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This book is dedicated to all cyclists who ride their bikes for transport as well as for pleasure, and to the increasing number who will do so in the future.


Together you will help to make the world a better place.


Thank you.





Introduction






 


The experience of COVID-19, the precautions taken to avoid catching, transferring and therefore spreading the disease, changed the way we live, and aspects of that change are here to stay. The experience made us reflect on how we live and move, how we look after ourselves and others, and something COVID-19 brought into harsh focus: how we maintain our health and well-being, both individually and collectively. Things will be different in the future and cycling has a big role to play, especially for those who live, commute and move around in our towns and cities.


Cycling also has a crucial part to play in the health of our planet. Global warming is an even bigger threat than COVID-19 and possible future viruses, but one less tangible, so it seems less imminent. Most scientists who have studied global warming and its effects on our environment agree that we need to change the way we live, create less waste and cut emissions that are still a consequence of the way we sustain ourselves. The way we work, eat, travel and what we consume have to change to reduce emissions and secure our future, and that of generations to come. The change has to happen, and the COVID-19 experience will accelerate that change.


During lockdown we saw what the world was like with reduced emissions. We saw clearer skies, the birds sang louder, we even smelled and tasted things as they are, not as they taste and smell when tainted by chemicals in our air that shouldn’t be there. The pace of life was slower too, but many of those who could work found they were no less efficient. Working from home opened more eyes to virtual meeting platforms, reducing the number of journeys we take. And those who had to travel found it quicker and more efficient on roads with fewer motor vehicles, especially cars, a very inefficient form of personal transport. Mass transport was once seen as a solution to roads clogged with motor vehicles, and to reducing emissions, but COVID-19 also changed that, which is where the bicycle comes in.


There is no doubt that in its early stages, mass transport and the way we live, work and shop helped spread the virus. We cannot continue travelling every day in the way we did as it leaves us so vulnerable; cycling can help us go forward and build a safer, healthier, less damaging environment. It can even help create a gentler, kinder world. Cycling can improve our physical and mental health, something many knew already, but others discovered during the period of social distancing, when cycling provided much needed exercise. It also puts us in touch with our inner child; cycling was something most found joy in as kids, and enjoying some things with a child’s wonder is never a bad thing.


The UK government along with others around the world has recognised the growing importance of cycling, and is working on initiatives of its own, and with other groups and bodies, to make our roads and urban infrastructure more cycle-friendly than ever. In the background, more ambitious plans for active transport, that’s walking and cycling, will be rolled out and put in place. This will encourage more people to cycle to work and back, and make cycling part of their and hopefully their families’ lives.


Governments know that cycling is a key part of the efforts to restart our economies, because not only is cycling a very efficient way to travel short distances, it’s easy to do so while maintaining social distancing, a necessity in preventing COVID-19 or a similar virus spreading out of control again. Governments want people to cycle to work and back, cycle to school, and families to cycle like never before, and most are determined to help facilitate that.


Cycling has a great future and will be part of many more lives than it is now, even though things aren’t all they could be for cycling in urban areas in the UK and many other places around the world at the moment. This is being addressed: some perfect urban environments for cycling exist, and many more will come. We are in the early part of a transition from streets and urban infrastructure designed around motor transport, especially the car, to prioritising active transport.


People want to get to and from work by bike, they want to cycle to the shops, do errands and ride to school and back, as well as fit cycling into longer journeys by riding from their homes to a rail station, then cycling to their destination at the other end of their journey. Work has begun to help them. Cycling has a part to play in making our urban areas safer, quieter and healthier; it’s good for our personal health and wellbeing, too.


Still, urban infrastructure built around active transport, walking and cycling, is in the future. Safe Cycling in the City addresses things as they are now. It’s not a book about a cycling nirvana: it provides guidance and advice to help cyclists stay safe on urban streets and cycle-ways now. In some towns and cities, conditions for cycling are great, while others are in a period of transition with an increasing number of pop-up cycle lanes and other spaces that favour cycling. This trend will spread rapidly, but cyclists still encounter other road users, and this book is written with the current road situation in mind.


Safe Cycling in the City will give you the confidence, skills and information you need to cycle on urban roads and cycle-ways. It contains in-depth advice on buying a bike and setting it up to suit you and your needs. That’s how people new to cycling should start out, because a bike that suits the purpose to which you put it, a bike that fits you and is set up for you, is a bike that gets ridden. The book then explains how to care for your bike, check it and get the most from it. It will also take you through some simple cycle-maintenance steps to cure common problems, make adjustments and ensure your bike will run smoothly and not let you down.


I review the current situation by briefly explaining why cycling is a transport and health solution. The book then presents the environmental and economic benefits of cycling. It will help you to buy the right bike for you, set it up properly and care for it. Safe Cycling in the City also explains the many accessories available to cyclists, what you need and how to buy it, as well as providing a guide to the best clothing to wear in different climates.


The right bike, equipment and clothing will help you not just cope with urban cycling, but enjoy it. Just as important is learning the skills that will help you ride safely and confidently. Confidence is a crucial factor in safe urban cycling, and so is successfully integrating with other road users. The skills you will learn or be refreshed on in this part of the book are crucial for your safety, and will greatly increase your enjoyment of cycling in urban areas. I also provide tips on cycling in various weather conditions.


I show you how to choose a route, and how to find out about help and resources for cyclists and cycling. Finally, I look at health and fitness, how cycling helps improve both, and the book ends with a look at how to deal with any problems, physically or with your bike, that you may encounter.


Safe Cycling in the City is a book about using bicycles to travel to work and school, to go shopping and make visits, and to run errands. Cycling can make our lives safer, more enjoyable and much healthier, both physically and mentally, while reducing human impact on the planet. This is above all a practical book, but it’s a hopeful, maybe inspirational, one too. It is the twenty-first-century urban and commuting cyclist’s handbook.





Chapter 1



Why cycle?





 


Cycling has so much to offer. You can explore on a bike, it’s a fitness machine, a sport, but perhaps most importantly for everybody living now and for future generations, you can do everyday journeys by bike that you would normally do on public transport or in a private car. That saves you time and money, helps the environment, and you get fit and boost your health all at the same time. Cycling is so good in so many ways that a better title for this chapter might be ‘Why not cycle?’.


A bicycle carries you, so its range is far greater than the two other main forms of active transport, walking and running. Cycling is gentle on the joints. You can take it up at almost any age. And it’s a great way to get around our towns and cities, in which the average journey is quite short.


During the time we now call ‘lockdown’, lots of people got on their bikes to do journeys that they would normally have done on public transport or in cars. At a coronavirus briefing on 4 June 2020, the UK Transport Secretary Grant Shapps, talking about a ‘green transport revolution’, said: ‘Despite fewer people travelling overall during this crisis, we’ve seen around a 100 per cent increase in weekday cycling, and at weekends the increase has been up to around 200 per cent compared to pre-COVID-19 levels.’


The reduction in vehicle traffic was a window on a possible future, a future where people use bikes for work and recreation. That future is where the Earth needs to be for all our sakes. And cycling is fun – many knew that already but many more discovered it during lockdown. The increase in weekday bicycle use was perhaps to be expected, although it was still large, but the weekend increase meant that whole families were cycling, using bikes to explore where they live. By the looks on the faces of the many I saw, they were enjoying it too.


At the launch of the charity UK Cycling’s annual Bike Week in June 2020, the Minister of State for Transport, Chris Heaton-Harris, said: ‘COVID-19 has made us rethink how we work, shop and travel, and we have seen so many people over the past couple of months discovering or rediscovering a love of cycling as they look for new ways to get around.’


Cycling is an environmentally friendly form of transport with major health benefits, it improves the quality of the air that we breathe, and it helps people get fit and stay healthy, but it does so in a benign way that removes a lot of the ‘no pain no gain’ ethos connected to many forms of exercise. Cycling is fun, it was something we did as kids. If we can get fit and improve the quality of life for everyone living and working in urban areas while having fun, what’s not to like about cycling?


The fact that cycling is good for you has been made official in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic. The advice of both the UK government and the World Health Organization is to cycle or walk when you can, rather than use public transport. Being outdoors rather than in enclosed spaces with others means you are less likely to be exposed to the COVID-19 virus, or risk spreading it to others. The same goes for other infectious diseases.


It’s early days yet but the UK government and many local authorities see cycling as the solution to congested and polluted urban areas, and are making changes to our towns and cities so that they are more cycle-friendly. Many people are put off cycling in busy, built-up areas because they fear other road users. Long term that fear will be removed by segregating motor and active transport, with more and more cycle lanes and cycle-only rights of way. But this book is written for now, and the advice in it will help you enjoy cycling and feel safer and more confident on our town and city streets as they are now.


Cycling is a great way to lose weight. It’s a low-impact, adaptable exercise that can burn 400 to 750 calories an hour, depending on your weight, speed and the type of cycling you’re doing. And what other exercise mode can be used to commute to work or school and back, visit people and places, and run errands? Yes, you can run places, and it’s good for you too, but you can travel much further on two wheels than two feet, and with less effort. That makes cycling a practical form of transport as well as exercise.


One of the most common reasons you hear for not exercising is, ‘I haven’t got time.’ If you can’t fit the gym around your busy work, home and social life then a fifteen-minute each-way cycle to work and back would meet the government’s recommended guidelines for exercise of 150 minutes a week. You also save a fortune in gym membership fees.


Cycling saves you money in other ways too. There’s a bike to buy if you don’t have one, of course, but buying secondhand is good (more about that in Chapter 3), and if you want to buy one there is help through Cycle scheme, an employee benefit scheme that saves you between 25 and 39 per cent on the cost of a bike and accessories. You pay nothing up front and payments are taken tax efficiently from your salary by your employer (see www.cyclescheme.co.uk for details). Bike2 Work is another scheme where you can get financial help with the initial costs of cycling (see www.bike2workscheme.co.uk for details).


After the initial outlay you have some running costs, but they are minimal. Tyres wear out, as do other components, but not at any great rate. All told, the cost of buying and running a perfectly serviceable bike for urban journeys is a drop in the ocean compared to running a car, which is at its least efficient on short journeys. A cyclist can ride for well over 2,000 miles on the calorie equivalent of a gallon of petrol.


Not only that, but in urban areas cycling is often quicker than taking public transport or driving. In surveys and tests the world over, cycling regularly comes out as the quickest mode of transport in towns and cities. And because cyclists take only a fraction of the space motorists do, more cyclists on our streets means less road space taken per person so we all get around quicker.


Cycling is a very effective way of increasing your health and wellbeing. Cycling as little as 20 miles a week can reduce your risk of coronary heart disease by half. That’s 20 miles in total, so ten 2-mile commutes will do it. That’s 4 miles, five days a week. Do more and you reap even more health benefits. And you will do more: cycling is like that, it hooks you, it’s a bug you will want to catch.


A 2017 study by the University of Glasgow found that people who regularly cycle to work have a 41 per cent lower risk of dying from all causes. Another study of more than 260,000 people found that those who cycled to work had a 45 per cent lower risk of developing cancer, compared to those who commuted by car or public transport.


Cycling can also help to increase your productivity, which keeps the people you work for happy and benefits the economy. A study found that, on average, people who cycle to work take one less sick day per year than their non-cycling colleagues, saving the UK economy almost £83 million. As well as making you fitter, being outside in the sunshine on your way to work boosts your vitamin D levels, which benefits your immune system, brain and bones.


You see news items all the time about a growing obesity problem, about big increases in Type 2 diabetes sufferers. Cycling can ward off that and many other diseases, helping make Britain a fitter nation. It’s often hard for people who are overweight to start exercising, but cycling is perfect exercise for anyone who might have put on a few pounds. The bike carries a person’s bodyweight, the rider just pushes the pedals, so there’s little risk of the joint problems associated with jogging, for example.


Cycling also has a positive effect on mental health. A Cycling UK survey of more than 11,000 people found that 91 per cent of participants rated off-road cycling as fairly or very important for their mental health. OK, your route to work will most likely be on roads or cycle-only streets, but it’s likely to help you clear your mind and there’s still the simple buzz you get when exercising. Try to include riding through a park on your commute to add a little bit of the wild feeling those off-roaders get. Green spaces are good for us.


The ‘buzz’ is caused by natural substances our bodies produce when we exercise. They are called endorphins and they trigger a positive feeling in the body, similar to the effect of morphine. That’s why exercise can be accompanied by a positive and energising outlook on life. Get some of that on the way to work and it sets you up for the day.


Endorphins also act as analgesics, diminishing the perception of pain, and as sedatives so they calm you down. They are manufactured in the brain, spinal cord and other parts of the body, and are released in response to brain chemicals called neurotransmitters. The neuron receptors to which endorphins bind are the same ones that bind some pain medicines. Unlike with morphine, however, the activation of these receptors by the body’s endorphins does not lead to addiction or dependence. Regular exercise reduces stress, wards off anxiety and feelings of depression, boosts self-esteem and can even improve the quality of sleep you get.


We are developing a 24/7 state of heightened awareness, and certainly many of us spend long hours looking at screens. Disconnecting from all that’s going on and falling asleep is a struggle for many people. Exercise can help with that. A study by the University of Georgia of more than 8,000 people found a strong correlation between cardio-respiratory fitness and sleep patterns; a lower level of fitness was linked to both an inability to fall asleep and poor sleep quality. So cycling to work could help you sleep better (at home, of course!).


Cycling can make you cleverer. All exercise increases oxygen to your brain and by doing so reduces the risk of disorders that lead to memory loss, such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease. Exercise may also enhance the effects of helpful brain chemicals and protect brain cells.


Cycling is a great way for kids to start learning about machines, and as they get older it helps them learn about the environment and about fitness. Cycling carries with it practical lessons in engineering, ecology, geography and human biology, and young cyclists who want to race tend to eat healthier and are in less danger from overconsumption of alcohol.


You can eat more, and you’ll eat healthier. Ride plenty and you can indulge yourself with treats that no diet would include, so long as you don’t overdo it. Having said that, although your appetite will grow as you ride more, it will also change. Left to its own devices, a well-exercised body begins to crave things that are good for it. Ride more and you’ll eat healthier.


Cycling can even improve your job prospects. Bristol University carried out a study using 200 people and found that those who exercised before work or at lunchtime improved their time and workload management. Exercise also boosted their motivation and their ability to deal with stress. The study reported that workers who exercised felt their interpersonal performance improved, they took fewer breaks and found it easier to finish work on time. Another survey found that slimmer people tend to earn more money. In fact, they said that each single-point drop in body mass index (BMI), albeit a very crude measurement of weight against height, represented £800 more earned per year per person on average.


Bosses know this. They know exercise improves work performance, and cycling is an incredibly effective way of exercising during the working day because you can use a bike to commute to work. More and more businesses are fitting showers, changing rooms with lockers and secure bike-storage areas to facilitate this.


More people cycling and less using motor transport to get around our towns and cities is great news for all of us. Every year in the UK about 40,000 deaths are linked to outdoor pollution, much of it emitted needlessly. In London, it was found that two-thirds of car journeys are less than 3.1 miles (5 km), a distance that can be covered in twenty minutes at a gentle cycling pace. This pattern is seen in many other cities around the UK.


The Olympic gold medallist and world champion Chris Boardman, who is now a leading figure in campaigning for better urban infrastructure for cyclists, has a vision for the communities of the future, which he outlined several years ago. ‘I want bikes to be used as transport. I want my kids to be able to ride to school and to the park. I’d like to be able to pedal to the station or to the shops. This can only happen if there are less cars, and people will only use cars less if they are not the easiest solution. So, the key is local governments having a clear and detailed holistic view of what they want their cities to look like in ten years’ time,’ he said. We are well on the way to achieving that, and progress is accelerating now due to the experience of COVID-19, maybe the only good thing to have come out of that terrible disease.


Replacing short urban journeys in cars or on buses and trains by cycling will help reduce the spread of diseases such as COVID-19, improve our health and fitness, improve our mental health and sense of wellbeing, empower and revitalise us, save us money and improve the environment. Yes, the weather in the UK sometimes isn’t the best for cycling, but look at the amount of people who use cycling as transport in other northern European countries, such as Denmark and the Netherlands. It was a wise person who once said that there is no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothes. We’ll talk about how to cope with rainy days and what to wear later in the book. So get your bike out, and if you haven’t got one the next chapter shows you how to buy the right bike for you.





Chapter 2



Buying a bike





 


The bicycle is in its third century of development, so you would expect it to be exactly what it is, a sophisticated machine with many variations. At first sight there is a baffling array of bikes on the market, that suit many different uses and environments, but don’t let that put you off. Bikes are very adaptable, and although some are designed specifically for riding in urban areas, other types of bikes work very well too, maybe with a few adaptations. The most important thing is to get a bike that fits you, a bike that is robust, and to keep it well maintained. We’ll deal with how to buy a bike that fits later in this chapter.


Of course, you might already own a bike, or two, and we’ll talk about adapting almost any bike to provide comfortable, safe and easy urban cycling later in the book. For now, let’s address the needs of those who haven’t got a bike, or just want to buy a bike specifically for urban cycling. Like I said, you’ve got plenty of choice. For a start, you can buy new or secondhand.


BUYING A NEW BIKE


Bikes designed specifically for cycling in urban environments are the most obvious choice for commuting and urban use. Manufacturers offer a large range of urban or city bikes, both pedal-powered and pedal-powered with supplementary electric power, or e-bikes as they are known. Other bikes good for urban use are hybrid bikes, ‘fixies’ (the bikes with only one gear ratio preferred by city couriers all over the world because of their lightness and simplicity), and folding bikes, which are perfect if your journey involves other transport modes or if you need to take your bike inside a building with you.
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