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A Bicycle Built for Transporting Cargo Takes Off
Cargo bikes — which can carry everything from passengers to produce — are increasingly being used in place of greenhouse gas-
emitting cars, trucks and vans.

By Tanya Mohn

June 29, 2022

This article is part of a special report on Climate Solutions, which looks at efforts around the world to make a difference.

Mattia Grandi grew up cycling everywhere on the narrow cobblestone streets of Bologna, Italy. Now 40 and an administrator at the

University of Bologna, he continues that tradition with his wife. “You see bikes everywhere,” he said.

But with a 4-year-old son, the couple’s needs have changed. When Mr. Grandi heard about a cargo bike pilot program he jumped at

the opportunity.

“I was using the bike every day to take my kid to school and then to go to work,” he said of the monthlong trial last November, “and

then back to school to take the kid home or to the park, or to go to the market.”

On a cargo bike, his son could see more, felt more secure than he did on a regular bike and did more things outside the house. “And I

was more visible, it saved us time, and we stopped using the car,” Mr. Grandi said. “Also, it’s a lot of fun.”

Of course, using bikes to transport goods is not new. Cyclists, including bike messengers, have long carried people and goods with

them, and in many Asian, African and South and Central American cities, bikes piled high with goods or passengers are a common

sight. Cargo bikes, however, are singular in that they are designed and built specifically to transport riders as well as loads — and

these days, that includes everything from passengers and packages to groceries and even plumbing and carpentry tools.

The humble little box on wheels — the Dutch word for cargo bike is bakfiets, or box bike — can do everything, from helping families

with their errands to increasing efficiency for companies delivering products and services, all while reducing emissions and

congestion and increasing safety, experts say.

Mattia Grandi and his son use a cargo bike in Bologna, Italy. via
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“You can actually do a delivery or get your kids off to school at peak traffic time in the morning faster with a cargo bike than you can

with a car, and you don’t have issues with parking,” said Jill Warren, chief executive of the European Cyclists’ Federation. “It’s simply

the fastest way to get from A to B in a dense urban environment.’

With 70 percent of the global population expected to live in cities by 2050, “we need to find alternatives to the ways we transport

ourselves or transport goods,” said Valeria Motta, director of advocacy & partnerships at the Global Alliance of NGOs for Road

Safety, which collaborated with the European Cyclists’ Federation to develop the Safer Cycling Advocate Program, the sponsor of Mr.

Grandi’s cargo bike trial.

In a place like Mexico City, where about five million cars circulate every day, congestion and pollution are so intense that on

particularly bad days, vehicle circulation is restricted, she said. But cargo bikes can help.

Besides Bologna, where 144 people and families have participated in the pilot, cargo bikes have been, or soon will be, introduced for

one-year trials in Torun, Poland; Valencia, Spain; Bogotá; Rio de Janeiro; and Mexico City, which will focus on small businesses.

First users there include two food service companies.

Ms. Warren of the Cyclists’ Federation said the trend was growing in places that had strong cycling infrastructure, compact city

centers and a focus on health and safety. That includes many European cities.

“If you can get more cargo bikes circulating, rather than cars or delivery trucks, then you have safer roads due to less motorized

traffic,” she said.

According to a study done with the European Cyclists’ Federation’s participation, replacing a single diesel van with a cargo bike for

inner-city deliveries can lower carbon dioxide emissions by five tons a year. “This is being more recognized as cities go to zero- or

low-emission zones and close off more of their inner-city space to cars,” Ms. Warren said.

Many localities are encouraging the use of the bikes. A town in Germany delivers mail by cargo bike. Strasbourg, France, added

cargo bikes to their public vehicle fleet for street cleaning.

City Changer Cargo Bike, an initiative sponsored by the European Union to promote public, private and commercial use of cargo

bikes, supported a number of projects, including a bike sharing program run out of a public library in Gdynia, Poland, and another

program in Lisbon, with subsidies of €500,000. “The money ran out immediately because it was so popular,” Ms. Warren said.

City Changer’s guides address common challenges, like how cities can accommodate the trend by implementing wide, protected

cycling lanes and lowering speed in high-use areas; and how families can travel safely with children by properly mounting carriers

for infants and toddlers, and by making sure that older children wear helmets and seatbelts.

A report by Possible, a British advocacy group, found that cargo bikes cut emissions by 90 percent compared with diesel vans and by

a third when compared with electric vans.

But cargo bikes do not just offer an alternative to fossil fuel use. The report by Possible also found that electric cargo bikes delivered

goods 60 percent faster than vans did in urban centers, and that an electric cargo bike dropped off 10 parcels an hour compared with

a van’s six.

Claudia Adriazola-Steil, acting director of the Urban Mobility Program at the World Resources Institute’s Ross Center for Sustainable

Cities, said freight represented 15 percent of the vehicles on the roads in urban areas, but occupied 40 percent of the space.

“They also emit 50 percent of greenhouse gas emissions and account for 25 percent of fatalities,” said Ms. Adriazola-Steil, who

addressed delivery challenges at the International Transport Forum’s recent summit. “So if we want to have more sustainable

mobility, less fatalities, cleaner air, if we want to reduce emissions, we have to work on freight, which is expected to double in 10

years.”

Climate Forward  There’s an ongoing crisis — and tons of news. Our
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Of particular concern is last-mile urban delivery, which is the most expensive, least efficient and most impactful part of the supply

chain.

“Currently we have too many large vehicles driving empty. In the U.S., empty trucks drive 20 billion miles per year, and in the U.K.,

30 percent of truck journeys are empty,” said Ms. Adriazola-Steil. “If we don’t manage it, it’s going to overwhelm our urban areas.”

Kevin Mayne, chief executive of Cycling Industries Europe, a trade association, said strong regulations and initiatives, like reducing

access to city centers and putting controls on polluting vehicles, had encouraged the use of cargo bikes in many European cities.

In the European Union, he said, sales are growing at a rate of around 60 percent a year. “That gives the industry in Europe

confidence that the sector could grow from 2019 sales of around 100,000 bikes per year to as much as two million by 2030,” he said. In

Copenhagen, 24 percent of families have cargo bikes.

Cargo bikes for personal and family use typically start at about 1,500 to 2,500 euros (just a bit more in dollars) for nonmotorized

models and €2,000 to €6,000 for electrically assisted bikes. Commercial-use electric models go for about €4,000 up to €15,000,

according to the trade association.

An increasing number of European cities offer cargo bike sharing and leasing programs, said Jos Sluijsmans, a cycling advocate,

consultant and founder of the International Cargo Bike Festival, which draws enthusiasts from more than 40 countries.

In the Netherlands, where he lives, cargo bikes are used by everyone from plumbers and electricians to car repair technicians.

Pharmacies deliver medications via cargo bike, and doctors arrive on them for home visits.

Companies, too, are hopping on. FedEx, which supports the Safer Cycling Advocate Program cargo bike project, operates more than

70 e-cargo bikes at facilities in Europe and anticipates that the number of e-cargo bikes added to permanent operations in Britain by

2025 will be in the hundreds.

UPS, which began as a bike messenger company more than 100 years ago, has implemented more than 30 e-cycle projects across

Europe. It recently announced plans to test four-wheeled electric-assist cycles for last-mile package delivery in zero-emission zones

in Manhattan.

Of course, the transition to a cargo bike isn’t always seamless. Mr. Grandi said his wife found the larger, nonelectric cargo bike more

challenging to maneuver in traffic than her standard electric bike. Even so, she is encouraging him to sell his beloved Vespa to

finance the purchase of one.

“In terms of functionality of usage, climate change and the environment,” he said, “there’s no discussion.”

A cargo bike sits outside of Mass Mas Protein restaurant, one of the first small businesses

using the bikes in Mexico City as part of a trial run by the Safer Cycling Advocate Program.

Alicia Vera for The New York Times

A Bicycle Built for Transporting Cargo Takes Off - The New York Times https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/29/climate/cargo-bike-transportation...

3 of 3 05/07/2022, 09:59

https://cyclingindustries.com/
https://cyclingindustries.com/
https://cargobikefestival.com/
https://cargobikefestival.com/
https://www.fietsdiensten.nl/fietskoeriers-en-bezorgdiensten/
https://www.fietsdiensten.nl/fietskoeriers-en-bezorgdiensten/
https://safercycling.roadsafetyngos.org/
https://safercycling.roadsafetyngos.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6942431601276428288/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6942431601276428288/

