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Vectos director Matt Thomas suggests that the Welsh 
capital might be the surprise package when it comes 
to challenging the Netherlands’ crowns of active 
travel and city cycling. The company’s next task is to 
attend to Cardiff’s cycle parking strategy
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Utrecht in the Netherlands, where 
half of all journeys are made by bike, 
is often referred to as the cycling 
city utopia. But could the climate 
emergency and global pandemic spur 
our UK cities to follow suit?

In the UK, we have long 
considered this to be unachievable 
for various reasons, such as personal 
safety, theft, climate and a history of 
policy insisting on providing for the 
convenience of the private car. But as 
we are being forced to think differently, 
cycle-centric cities and 15-minute cities 
are becoming the norm. 

We often forget that just 60 
years ago, Utrecht was nearly as car-
dominated as many other wealthy 
European cities. It was only in the 
‘70s that road deaths, rising gas prices 
and climate concerns contributed to 
the policy change which allowed the 
reimagination of Dutch urban centres 
towards active travel.

These issues, particularly the 
climate emergency, have quickly 
become too significant to ignore, so UK 
cities are being forced to follow suit 
and make policy changes to promote 
active travel and cleaner modes of 
transport. Across the country we have 
seen greater investment in active travel 
routes and segregated cycleways to 
address safety and capacity, but cycle 

parking and security is still a huge 
barrier in most places.

Cardiff City Council (CCC) and 
Transport for Wales (TfW) are at the 
forefront in the UK by providing 
considerable investment to meet 
Cardiff’s ambitious target of 26 per cent 
modal share by 2030. Its success can 
already be seen in the results of a recent 
survey which found Cardiff to be the 
most cycle-friendly city in the UK. 

As part of CCC’s ambitions for 
sustainable growth, the objective in 
its local development plan (with a 
need for more than 20,000 new homes) 
is for all trips in the city to achieve 
a 50:50 modal split by 2030. The 
council’s transport white paper also 
sets out an ambitious 10-year plan to 

Cardiff is the most 
cycle-friendly city 
in the UK”

Matt Thomas is a 
founding director of 
transport consultant 
Vectos, based in Cardiff



see 26 per cent of commuter trips by 
bike, 49 per cent by other sustainable 
modes and only 25 per cent by car. 

At Vectos, we are helping to 
make this a realisation with a radical 
10,000-stand cycle parking strategy. To 
put that into perspective, Cambridge’s 
well-known CyclePoint has almost 
3,000 spaces, while the largest cycling 
parking in the world at Utrecht station 
has 12,500 spaces.

A few years ago, CCC recognised 
that the city’s cycling infrastructure 
was fragmented and dated. It has since 
invested £10 million of its capital 
budget to match grant funds from 
the Welsh Government, up to 2022, 
to develop a network of segregated 
cycle superhighways across the city 
to encourage a step change in cycling. 
The next step is therefore to ensure 

there is a matching step change 
in cycle parking capacity to cater 
for uptake, and to ensure there are 
secure options, by replacing the dated 
Sheffield stands.

Over the next 20 years, Cardiff 
is expected to be the fastest-growing 
major UK city, so even if 30 per cent 
of people work from home, as in the 
post-Covid target, a radical plan like 
this is still necessary. 

When CCC and TfW approached 
Vectos they did not want a mediocre 
solution – they wanted us to think big 
and innovatively, understanding that 
achieving the required modal shift will 
require radical ideas and significant 
investment.

We undertook two projects. 
The first, from CCC, commissioned 
us to propose locations for cycle 
parking facilities in Cardiff city 
centre and Cardiff Bay, and identify 
the most appropriate tier of facility 
to appropriately service the area. 
In the second study – separate, but 
intrinsically linked –TfW asked us to 
look at cycle parking requirements 
for Cardiff Central and Cardiff Queen 
Street railway stations.

For both projects we assessed 
the existing cycle parking provision 
to understand the shortfall, used the 
Vectos ‘vision and validate’ approach 
to project future demand, and 
developed a four-tier approach to cycle 
parking to meet the needs of all areas.

Tier 1 sites 
(Bespoke, modern buildings with 
high-quality cycle facilities and large 
hubs). The most significant would be 
at Cardiff Central, with up to 4,000 
spaces, but there would be a range of 
other high volume sites.

Twenty years ago when I moved 
to Cardiff as a transport planning 
graduate, the cycling infrastructure 
in the Welsh capital was simply 
the Taf Trail. The emphasis in the 
‘development sphere’ and supported 
by the council and Welsh government 
was to predict and provide for 
commuter traffic, with little 
emphasis on active travel, health and 
wellbeing, and air quality.

Even in 2016, there was 
resistance to change, with some 
councillors at that time stating in a 
local plan hearing that nobody would 
cycle in Cardiff as it is too wet!

The reality is totally different. 
The city is predominantly flat and 
compact and thus conducive to 
cycling. Commuting, recreational, 

all journey purposes. 
People are cycling!

The council’s 
aspirations are 

firmly focused 
on achieving 
50:50 modal 

split for all journeys within the 
city, which is a step-change and 
an ambitious target required to 
deliver its LDP (20,000 new homes 
predominantly on greenfield land 
within the city) in a sustainable 
manner. More recently, and prior 
to Covid-19, there is increasing 
pressure driven by the air quality 
agenda within the city centre 
to reduce, or even remove, road 
space – which was historically 
and fiercely protected for the 
convenience of car users. 

Fast forward to 2020 and the 
council has aspirations for five cycle 
super-highways connecting the 
city centre with the suburbs, and 
is already introducing measures 
including advisory cycle lanes, 
contra-flow cycle lanes and dedicated 
cycle routes. Additional layers of 
Next Bikes and, more recently, 
aspirations for a step change in cycle 
parking, support the overall strategy 
for a city with aspirations of the 
exemplar Dutch model.

Test run – Thomas takes his bike out for a  
Cardiff cycle and offers some personal context

CITy FOCUs
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Welsh wayfinding –  
out and about in Cardiff 

Tier 2 sites 
(Medium to small hubs). Retrofitted 
buildings/space such as retail space or 
redundant subways, and manufactured 
hub buildings.

Tier 3 sites 
(Converted shipping containers). Low-
cost temporary moveable cycle parking 
that can be used for piloting sites, with 
the option to upgrade or add facilities 
and ancillary services as required.

Tier 4 sites 
(Various simple parking options). These 
would be more sophisticated versions 
of standard cycle parking, but more 
secure and under cover (if required) in 
well-lit areas with low-level CCTV and 
information boards/branding. Some 
of these could include bike lockers or 

automatic locking stands for those who 
can’t always carry a secure lock. 

CCC and TfW are currently assessing 
our proposals. We expect the projects 
to start with some pilot sites in strategic 
locations, to be determined using 
the same Vectos ‘vision and validate’ 
approach, and for them to grow 
substantially over the next 10 years.

Across the country there are some 
exciting ground transport plans being 
progressed in response to changing 
work and living patterns and to 
combat the climate emergency. But 
we think the solution is pretty simple 
for most – local living combined with 
two wheels and two feet. It is certainly 
encouraging to see Cardiff making 
significant investment and progress to 
facilitate this. 

We think the 
solution is pretty 
simple for most 
– local living 
combined with
two wheels and 
two feet”


