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“All the people who cycled in 2005 were ‘cyclists’.... The infrastructure
needs to be made for those who are not cyclists.” —Manuel Calvo on

Sevilla’s 2007-2011 bike boom'
“If you build it, they will come.” — Field of Dreams, paraphrased?

Nearly 30 years ago, a collection of American bicycle trade, rider, and regulatory
groups “acknowledged that increasing the level of bicycling. .. will not happen as long
as people believe that there are too few safe places to bicycle”.? It is, therefore, not
surprising that the Spanish city of Sevilla found that, in “the absence of any cycling
infrastructure”, “negligible amounts” of travel was done by bicycle (less than one
percent of total trips) prior to 2005.4

Sevilla is of particular interest because it is similar to Washington, DC—the city of
Washington has a 2017 population of just under 694,000, in a region of 6.2 million;?
the “city of Seville has a population of approximately 700,000...[while] its whole
Metropolitan Region has some 1.5 million inhabitants”.® Washington, similarly, saw
a bicycle modeshare of roughly 1% of commute trips in 2000.7 Sevilla is an ancient
city, dating to at least the 7th century BCE; for a time in the 12th century it was a
capital of Muslim Iberia, and today is capital and largest city of the Spanish region
of Andalucia. Washington, though young for a world capital, is relatively old for a
major US city; not only does it have a number of historic districts, but even some of
the streets themselves have historic status.’

The 1992 statement concludes, “more people would bicycle if they felt safer do-
ing so”.3 A 2012 study found that “bicycle-specific facilities are associated with lower
risks” to riders, and that cycle-tracks—that is, paved, bike-only routes alongside a

street but separated with a physical barrier of some sort—posed the least risk.” Be-

TSee, for example, the District Department of Transportation’s Eastern Downtown Protected Bike
Lane Feasibility Study: “the study area includes portions of several historic districts, and contains
several historic properties.... All three streets [under consideration]...(9th St NW, 6th St NW, and
5th St NW) are historic streets designated on the original L'Enfant plan for DC.”®
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ginning in 2004, the city of Sevilla created a network of such cycle-tracks, largely
2.5-meter-wide two-way paths, alongside roads between the parking lane and side-
walk. While previously the city had had “only sparse and unconnected bike paths”,
they built 77 km of bike paths in the 18 months from August 2006 to December
2007; a further 43 km was built between June 2009 and June 2010, and by 2015
“it reached... 164 km (including recreational and pedestrian-shared paths), which
makes it 12% of the total road length in the city”.

As the city built out its cycletrack network, the proportion of people who bike
(modeshare) in the city of Sevilla went from “negligible” to over 5% —already more
than most American cities in under 10 years. The average daily bicycle traffic count
at a given point on the system rose more than 450%, from just shy of 350 to over
1900. “This effort, in such a short period of time, has been a valuable tool for the
promotion of bicycle mobility in a city without a tradition for cycling”.®

The demographics of Sevilla’s riders also changed in this period—that is, not only
the number of riders changed, but also the w/o of riders. While “Dutch, German, and
Danish women cycle as often as men”, only “29% of daily bike commuters in Canada
were women”, and 24 % in the US.'° As in North America, Seville’s women made up
25% of riders in 2006; though they didn’t reach Northern European levels after the
cycletracks were built, the proportion of riders who were women did rise to 32% in
2011.° By contrast, Washington has an unusually high rate of female cyclists—for a
North American city: in 2008, roughly one third of commuter cyclists were female,
more than peer US cities, but still well below those in Northern Europe.'”

In the years 2000-2014, the District of Columbia added 57 miles (91.7 km) of
unprotected bike lanes, 3 miles (4.8 km) of cycle tracks, and 10 miles (16.1 km)
of multi-use trails, for a total of 112.6 km of new bike infrastructure, 20.9 km of
it protected or completely separated from automotive traffic.” In the same period,

the proportion of District residents riding a bike to work rose from “just roughly
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1% in 2000 to more than 4% in 2012”, with modeshare in some neighborhoods
approaching 15%.’

It’s hard to over-emphasize two key points of the Sevillian experience: the fact
that they built a connected network all at once, and that they built an entire system
of segregated, protected spaces—Sevilla built as many miles of protected cycletrack
between 2006 and 2010 as Washington built bike infrastructure overall between
2000 and 2014. “Segregation from cars and buses, as well as continuity, are essential
characteristic of this network, which was not designed to fulfil the needs of current
cyclists, but to be attractive to potential ones”.® This is reflected in the fact that while
Washington experienced a substantial growth of 300% in its bicycle modeshare in
12 years, Sevilla’s modeshare rose nearly 500% in half as much time.

Another city which rapidly expanded its bike network recently is Calgary, Al-
berta, where the city built a small network of cycletracks in the Downtown area in
2015, roughly doubling its downtown bikeway network to about 3.6 miles (5.8 km).!!
Within three months, weekday bike counts on the new cycletracks were nearly dou-
ble counts in the same places before the cycle tracks opened, and the proportion of
riders who were women was 27 %, up from 20% at those Downtown locations and
22% city-wide before the tracks.!?

Meanwhile, although the absolute number of bicycle crashes in Sevilla rose 152 %,
from 53 in 2002 to 134 in 2010, the number of trips by bicycle rose so much that the
number of injuries per 100,000 trips actually dropped, to 0.840 in 2010.° The risk
posed to riders is measured not just by the number of collisions involving cyclists
overall, but also by their severity. A 2013 review of literature on cycle-track safety
found that “constructing cycle tracks on busy streets reduces collisions and injuries”
and that certain intersection treatments, such as building up raised crossings and
“essentially providing a speed hump”, reduce injuries further.!® Not only did the

number of collisions involving bicyclists in Sevilla decrease, as mentioned above,
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“the risk of being killed or seriously injured at each collision also dropped after the
implementation of the network of bikeways”—by nearly 50% .>'4

Already by 2013, Sevilla was being rated as having “the safest and most convenient
bicycle lanes” in Spain and the number 4 “most bike-friendly” city in the world.!®
Although Washington has made strides recently, rising in 2018 from Silver to become
one of 30 Gold-level Bicycle Friendly Communities in the US according to the League
of American Bicyclists, !¢ this is only the third level on a five-step scale—and even
its upper levels require benchmarks that would leave a city well behind leading
European cities.!” Sevilla’s experience is a striking example for how to advance up
that scale, and quickly, and should be looked to in depth by the District of Columbia
and any other city wanting to improve its ‘bicycle friendliness’. “To make cycling
easy and comfortable for everybody, the infrastructure has to be segregated (from
motorised traffic), coherent, continuous, visible, uniform and easy to recognize and

interpret”.®
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