Sustainable Infrastructure Achievement of the Year

Project: 

Greater Bristol Cycling City

Authorities: 

Bristol City Council and South Gloucestershire Council

Funding: 

£11.4m DfT grant, matched by each authority 

Output: 

Investment in sustainable infrastructure and associated encouragement and support activities to get people cycling.

Outcome: 

More people cycling, more safely, more often

How the project has made a difference to citizens (100-word summary)

Greater Bristol’s Cycling City project not only helps local people overcome today’s challenges – helping the 'time poor' combine exercise with transport and helping the 'economically sensitive' to save money – but also leaves the city in much better shape to weather future challenges – including increasing petrol costs, tougher carbon emission targets and pressures on the health service.

New, high quality cycle paths in the city are getting people to their destinations faster, for less money, with less environmental impact, and making them healthier to boot. The difference will be long-lasting and felt for years to come. 

Sustainable Infrastructure Achievement of the Year entry

Take a visit to Bristol or South Gloucestershire and you'll soon see why the region's reputation as a cycling powerhouse is gathering momentum. There's a clear cycling renaissance in the south-west, driven in no small part by Greater Bristol's Cycling City project.

The project started in 2008 with DfT funding to significantly increase cycling levels. Funding of £11.4m was split between infrastructure (with two-thirds of the funding) and ‘softer measures’ such as cycle training for adults and children, marketing and other encouragement activities. The aim of the infrastructure was to develop and maintain a safe, convenient and efficient network of high quality, long lasting cycle-friendly areas to encourage more cycling and walking. 

Forty-eight cycling infrastructure projects were prioritised over the life of Cycling City, with approximately half completed in 2009/10 and the remaining projects being completed during the current financial year (2010/11).  

Each infrastructure project attempts to integrate cycling as an essential element of a multi-modal transport strategy for the city, emphasising traffic restraint, speed and congestion reduction and reducing the environmental impact of motor vehicles, with the intention of making the city a more agreeable place to live.

Traffic-free cycle routes are by no means the only option. Laying down new tarmac, whether for motor vehicles or bicycles, is an expensive business. Therefore, each element of the cycle network is planned against a hierarchical checklist, in accordance with national best practice, considering whether it is possible to implement the following in descending order of preference:

1. traffic volume reduction

2. traffic speed reduction/traffic calming

3. junction treatment and traffic management

4. redistribution of the carriageway

5. cycle lanes

6. cycle tracks

Of the 48 infrastructure schemes in the Cycling City project, each was assessed against these criteria. 

Once the list had been drawn up, the projects fell neatly into these five themes: 

· 20mph zones, pinch points and other traffic calming methods 

· signed routes

· cycle lanes ('on road' improvements)

· cycle tracks (traffic free paths)

· cycle parking

20mph speed limit areas

Key to the introduction of 20 mph speed limit areas is the Government Circular 1/2006, which changed the advice on when 20 mph speed limits could be introduced. 

Portsmouth was the first city to use this guidance and Bristol followed with two large areas in 2010, one in the south and one in the east of the city, covering 29,000 households. After traffic reduction on the infrastructure hierarchy, speed reduction is a key factor in encouraging cycling as it reduces the speed differential between a cyclist and a car and the likelihood of serious injury.   

These areas help cyclists to feel safer on the roads and are part of a ‘demand management’ approach to reducing the attractiveness of car travel in areas where alternative, more sustainable options exist.

“Public support for the 20mph limit remained strong throughout the last year, and we want more people to abide by the speed limit, to ensure that the streets remain as safe for children, adults and cyclists as possible.” 

Ben Barker, Greater Bedminster Community Partnership

Traffic calming methods and legible networks 

Bristol has a long association with delivering infrastructure for cyclists, often pioneering innovative design solutions to overcome constraints with traffic sign regulations and design standards. In the 1980s, the region formerly known as Avon County Council (comprising Bristol, Bath and North East Somerset, North Somerset and South Gloucestershire) was one of the first local authorities to have a dedicated team for cycling. 

The region was also first to introduce Advanced Stop Lines (ASL) at traffic signals, which then caught on in many other UK cities. Th city is now striving to be one of the first to introduce ASLs at all feasible traffic light signals, with around 300 already in place. These give bike riders space to pull away when lights go green and a few vital seconds advantage over motor vehicles. 

Similarly, the council's involvement in redesigning toucan crossing layouts and overcoming the deterrent effect of ‘cyclists dismount’ signs at pelican crossings helped prepare fertile ground for today’s push on cycling. These solutions were not prescribed at the time but they were simple and pragmatic solutions, which exemplify the design approach of engineers. 

Thanks to this innovation and forward thinking, a good network of cycle facilities existed in the city, although there were some gaps and 'pinch points'. The DfT’s pulse of investment for Cycling City became the opportunity we needed to link up these facilities and create an extensive, high quality network.

Signing

Now that the network is more legible and coherent, it’s vital that people know about the investment. As well as a marketing campaign, a citywide route signage system – currently being installed – will be alerting people to eight radial routes that start from the city centre and extend out to the city boundaries. This project includes way-markers on posts and road surface signing. Associated maps show these as either red routes – fast routes for confident cyclists – or yellow and green routes – quiet, residential streets or traffic-free cycle paths for those who don't want to mingle with traffic fumes and motor vehicles. 

In Bristol, the radial routes and the feeder routes that serve them total 115km in length, covering 71.5% of the city area, with feeder signs up to 1km either side of the radial routes. Another 85km of routes are being signed in South Gloucestershire, with strategic destinations agreed across the boundaries. 

The first of these signed routes was Malago Greenway, which runs for approximately two miles, starting close to Bristol Temple Meads and ending in the south Bristol close to the site of a major hospital and leisure complex.  One hundred and twenty signs have been added on and around Malago Greenway.

"I successfully navigated my way from home [to the city centre] on Malago Greenway using the new signs and I love the cycle symbols on the road, it makes you feel like you belong there."

Claire, Knowle, south Bristol

As well as helping current cyclists to enjoy their journeys – often taking them off traffic-heavy streets – signage also advertises the network to those who currently do not cycle. The signs have been designed to promote relatively long distance routes, linking to all the significant destinations within a mile of that route. 

On road improvements

Between 2009-11 some 30 on-road cycle improvements have been delivered. More contra-flow streets have been introduced in strategic locations to increase bicycle permeability. The local community identified many of these improvements with the help of an online mapping tool – bristolstreets.co.uk

Cycling has also featured in the designs of the Greater Bristol Bus Network on three primary roads in and out of the city. Carriageway space was redistributed to provide dedicated cycle and bus lanes. This follows on from the success of the Showcase Bus Route delivered in 2003 on the A38 in North Bristol. The latest counts show a 14.8% modal share for cycling along this busy road, a 95% increase since 2002.

These on-road improvements have increased the speed, safety and convenience at which cyclists can navigate the city, making bicycle transport ever more attractive. 

Traffic free paths

Bristol-Bath Railway Path is the most heavily used traffic-free cycle path in the country, clocking over a million trips a year, providing a continuous 17-mile motor-free route into Bristol city centre from Bath. This was the first of Sustrans’ National Cycle Network (NCN) routes in the city and was followed by three other NCN routes. 

People who are most wary about cycling generally will consider doing so on a traffic-free path, which tend to be popular for leisure cycling, especially with children. 

Over half the Cycling City infrastructure projects are either fully traffic-free or include traffic-free sections. Two high quality links to the Railway Path have been built, linking two densely populated communities in east Bristol. Energy-efficient street lighting (dimmed after midnight) and surface mounted solar powered LED lights have been added to provide illumination and increase safety. 

“The path has made a big difference. I used to either cycle along Whitehall Road or up to Hockeys Lane to get on the Railway Path. It’s now a lot quicker and safer thanks to [the Ridgeway playing fields link].”

Nick, Whitehall, east Bristol

Two vital links have been created in the north, between Bristol and South Gloucestershire, bringing new transport corridors to the foot of a valley. Concorde Way, through Lockleaze and St Werburghs follows a gentle gradient to link the city with a major employment site on the northern fringe. Part of this route includes a new 44m long bridge across a river valley, opening up leisure access to the surrounding area. Frome Greenway, on the other hand, links the city centre with a university campus for 18,000 students and includes long sections through leafy parks and green spaces.  

Elsewhere in the city, in partnership with Sustrans, Connect 2 projects are delivering new traffic-free routes that overcome significant physical barriers such as the Harbour, railway line and the A370 dual carriageway.

“This new path [Ashton sidings] is fantastic – cutting down on my daily commute and making it so much easier and safer – no dual-carriageways or steps to contend with.”

Louise Jennings, UWE Faculty of Creative Arts, 

Cycle parking

Getting people to use their bicycle for regular, every day journeys means giving people somewhere to park. In two years, 1580 new public cycle stands have been installed through the Cycling City project. This adds to the 1700 stands that were already present in the city beforehand. Larger cycle parking bays have been introduced at all local retail centres and smaller batches have been installed outside local shops and smaller neighbourhood hubs. 

Grants for local schools and businesses have also been used for cycle parking areas, with Aardman Animations being just one of a number of beneficiaries. 

This, like other cycling infrastructure projects, helps provide bicycle users with a complete end-to-end experience to compete with the provision that motor vehicle drivers have come to expect. 

Value for money

 The city was picked to show the rest of the country what could be achieved with funding of £16 per head of population over two and a half years, which is comparable to the amount our European counterparts have been spending on cycle promotion for years – far above the UK average of less than £1 per head. 

The region set out to double the numbers of people cycling to school and to work – and to increase the safety of cyclists. In short, get more people cycling, more safely, more often. 

Two years in and so far so good. The project has been brought in on time, on budget and largely as planned. A few of the initial 48 projects did become unviable, but high quality 'back up' projects were able to take their place.  

Figures released in February 2010 reported a 17% increase in cycling since 2008, doubling the previous 8.5% rate of growth, including a 35 percent increase in people cycling to work.  

Routes in the city centre are showing up to 102% more cycle traffic in just two years and double the numbers of children are now cycling to primary schools – a 44% increase to all schools. Plus the city was voted the UK's number one cycling city by Cycling Plus readers in 2010. All this with a good deal of construction still being carried out.

With just a few months left to go, Greater Bristol's Cycling City team are quietly optimistic that the hard work is now paying off.

The Cycling City project officially comes to an end in March 2011 but many in the area see this only as the end of the beginning. The city hopes that the ambitious plans in the regional Joint Local Transport Plan and the city’s Green Capital ambitions will pay off, helping Greater Bristol and its enlightened residents to shine a light along the sustainable path for some time to come.  

