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Space for Bicycles in the Chinese City

by Peter Newton

Keeping bicycles on the streets even when economic growth puts new pressures on city roadways is the
aim of a collaborative project between Canadian and Chinese urban transport specialists.

The project team is headed by Prof Xu Xun Chu, an expert on bicycle transportation from Tongji
University in Shanghai, and Dr Walter Jamieson of the University of Calgary, Director of the Centre for
Livable Communities. The team, financed by IDRC, examined transportation needs and the role of
bicycles in Ningbo, an industrial port city of about five million people, located south of Shanghai.

In 1984, the Chinese central government designated Ningbo as one of 14 coastal cities opened to the
outside world. Growth in economic activity boosted peoples' incomes. Bicycle sales rose to the point
where there is nearly one bicycle per adult.

The motorized vehicle fleet also swelled, creating havoc on roads already full of bicycles. The higher
traffic volume produced more accidents and grid-lock; some of the roads in Ningbo are only six feet wide.
Despite the importance of bicycles in Chinese society, urban planners were increasingly designing roads
and interchanges without bicycles in mind.

Prof Xu became concerned with the westernization of transportation -- seen in technology, planning
methods, and more cars and trucks. The bicycle was quickly disappearing from the planning process even
as the number of bicycles was increasing. According to Dr Jamieson, "It wasn't as if less people were using
bicycles. The quest for modernization meant bicycles were not being considered in the planning process."

Bicycles were being neglected just when countries such as Germany, Holland, and even Canada were
successfully introducing them as an alternative means of transportation that is cost-effective and decreases
traffic congestion and pollution.

In Ningbo's case, the researchers wanted to change the attitude of Chinese urban planners and prove that
by preserving a place for the bicycle in urban transportation, the Chinese will create an efficient, cost-
effective, and environmentally friendly system. The team of Chinese and Canadians made the case that
bicycles are a leading edge technology that should not be abandoned. The researchers also wanted to show
that by modernizing bicycle design, altering the infrastructure, and stressing the need for good traffic laws,
bicycles and motorized vehicles can coexist.

The average bicycle in China uses 50-year old technology, according to Dr Jamieson. "Many bicycles
don't have gears. By putting gears on them you increase efficiency and make them easier to use by certain
segments of the population. Gearing also reduces the length of bicycle overpasses. The gradient can be
steeper with gears."

Bicycle lanes on new roads also help. The project emphasized the importance of good traffic laws and rider
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education to reduce "bike jams" and accidents. The team examined bicyclists' behaviour with a view to
increasing attention to traffic laws, so that riders might stop at a red light rather than breezing through --
the current practice for the most part. This attention to rider behaviour is inexpensive and does not require
any significant physical changes.

The researchers used video to better evaluate both the quantity of vehicles and the behaviour of drivers and
pedestrians. The Canadian researchers also brought geographic information systems (GIS) into the project
to supplement decade-old, hand-drawn maps of Ningbo's streets. GIS will allow the planners to update and
monitor changing urban transportation trends more easily as Chinese cities continue to undergo rapid
change.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT:

Prof Xu Xun Chu 
Institute of Urban Planning and Design 
Tongji University 
1239 Si Ping Road, Shanghai 
People's Republic of China

Dr Walter Jamieson 
Director of the Centre for Liveable Communities 
University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta T2N 1N4

Unless otherwise stated, all articles and photos may be freely reproduced providing suitable credit is given.

ISSN 0315-9981. This magazine is listed in the Canadian Magazine Index.

Subscription information
Return to the IDRC Reports homepage
Return to the IDRC homepage

 

Copyright © International Development Research Centre, Ottawa, Canada 
Please send your comments to editor of Reports.

 

http://web.idrc.ca/en/ev-41492-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html
http://web.idrc.ca/en/ev-30357-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html
http://web.idrc.ca/en/ev-1-201-1-DO_TOPIC.html
mailto:mag@idrc.ca

	idrinfo.idrc.ca
	Farming in the City : The Rise of Urban Agriculture (v. 21, no. 3, October 1993)


