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ABSTRACT 

Transport poverty is an inability to achieve adequate transportation to access key activ-
ities such as employment, education, and social interaction. This can be caused by an 
inability to afford transportation, a lack of available services or vehicles in which to 
travel, an inability to physically access adequate transportation, or the suffering from 
externalities generated by modern motorized transport systems. Trends toward hyper-
mobility play a large role in expanding the influence of transport poverty, particularly in 
urban settings. As municipalities invest more in motorized infrastructures, those that 
cannot access car ownership or public transportation are marginalized, limiting the 
travel options available to them. The prioritization of cycling as a primary mode of 
transport in urban communities can help to reverse this trend and improve transporta-
tion options. Individuals with more access to transportation have better opportunities to 
find and keep a job, access educational opportunities, and participate in increased so-
cial interaction in their communities, on top of enjoying the environmental and health 
benefits cycling-dominated transport systems provide. This article discusses how cy-
cling can address the many aspects of transport poverty by providing a more flexible, 
accessible, and inexpensive mode of transportation with fewer negative externalities 
than modern motorized transport systems. A case study conducted in Rotterdam, a city 
in the Netherlands, highlights the existing barriers to urban cycling and illuminates the 
importance of making cycling policies, measures, and initiatives inclusive and equita-
ble, in order to make underserved groups benefit from these efforts as well.   
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Ever increasing reliance on motorized transport is known as hyper-mobility. In urban 
centers of developed countries, increased hyper-mobility means an emphasis on in-
vestment in infrastructures for cars and other motorized transport services. This means 
that public transport networks and roads dominate the space-limited traffic ways of ur-
ban environments and particularly prioritizes car ownership. However, car ownership 
requires a significant amount of time and money, and even when public transport ser-
vices are an affordable alternative, they still confine users to a specific time-table and 
route that might be sub-optimal. Therefore, there are many that are marginalized from 
modern urban transport systems making it difficult to access certain key activities such 
as work and education.  

On top of that, even those that do not own a car or use public transport still have to put 
up with the negative externalities generated by these systems. These include air and 
noise pollution and the obstructions busy street infrastructures create in and between 
communities and neighborhoods. All of these factors, either due to one or combined, 
result in some people feeling limited and disadvantaged when asked about transport 
opportunities available to them.   

This lack of opportunities as a result of transport is termed transport poverty. This es-
sentially describes a situation where an individual is unable to access key activities 
such as work, education, or social interactions which are necessary in order to maintain 
a reasonable quality of life. Transport poverty has been shown to exist all over the 
world in developed and developing countries, in rural and in urban settings, and has 
evolved into an umbrella concept in both social and transport related research. Accord-
ing to the most recent definition put forth by Lucas et al. 2016, the concept of transport 
poverty consists of four parts: Mobility poverty, accessibility poverty, transport afforda-
bility, and exposure to transport related externalities. An individual suffers from 
transport poverty if one or more situations are true. 
 

Mobility poverty describes a situation where the physical capabilities of an individual 
prevent them from attaining transport. This could be due to a disability, lack of exist-
ence of a vehicle in which to be transported, or a lack of knowledge of how one would 
use an existing system.  

Accessibility poverty refers to situations where transport options do not bring an indi-
vidual to their destination with an adequate level of safety or in a reasonable time peri-
od. Sometimes available travel takes too long and does not bring the individual to their 
destination which prevents the user from reaching key services and activities such as 
work and education.  

Transport affordability plays a role when the weekly transport costs of a family leaves 
their residual income below the official poverty line. 

Exposure to transport externalities refers to the noise pollution, air pollution, spatial 
segregation, and pedestrian accidents that occur as a result of various transport net-
works and vehicles. This concept is most relevant among those who participate least in 
the transport systems and still must suffer the externalities of being near them. A good 
example for this is that many poor neighborhoods are located near large motorway in-
frastructures and fast moving roadways. This means that those least able to afford par-
ticipating in car use and ownership are those that are most exposed to the negative ex-
ternalities. 
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Those that are affected by transport poverty are therefore at a disadvantage by having 
fewer transportation options. This can result in a limited area in which to find adequate 
employment or education, and can limit social interaction within and outside of their re-
spective communities. This builds divides in society between those who can afford the 
time and money to reach all of “life’s chances” and those who cannot.  

Research has shown attempts to address transport poverty have been largely unsuc-
cessful given the very individual nature of transport needs and the large complexity of 
identifying the particular causes of transport poverty in an given community (Lucas 
2012). Blanket municipal or political solutions for addressing the issue overlook the lo-
cal nuances within in-need communities, marginalizing those that need help the most.  

There is an obvious need to continue to address the issue of transport poverty and to 
investigate viable solutions to the very complicated and highly individual problem of 
transportation needs. The most efficient way to do this is not simply to treat the symp-
toms of transport poverty by helping marginalized individuals find ways to participate in 
existing systems, but rather reverse the trends of hyper-mobility that started the prob-
lems in the first place. This can be done by promoting cycling as a dominant form of 
transport within urban contexts. 

Cycling is a well-known healthy and green alternative to motorized transport, and, par-
ticularly in urban environments, cycling can provide the appropriate ability for individu-
als to complete the necessary trips required on a daily basis. The majority of urban 
trips made in Europe are less than 6 km which is a reasonable distance to be traveled 
by bike. In addition, cycling dominated transport systems have quite a few social bene-
fits as well. This paper is based off of a recent Master’s study that argues that prioritiz-
ing cycling over motorized infrastructures within cities could be an effective way to 
combat transport poverty and reduce social inequalities (Geile 2017). Cycling is rela-
tively cheap and accessible to everyone (addressing transport affordability), it provides 
flexible and efficient transport over short urban distances which helps people reach 
more of life’s key activities and opportunities, and it brings transport to a “street level” 
making roadways safer and bringing people into closer positive social contact. These 
three components, in addition to well-known health benefits and the fact that cycling 
does not contribute to climate change or cause adverse externalities, helps make a pri-
oritization of cycling a prime solution for addressing the many aspects of transport pov-
erty in urban contexts.    

2 URBAN CYCLING ADDRESSING TRANSPORT POVERTY  

The health and environmental benefits of using a bike over motorized transport are well 
known. What may not be as well known are the ways that more cycling also offers 
many social benefits to a society and as a result can address the negatives of transport 
poverty. Cycling provides efficient and flexible transport that is even sometimes faster 
than driving with a car or using public transportation. It is cycling is cheaper and more 
affordable than car ownership, and increasing cycling helps tear down literal and social 
barriers between urban communities. 

2.1 Fast and Flexible Transport 

Time plays a major role in transport choice and cost. Typically, the cheaper the travel, 
the longer amount of time is needed to reach a destination.  Faster travel, while getting 
you there in a shorter time period, still costs more money per each additional kilometer 
traveled. This can limit the types of destinations that can be reached as a function of 
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disposable income. Using public transport is faster but one must comply with schedul-
ing constraints and delays which adds time waiting and walking to and from designated 
transit stations. Also, the pre-determined routs of public transport do not allow much 
flexibility for users to travel along the most optimal route given their starting point and 
destination. Even if one does have enough money for a car, time limitations can still ex-
ist fighting traffic and finding parking in the space-limited traffic ways of urban commu-
nities.   

Cycling provides an alternative scenario. A bike is not confined to a time schedule or a 
pre-determined route meaning it is instantly available for departure and the most effi-
cient route can be taken. Bikes can also take advantage of shortcuts inaccessible to 
cars or pubic transport as they can easily hop curbs or even – as is legal in the Nether-
lands – go the wrong way on a one-way street (as long as you keep to the correct side 
of the road).  

It has even been argued that cycling is faster than travel in cities with a car or public 
transport when looked at with the calculation of effective speed (Tranter 2012). Effec-
tive speed is calculated by dividing distance by time (s=d/t), but time includes the time 
needed to travel from point A to point B but also the time needed to prepare a vehicle 
to make the trip. In the example of a car, this would include time spent for maintenance 
and fueling the car, driving around looking for parking, walking to and from a parking 
spot, and even the time spent at work to earn the money needed to afford all of those 
things including the initial purchase of the car. Some calculations put cycling several 
kilometers faster (and thus more efficient) than traveling by car, which again provides 
the user with an enhanced array of access to various destinations. 
 
Cycling therefore has the ability to provide adequate travel that can be more efficient 
and faster than taking public transport or driving with a car. It must be noted that many 
of these arguments also rely (1) the cycling ability of the cyclist and (2) on the quality of 
cycling infrastructure available in a city with more facilities generally leading to in-
creased speed, safety, and efficiency of travel.  
 

2.2 Transport Affordability 

Cost is a second major factor influencing transport decisions and relates to the afforda-
bility component of transport poverty. When compared to the cost of car ownership or 
monthly public transport subscriptions owning a bike can be much cheaper. In addition, 
when traveling with many public transport systems or with a car, cost increases with 
distance traveled. Drivers must pay for wear and tear on the vehicle and for fuel, and 
public transport systems charge more money for each additional kilometer or stop. This 
gradual increase in cost is almost non-existent with bike travel as the cost to mainte-
nance a bike tends to be much cheaper than that of a car or the marginal increase of 
cost from riding public transportation. Research has shown that transport poverty can 
affect those with low skills or poor housing conditions. Cheaper housing tends to be lo-
cated in areas without much connectivity or opportunities. Therefore, cycling offers a 
solution to travel further in a shorter amount of time without bumping up the price. This 
allows for increased access to work and education opportunities that might have previ-
ously been too far away to reach. 

These savings don’t stop there, however, and continue to benefit much more than just 
the cyclist. Cycling dominant transport systems are cheaper for municipal transport 
budgets and generate a healthier population meaning cheaper healthcare costs. The 
construction and maintenance of cycling infrastructure is cheaper than that of cars or 
public service networks. Bikes have a reduced impact on roadways in addition to taking 
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up significantly less space. One meter squared of pavement serves more bikes for 
longer than it would for cars. Also, the cost of building cycling infrastructure in cities 
could be very cheap by simply converting streets previously meant for cars into cycle-
ways. It has been shown that cities with the highest rates of active (non-motorized) 
transport spend smaller portions of their budgets on transportation than those that don’t 
(Kenworthy & Laube 1999). Increased cycling benefits the taxpayer as savings on 
transport infrastructure can then be allocated for other projects that further benefit the 
community. 

Finally, cycling is not only healthy in itself, but also promotes an active lifestyle (Garrard 
et. al 2012). The benefit-cost ratio of investing in having an active population translates 
into cost savings at a ratio of 5:1 (with 2:1 typically being considered a “high value for 
money”). A healthier and more active population means more healthcare savings for 
everyone. 

 

2.3 Bringing down barriers 

Transport infrastructures can seriously affect our ability to connect with neighboring 
communities and individuals as they are big, provide avenues for fast moving traffic 
(that is difficult to cross), and concentrates externalities such as noise and air pollution.  

Many communities located in poorer areas of a city tend to be in areas far away from 
the city center. Frequently these neighborhoods are located near major freeways or 
railroads that are difficult or impossible to safely cross which leads to higher instance of 
pedestrian fatality. These motorized transport infrastructures therefore create structural 
barriers between neighborhoods and create more dangerous conditions for communi-
ties.  

Cycling infrastructures need not be as large as those needed for cars and the traffic 
speed of cyclists is a lot slower and less dangerous to pedestrians. This promotes 
more street level interaction between individuals making for more “livable” communi-
ties. This in turn increases the social and economic value of a community by pushing 
people to interact more and generating a more “livable” feel. 

Investment in cycling infrastructure also makes a positive commitment from a munici-
pality to reduce inequalities. When a municipality invests in a bike path, it is saying, “a 
bicycle path is a social statement that a person with a $40 bike is just as important as 
someone with a $40,000 car” (Peñalosa 2010). This is important when promoting eco-
nomic equality in a city. 
 
Overall, when addressing transport systems, it is important to try and create the most 
equally distributed system that includes as many income ranges as possible while still 
providing adequate and effective transport opportunities. 
 
 

3 THE CASE OF ROTTERDAM 

The Netherlands is considered the leading cycling country in the world with high a 
modal share of bicycles in almost every city. However, the city of Rotterdam is a nota-
ble exception: rebuilt after World War II in the image of modernist standards, Rotter-
dam became a ‘car paradise’ resulting in a low use of bicycles for transportation and 
commuting purposes. However, the international trend of increased attention to cycling 
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is now also reaching Rotterdam and recently there have been increases in cycling rid-
ership (although ridership is still one of the lowest in the Netherlands). This shift is sup-
ported by municipal policy in which the Rotterdam’s political leadership takes measures 
to promote biking as a strategy to become a more attractive, healthy, and prosperous 
city. Rotterdam even has the ambition to be elected ‘Bicycle City of the year’ in 2018. 

Yet, in low-income neighbourhoods and ethnically diverse communities in Rotterdam, 
this trend is hardly noticeable and biking remains a marginal form of transportation. 
This especially holds true in neighbourhoods South of the river running through Rotter-
dam, an area designated as Rotterdam South. A recent mobility survey shows that only 
45% of the population in Rotterdam South uses a bicycle, of which 25% regularly (4 
days per week or more). In the Northern part of Rotterdam 64% uses a bicycle, of 
which 44% use one regularly (City of Rotterdam, 2016). In other Dutch cities, bicycle 
use is generally much higher. Some of the underlying reasons of the low bicycle use in 
this city include: the optimization of infrastructures for cars rather than bicycles, a nega-
tive social perception of bike riding, lack of bicycle ownership, and people (particularly 
with a migrant background) not having acquired the skill or accepted the culture of rid-
ing. This is unfortunate in light of all that cycling can contribute to healthier, safe, and 
thriving neighbourhoods. 

It is for all the reasons discussed in the first two chapters that cycling can provide a 
reasonable method to combat transport poverty. Many programs are being initiated in 
Rotterdam South to enhance cycling ridership along with a study to identify empirically 
how cycling might be perceived by local inhabitants, and what barriers continue to pre-
vent the use of cycling, even in areas suffering from transport inequalities. 

 

3.1 Methods 

In order to identify current barriers and perceptions to cycling a series of three focus 
groups were conducted within two districts of Rotterdam South: Feyenoord and Ijssel-
monde. These areas are located close to the southern bank of the river dividing Rotter-
dam South from the rest of the city, and represent neighbourhoods with relatively 
dense urban infrastructures when compared to other districts in Rotterdam South.  

Focus groups participants were selected according to purposive sampling, meaning 
participants fit the general form of those least likely to cycle so that the most in depth 
information on existing barriers might be identified. Focus groups allow an intimate en-
vironment in which participants have the freedom to discuss in detail their opinions and 
perceptions on an issue in a way that a simple survey sometimes cannot facilitate. The 
groups consisted of 8-10 participants, with the majority being from non-Dutch heritage 
(Moroccan), and consisting almost entirely of women (only one male participant).  

Participants were first asked to fill out a worksheet identifying basic demographics, 
most frequently completed trips (ex: daily shopping trip length and mode of transport), 
and general impression of cycling as a mode of transport. The focus group consisted of 
a series of questions spurring conversation on what modes of transport were favored, 
what aspects factored in to various transport mode decisions, and what the major bar-
riers were to perceiving cycling as a mode of viable transport (that is, top choice).  

 

3.2 Results 
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Of the 72 trip distances reported by all focus group participants combined, 77,5% were 
shorter than 6,5 km and 53,5% were 2,5 km or less. Many of the trips longer than 10km 
were for visiting family; one was traveling to Amsterdam. The average trip distance for 
all trips 10km and under (85% of trips) was 2,53 km (n=61). The average for trips long-
er than 10km was 75km (n=11). 

Almost all of the participants agreed cycling provides a cheaper, more flexible, and 
healthier transport option, but were reluctant to make the lifestyle change to cycle more 
(preferring to stick with a car, or reluctantly, to public transportation, if having a car was 
unaffordable). The primary reasons for the lack of conversion to cycling were reported 
to be the following (Geile 2017): 

(1) The perceived level of safety in Rotterdam South is relatively low translating in-
to the fear that a purchased bike would simply be stolen, the feelings of vulner-
ability when riding on a bike making the rider an easy target for harassment or 
collision, and the condition of the cycling infrastructure which was reported to be 
poorly lit, too close to car traffic, and mistrust in the competence of other drivers 
using the same paths and roadways (such as reckless scooter drivers). 

(2) The difficulties of incorporating cycling to fit the needs of large families (many 
children). One needs a multi-functional or cargo bike to haul higher quantities of 
children and shopping, but many of these bikes were perceived as too costly or 
difficult to use. 

(3) The perception of full transport cost of certain transport methods tended to be 
incomplete and measured on a short temporal scale that did not take into ac-
count relevant factors. For instance, many participants stated it was cheaper to 
drive into the city with a car than public transport citing that parking fees were 
cheaper than paying for the cost of public transportation tickets for the whole 
family; this ignores the thousands of Euros that go into sunken and operational 
costs of a car over its lifetime. 

These results provide a lot of insight for the main areas that can be targeted by the 
Rotterdam municipality in order to in crease cycling ridership.  

3.3 Additional Programs in Rotterdam South 

In addition to the focus group work, there are many programs being implemented in the 
city of Rotterdam with the goal to shed more light on the benefits of cycling and to pro-
mote it as an effective transport option.  

The ‘Fietsen op Zuid’ (‘Cycling in the South’) program was initiated in March 2016 by 
DRIFT and the Dutch Cyclist’ Union, funded by and in collaboration with the municipali-
ty of Rotterdam. The program aims to promote cycling as a means for social-economic 
development of Rotterdam South. Through projects and experiments, four aspects for 
successful promotion of biking are addressed: lifestyle; education; access to bikes; in-
frastructure and public space.  

Since the start of the program, the team has developed and implemented projects such 
as a pilot project promoting bike-friendly schools (an intensive approach at two schools, 
including cycling lessons, distribution of bikes to kids from poor families and redesign of 
the school yard and public space together with the children), a give-a-bike scheme for 
children (400 bikes collected, refurbished and redistributed in 2017; aiming to scale up 
in 2018 through a network of local bike-workshops), and a neighbourhood-based ap-
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proach (introducing a local shared bike system, combined with cycling lessons and 
other activities). 

A clear lesson from the Fietsen op Zuid program is the importance of focussing on the 
social and economic benefits of cycling to involve a broad range of actors in the promo-
tion of cycling. Many actors and projects have ambitions for which biking could be (a 
part of) a solution, whether it is entrepreneurs, citizens, activists, housing corporations, 
NGOs, public entities or companies. Cities fail to tap into this potential, as often the 
promotion of biking is treated quite narrowly as a strategy of mobility planning, or even 
as goal on its own, and not seen as part of larger agendas regarding health, economy, 
spatial planning, etc.   

Thanks to the approach followed in Rotterdam, all kinds of organizations are becoming 
involved in the promotion of cycling at the local level. These include the public health 
department of the municipality, schools, a mosque, an organisation for empowerment 
of women, local media and store-owners. Together, they are able to put significant re-
sources and effort in the cycling project, and are managing to reach a wider audience. 
In addition, they are helping to shape the projects in such a way that it fits to the needs 
and perspectives of the target groups.    

The case of Rotterdam includes another lesson. In The Netherlands cycling seems to 
be so engrained in daily life that many of the politicians, policy makers, and cycling ad-
vocates take the benefits for granted and tend to forget that, for large groups in our so-
ciety, cycling is not part of their daily practice. This is a more general observation in cit-
ies around the world: cycling policies, initiatives, and advocacy often fail to reach low-
income neighbourhoods and ethnically diverse communities.  

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Transport poverty limits ones ability to access and benefit from all of “life’s chances” 
putting them at a disadvantage. Cycling offers a reasonable method for transitioning 
away from this trend and level the playing field by addressing social and transport ine-
qualities. Cycling is a method of transport that can be effective the context of urban 
communities where the majority of trips are shorter and take place in dense areas 
where space is limited. A cycling dominated transport system can help people reach 
more opportunities and save money, creating a more healthy and inclusive society, all 
the while still getting people to where they need to go.  

It is important to remember that cycling might not be the answer for all cities in ad-
dressing transport poverty, as solutions need to be developed according to the local 
context in which transport poverty exists. However, a transition toward cycling is argu-
ably one of the most effective, as it directly counteracts one of the main roots of 
transport inequalities: hyper-mobility. This paper shows there is theoretical support to 
this transition, provides insights into the barriers remaining, and shows examples of 
current cycling-oriented programs yielding positive results. It is of course remarkable 
that motorized transport exists, as we can remain interconnected to everyone around 
us and all over the world. However, it is important to consider the true need for these 
technologies in certain contexts. In urban areas where space is limited, the many nega-
tive side effects of hyper-mobility result in transport inequalities and socio-economic 
barriers to those that are unable to participate in these expensive and sometimes con-
fusing transport systems.  
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The example form Rotterdam emphasises cities should do more about making cycling 
policies, measures, and initiatives inclusive and equitable, and to focus on getting un-
derserved groups involved in order to do so. Only in this way, can low-income neigh-
bourhoods benefit from these efforts as well.  
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