similarities abound between Canada, the United States and 
Germany, which all have strong economies, high standards of living, 
important automobile industries, high levels of car ownership, 
and extensive road networks. So why do Germans drive less? 
A key diff erence in Germany is that the federal government’s 
National Bicycling Plan sets out a supportive framework for local 
governments to enact bicycle-friendly legislation – something 
that is missing in North America. However, these policies have not 
always been in place; instead there was a shift in the 1970s away 
from the more North American-style car-dependent government 
policies. For example, car use is discouraged through higher fuel 
taxes while simultaneously lowering social security taxes. In this way, 
citizens decide where their tax dollars go, and as a result road users 
pay more for road maintenance instead of public subsidies like in 
Canada and the United States. Also in Germany, unlike in Canada, 
government-regulated driver training and testing incorporates 
bicycles. As a result of these national, regional and local policies, 
Germany now has:

About 10% of trips made by bicycle, compared to 1-2% in Canada 
and the United States

•

About 1/3 of the per capita energy use in United States

About 1/3 of the per capita C02 emissions in the United States

About 40% fewer per capita traffi  c fatalities than in the United 
States

Except for a few exceptions, notably in British Columbia and Quebec, 
upper levels of government in Canada are not showing leadership 
when it comes to creating communities that support active 
transportation. Unlike many European nations, there are very few 
policies, planning directives and infrastructure funding programs.

Addressing Barriers for New Cyclists
Initial barriers to choosing cycling for daily transportation include 
equipment costs and various work and family requirements. 
General trip barriers are weather concerns, geography and 
topography, traffi  c volumes, and lack of adequate bike facilities. 
Finally, destination barriers are trip distance, lack of safe bicycle 
storage, lockers and showers, and poor employer support. 
Once governments and the private sector start implementing 
infrastructure projects and policies this will lead to some new 
cyclists, which encourages other new cyclists, and eventually 
improved safety in numbers through greater visibility and continued 
public support for further bicycle infrastructure investments. 

•
•
•

“This is my coming out party as a cyclist.”
- J. Robert Prichard, President and CEO Metrolinx

 “Promoting active transportation is a vital component of a 
livable, sustainable city…” 

- Eva Ligeti, Executive Director, The Clean Air Partnership

“Cycling is safer where more people are doing it.”
Kevin Krizek, Virginia Tech
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Aside from more obvious partners like professionals in public 
health, environment and transportation, advocates should 
try to work with community based organizations, housing 
and development organizations, and places of worship to 
attract wide-spread support. By fostering community-based 
cycling and health initiatives, Chicago’s Complete Streets 
Ambassadors educate 41,000 people each summer, and the 
Go Healthy Individualized Marketing program has expanded 
to two neighbourhoods of 60,000 residents each and hopes 
to go city-wide in the next few years. Schools are also a 
great place to start a cultural shift, and so communities must 
include school-based programs in their promotional eff orts.

The Role of Local Government in 
Promoting Cycling
The importance of the role of local government in supporting 
cycling is exemplifi ed in the Netherlands, where there is a 
strong focus on bicycle safety. Traffi  c safety policies such 
as reduced speed zones and safe school routes, as well as 
cycling paths, lanes and streets have given the Netherlands 
the best national cycle safety rating worldwide. Not only 
that, but the Netherlands also has the largest percentage 
of cyclists than any other country (27%) across all ages and 
social classes, demonstrating the relationship between safe 
infrastructure and number of cyclists.

The chart to the right shows the diff erence in local bicycle 
use in various European cities between 1920 and 1995. The 
general drop in cycling-supportive policies in the 1950s is 

refl ected in a decrease in bicycle use. When governments 
– particularly those in the Netherlands and Denmark – started 
once again to promote bicycle policies in the 1970s bicycle 
use rose and continues to rise to this day. Interestingly, the 
chart also shows that even in the Netherlands, cycling use 
varies from city to city, refl ecting diff erences in policy and 
cycling investment.

Cycling Advocacy and Community Engagement - Not Your Usual Suspects

“If you have someone preaching the bike, then it’s going to work”.  
Adolfo Hernandez, Director of Advocacy, Active Transportation Alliance

Chicago’s Complete Streets Ambassadors, Photo courtesy Adolfo Hernandez

“Governments jump on bandwagons - they don’t create them.”
Pauline Craig, Transportation Planner, City of Toronto

New Approaches to Street Design
While there is a large variety of bike lane designs, the key 
message at Bike Summit 2009 was that there is no one best 
option. The most successful design will consider bicycles from 
the outset, and will consider limitations such as road width 
and motor vehicle traffi  c fl ow in selecting the best option.

On Toronto’s Cherry Street, motor vehicle traffi  c lanes will be 
reduced from four to two, with bike lanes in both directions. 
The Queen’s Quay area will include the installation of a multi-
use path and a planted barrier separating motorized vehicles 
from pedestrians and cyclists.

Historical development in bicycle share in 9 European cities.
Image courtesy Martijn J. te Lintelo and Fiets Beraad

Cherry Street design
Photo courtesy Nigel Tahair

Queen’s Quay revitalization
 Photo courtesy Nigel Tahair



Case Study – Freiburg, Germany

While most nations’ per capita CO2 emissions have continued 
to rise in the last two decades (27% in Canada), Freiburg, 
Germany’s per capita CO2 emissions have dropped 13% 
between 1992 and 2003; now at less than 1/3rd the average 
in the United States. This is largely a result of strong policies 
that have redesigned the city from one built for cars to 
one favouring other modes of transportation. Land use 
planning goals became and remain focused on improving 
quality of life, strengthening neighbourhoods and reducing 
distances travelled. Driving in Freiburg was also made more 
inconvenient and expensive with the introduction of many 
more one-way streets (on which cyclists are exempted) and 
higher parking rates in the city centre. In 2007 the share of 
trips taken by car had dropped from 38% in 1992 to 32%, and 
policies continue to restrict car use while providing attractive 
alternative options in public transit, walking and cycling. 
The city’s bicycle mode share is now 30%. Environmental 
benefi ts are not the only positive outcomes of such policies. 
By making streets for people instead of cars, the number of 
cycling fatalities in Freiburg is 1.2 per 10 million km cycled, 
versus 5.8 in the United States. The most encouraging aspect 
of the Freiburg example is that these results come from a 
policy shift that began in the 1970s when few other cities 
were taking such leads. The key to the success was the long-
term perspective that new policies should be implemented 
in stages over time, and that plans can be altered along the 
way if necessary. Even in Portland, a Platinum-level Bicycle 
Friendly Community, progress has taken over twenty years to 
implement.

Bicycle Parking Best Practices
On-street bike parking
Installing bike parking directly on the roadway is an idea 
that is taking hold in many cities. On-street parking has been 
hugely successful in cities such as Portland, Oregon. Not 

only does this type of bike parking keep sidewalks clear and 
orderly for pedestrians, it helps legitimize cycling as a valid 
mode of transportation that is good for business. In locations 
where on-street bike parking was installed in Portland, there 
have since been 50+ requests from businesses to remove 
on-street car parking for bike parking, and the number of bike 
parking locations will triple by the end of 2009.

Bike Stations
While the majority of bike parking is short-term, sometimes 
bikes (just like cars) need to be stored for longer periods of 
time in a more secure setting. Long-term parking requires 
controlled access, 
weather protection and 
sometimes lockers and/or 
showers. The result is a 
bike station like the one 
that opened up in 2009 at 
Union Station in Toronto 
– the fi rst in Canada. 

Research
According to Dr. Kevin Krizek, it’s estimated that about 6% of 
the population in North America are frequent participants 
in cycling (recreational or utilitarian), therefore investments 
must focus on serving their needs, as opposed to the rest of 
the population who are unlikely, in the short-term at least, 
to try cycling under current conditions. Research has also 
shown that the density of bike facilities is very important 
for encouraging cycling through heightened visibility and 
convenience.

While the benefi ts of more cycling are touted widely by 
advocates, the actual eff ects of a given investment in cycling 
projects are hard to calculate, and supportive economic 
data that demonstrates value is needed. Changes in bicycle 
infrastructure only refl ect marginal changes in the overall, 
much larger and more complex transportation network, 
so it can be hard to monitor statistically. Decision-makers 
still don’t have access to a full evidence base of research to 
support investment decisions related to bicycles. Evaluation 
of any project, whether newly installed infrastructure or a 
new program, is key, and should not be merely an after-
thought. However, advocates should not rely on the evidence 
and research alone – we will always need political will, and 
so electing cycling-supportive parties and politicians will 
continue to be a necessity, especially in Canadian cities 
like Toronto where majority council support is required; 
compared to many American cities where mayors and 
commissioners can singularly authorize policy and planning 
projects.

              Freiburg 1960s     Freiburg 2000
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“We allowed people to use the word lane only in the context 
of a car. But a bike lane is a traffi  c lane. Bikes are vehicles, they 
might not be motorized, but they’re vehicles. They’re cleaner, 
faster, sexier, healthier, more aff ordable. But they’re vehicles. 
We marginalize ourselves, as a movement, by not challenging 
language that excludes us.” 

Dave Meslin, Founder, Toronto Cyclists Union

Photo courtesy Pauline Craig



Case Study – New York City
Recently New York City – along with its western counterpart, 
Portland – has raised the bar in North America when it comes 
to cycling. New York City has built 200 miles of bike lanes 
in the past three years, as part of a massive shift in the way 
the New York City Department of Transportation builds 
and manages its streets. New York now has over 600 
miles of connected bike routes. As a result, the city has 
experienced a 35% growth in commuter cycling in the 
last year: in the past nine years, daily bicycle trip volume 
tripled. New York has also experimented with unique and 
innovative bike lane designs. Depending on the route, 
options such as segregated bike lanes, shared bike and car 

lanes, and solid colour bike lanes 
have tailored designs to meet all 
needs. Since the introduction of 
fully protected bike lanes, safety 
has improved and ridership has 
risen 50% on these paths.

For more information and presentation slides and videos from Bike Summit 2009 please visit http://torontocat.ca/main/bikesummit2009
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Complete Streets
A common theme amongst most presenters, along with 
advocates and professionals worldwide, is that what is really 
needed is a complete streets approach to building livable 
cities. When allocating road space, cycling and pedestrian 
interests should not have to battle for prominence in order 
to maintain motor vehicle capacity. However, a complete 

street will not look the same in all communities and in all 
situations – context is very important and assessments based 
on dense urban versus suburban/rural issues are challenging 
but necessary. Many of the upper level government policies, 
like the Growth Plan for the Greater Toronto and Hamilton 
Area and the Regional Transportation Plan, are in place, and 
now what we need is local policies that conform with these 
directives and get projects happening on the ground.


