
Transport poverty in the Netherlands 
through a motility lens; 

THE CASE OF 
BICYCLE 
LESSONS

TRANSPORT POVERTY
People face transport poverty when they are 
insuf�iciently mobile due to limited resources, 
opportunities and skills, hindering their 
participation in social life. As a result, they 
have a poorer quality of life.

METHODOLOGY
In our research we approach transport 
poverty through a motility lens and look 
at the dampening effect of bicycle lessons 
on transport poverty among women with 
a non-Western migrant background in the 
Netherlands from the 1970s until 2010. 
We use policy documents and research, 
enriched with newspaper articles and life 
histories to investigate the spatial, social 
and personal barriers that prevented these 
women from accessing activity locations, 
crucial for social participation. As well as 
to investigate the steps that the women 
themselves undertook to overcome these 
barriers.

A MOTILITY LENS
Motility is the capacity of persons, 
goods and information, to be 
mobile in social and geographic space.

BARRIERS TO CYCLING
• Access: bicycle ownership
•  Competence: lack of cycling skills and 

experience
• Appropriation: understandings of what 

cycling is, 
and whom it is appropriate for

Resulting in Cycling Poverty.

MOTIVES TO OVERCOME BARRIERS TO 
CYCLING
• Social
• Financial
• Time

TYPICAL LOCATIONS FOR BICYCLE 
LESSONS IN THE NETHERLANDS IN 2007 
(N=333)

9% Other

3% Municipal Department

3% Local Tra�c Safety 
Organisation Police

4% Neighbordhood sport

11% Educational institutes

12% Women's centers

13% Refugee Support

45% Community Centers
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THEME 1:
RESEARCH AND POLICY DOCUMENTS
1976, Enne de Boer (TU Delft) “There is an 
accessibility crisis for people without a car” – 
estimates that 25-40% of the Dutch population does 
not have access to a car. There is a concentration 
of transport poverty in city outskirts and old 
neighborhoods in cities.

1981-1986, Henriëtte van Eys (City of Rotterdam) 
“Emancipatory focuspoints in urban planning” – 
estimates that 50-75% of the Dutch population 
does not have access to a car. Especially women, 
schoolchildren and elderly. There should be more 
focus on accessibility of public transport and the 
bicycle should be more attractive and promoted.

1984 National Traf�ic Safety Plan includes “traf�ic 
education for migrant families”

1986 VVN (national traf�ic safety NGO) develops a 
manual for local traf�ic safety trainers, based on local 
experiences of bicycle lessons initiatives. It states 
“Turkish and Moroccan women are a vulnerable 
group of road users in our society. They have a low 
level of knowledge of and skills in traf�ic as well as 
traf�ic attitudes and behavior. Also, they live isolated 
lives, have a low level of mobility and a high risk 
of being involved in accidents. The education will 
be aimed at developing self-preservation and self-
reliance of the women in traf�ic.”

1994 MuConsult study on mobility patterns of 
different ethnic groups in old neighborhoods in 
cities. “In their local traf�ic policies, municipalities 
can anticipate that part of their inhabitants have 
a low level of bicycle use. (...) A possibility is to try 
and stimulate the accumulation of cycling skills 
and bicycle ownership as part of cycling policies. 
Currently there are already bicycle lessons in 
neighborhoods that teach migrant women to cycle. 
It can be viewed how this can be converted to actual 
bicycle use.”

THEME 2:
POLICY MEASURES IN THE TRANSPORT DOMAIN
1970’s and onwards: physical infrastructure: safe
cycling infrastructure, cycling networks, social  
safety for cycling routes; traf�ic safety education: 
focus on safe walking and cycling for children and 
focus on safe driving for adults

THEME 3:
LOCAL, PRACTICAL MEASURES IN 
NEIGHBORHOODS
Late 1970’s onwards: bicycle repair at recycle centres 
and handing out cheap or free bikes
Early 1980’s: neighbors teach migrant women to ride 
bikes
1980’s and onwards: bicycle lessons are organized 
in community centres, women’s centres etc. Former 
participants of the lessons take part in teaching other 
women to ride bikes
1996 – 2001: Development and publishing of 
“Get on Your Bike” 
a step-by step approach for bicycle lessons
2003 – 2009: “Cycle friends, sharing cycling as a 
lifestyle” – local bike buddy projects

IMPACT OF BICYCLE LESSONS
1. More cycling amongst women with a non-Western migrant background (�irst and second 
generation)
2. Women can now teach their children about cycling and traf�ic safety
3. They feel more con�ident, at home in the Netherlands and are less dependent on others.

RESULTS
Since 2012 there is a growing interest in the problem of transport poverty in the Netherlands, 
which is not a new phenomenon. In the recent studies there has been little attention for the 
speci�ic role that the bicycle can potentially play in alleviating transport poverty. By studying 
transport poverty from a historical perspective, with a motility lens, our paper contributes 
to understanding the different and interlinking barriers that transport poor people face. 
This paper shows how non-western migrant women (re)shaped their motility themselves by 
organizing and taking bicycle lessons supported by neighbors and neighborhood networks. 
Over a period of twenty years they raised their bicycle modal split from less than four percent 
to nearly twenty percent. Bicycle lessons became spaces to learn cycling skills and (mentally) 
appropriating the bicycle for everyday mobility.
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