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One of  the most prominent topics of  discussion in global politics is the environmental challenges society is now facing. As transportation causes multiple environmental concerns 
– greenhouse gas emissions from motorized vehicles contribute largely to air pollution and climate change while at the same time the fossil fuels that the transport industry is 
reliant upon are a limited and unsustainable energy source – much of  this focus has been on changing the way we think about transportation. The increased use of  cycling and 
other forms of  nonmotorized transportation has the potential to solve these problems, therefore it is important to understand the challenges cities face in encouraging this 
behavior. This study focused on cycle culture in US cities and the challenges faced by both US bike programs, and cycling organizations in the 1970s in the cycling cities of  
Copenhagen and Amsterdam. Understanding the differences between the challenges these cities face could provide insight for potential solutions for promoting biking in the U.S. 
based on the ones that have already been employed by Copenhagen and Amsterdam. 

To gather information on the challenges different U.S. cities face with promoting 
biking, bike coordinators from 10 different U.S. cities were contacted and asked 
to participate in an 11 question interview about bike culture in their city. 
Population, Population Density, and the rate of  use of  other types of  sustainable 
transportation were the three main factors focused on in the selection of  these 
cities. More specifically, the cities were picked based on the findings of  the U.S. 
and Canada Green City Index (“U.S. and Canada Green City Index”, 2011) and the 
study “Bicycle Commuting and Facilities in Major U.S. Cities” conducted by 
professors of  urban planning, Jennifer Dill and Theresa Carr from Portland State 
University (Carr & Dill, 2003

For the second part of  the data collection, individuals involved in biking 
organizations were contacted from both Amsterdam and Copenhagen. For 
Amsterdam, Fietsersbond (The Dutch Cycling Union) and Cyclespace were 
selected and for Copenhagen, The Danish Cycling Embassy. Fietsersbond and 
The Danish Cycling Embassy were chosen because both of  these organizations 
were present during the cycling movement in the 1970s, and Cyclespace was 
chosen because the goal of  this organization is similar to the aimed application 
of  this study, which is to help apply Amsterdam’s cycling experience and 
expertise to cities all over the world. After the interviews with the bike 
coordinators from the U.S. cities, a list was compiled of  the main challenges that 
they felt their cities faced while trying to promote utilitarian biking. For each 
challenge listed, individuals from the biking organizations in Copenhagen and 
Amsterdam were asked if  their city faced a similar problem during the 1970s. 

During the early 1900s biking quickly became the dominant form of  
transportation in Amsterdam and Copenhagen, reaching a peak around 1950. 
However, as the automobile gained popularity, bike rates started to dramatically 
drop. This decline was halted during the 1970s, when a countermovement 
emerged in both cities against automobile dominance. Citizens in both of  these 
cities were extremely upset and disturbed by the way cars had change them. 
This intense pressure from the people eventually led to legislation that favored 
biking and higher density development.
After the 1970s, cycle popularity began to once again increase, but it never 
returned to the peak state it was at in the 1950s. Amsterdam and Copenhagen 
both faced challenges in their past in getting their cycle levels to where they are 
at today. This has given a lot of  other cities who are struggling against car 
dominance hope that a similar thing could happen to them. 

The challenges faced by Copenhagen and Amsterdam in the 1970s were similar to those faced currently by U.S. cities, but differed in three main regards. First of  all, the U.S. 
cities are experiencing these challenges much more intensely because cycling rates are much lower and cars are much more established than they ever were in Amsterdam and 
Copenhagen. This could indicate that the longer cities wait to encourage biking, the harder it will be for it to become a major mode of  transportation. Second of  all, citizens were 
the ones leading the cycling movements in Copenhagen and Amsterdam whereas most of  the bike coordinators from the U.S. described lack of  citizen support as a major 
challenge. This has left the cycling movement in the hands of  the local governments and cycling organizations. Finally, U.S. cities have a different approach to transportation than 
Amsterdam and Copenhagen did in the 1970s, leading them to not pursue one of  the most effective methods Copenhagen and Amsterdam employed–making car use less 
desirable. Though these three differences could make the transition to biking a longer, and more difficult process for U.S. cities, all of  the coordinators felt that in at least some 
areas of  their cities, utilitarian biking could become commonplace
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Challenges Faced by Cities in Promoting Utilitarian Biking
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Perception of Biking

Influence of Driving

Like the U.S. cities, Amsterdam and Copenhagen both needed to dramatically 
increase the cycling infrastructure they had during the 1970s in order to get 
more people to bike. The difference is that the support for infrastructure in 
Copenhagen and Amsterdam came from the citizens while in the U.S., citizens 
are generally opposed to or uninterested in bike infrastructure. This will likely 
make it more difficult for U.S. cities to increase their bike infrastructure. A few 
cities in the US discussed narrow streets being a challenge-as there was not 
enough room to expand biking infrastructure. However, in Copenhagen, and 
especially Amsterdam, narrow streets were seen as an advantage and were 
often cited as one of  the reasons that biking became so popular in the city. This 
difference is because in the 1970s cyclists in Amsterdam had more of  an 
influence on the roads than U.S. bikers do today. Because of  this, cyclists had 
the ability to take over these narrow streets, that were already unfavorable to 
cars. These streets became bicycle havens, which eventually spread throughout 
the city. 

Neither Copenhagen nor Amsterdam had issues with there being a perceived 
status of  car ownership. This could indicate that this challenge is a cultural one 
specific to the US and other cities that have been dominated by cars for a long 
period of  time. Like the US today, cycling was dangerous in Copenhagen and 
Amsterdam during the 1970s. However this proved to be less of  a deterrent 
to biking than it was a catalyst for the biking movement. Instead of  people 
responding to the increased danger of  biking by switching to other modes of  
transportation, like citizens in the U.S. today, citizens in Amsterdam and 
Copenhagen decided to fight back against car use in the city, leading to the 
high cycling rates currently experienced. 

Though most of  the cycling movement in the 1970s was fueled by citizen 
support, both Copenhagen and Amsterdam still faced opposition from certain 
individuals. Over time they were able to overcome this challenge through 
education and advocacy. Most of  the U.S. cities that were interviewed are 
invested in educating their citizens on biking, indicating that this could become 
less of  a challenge over time. Both Amsterdam and Copenhagen faced a lack of  
political support for limiting car use at the beginning of  their cycling histories. 
Support did not develop until citizens showed an intense interest in biking. This 
could mean that it will take longer for political support to develop in U.S. cities, 
as citizen support is lower. 

Amsterdam and Copenhagen both had issues with biking competing with the 
convenience and low cost of  driving. However these cities have made driving 
much more expensive than it is in other countries through the use of  taxes and 
parking fees. Furthermore they have invested in anticar infrastructure, like 
artificial dead ends and no car zones, that make driving physically less 
convenient. These actions have lessened the effects of  this obstacle. Despite the 
great success of  these actions in Amsterdam and Copenhagen, six of  the ten 
U.S. cities specified that they were adamantly against making driving less 
convenient, and only one of  the ten cities (Boston) talked about actually taking 
action to do this. Most of  the cities that participated described their goal as 
making all transportation options viable to give citizens a choice, rather than 
promote one form (like biking) and discourage another (like driving). 

Support For Biking

Evolution in the percent of  trips made by bike in Dutch and Danish Cities. Reprinted from “How Amsterdam became the bicycle 
capital of  the world”, by R. Zee 2015

Discussion

Making Driving Less Desirable Future Biking Culture

• Challenges relating to bike infrastructure were the most common among the 
U.S. cities studied 

• Most cities did not want to make driving less desirable in order to increase 
cycling rates

• All of  the cities agreed to some extent that biking could become a popular 
form of  transportation in their city
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