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Four wheels bad, but three sehr gut. Germans climb
aboard cargo bikes

Philip Oltermann
@philipoltermann

Sun 25 Aug 2019 08.59 BST

In a fashionable corner of the capital of Germany, Europe’s “car nation”, parents
picking up or dropping off their offspring have lined the edge of a popular
playground with luxury vehicles. There are summery convertibles, wood-panelled
multi-seaters and slim racers – but none of them has four wheels.

Jan Edler, an architect, has picked up his son Laszlo from daycare with a Bullitt, a
Danish-built cargo bike with a platform spacious enough to fit the one-year-old and
the daily grocery shopping.
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The family car, he says, has been gathering rust ever since he invested in the
aluminium-framed two-wheeler, partly because cargo bikes manage to evoke the
same romantic notions that cars once used to: “I just find it an incredibly liberating
experience to get around a city on a cargo bike,” Edel says. “I feel safe among the
traffic, and my son has something to look at.”

With new CO  emissions targets due to be phased in from 2020 and the reputation of
Germany’s car industry in urgent need of repair after the dieselgate scandal, the
country’s federal government has been trying hard to think of ways to achieve what
it calls the Verkehrswende, the green transformation of its transport sector.

A €4,000 purchase subsidy for e-cars, belatedly
introduced after the emissions scandal in 2016, was
meant to make the autobahn nation go electric – but the
number of registered plug-in vehicles on Germany’s
streets still falls way short of the target of 1 million set
for 2020.

Then the use of electric scooters was legalised across
Germany in mid-June, in the hope that they might help to reduce the carbon
footprint of urban areas – but first studies show the rentable vehicles to be mainly a
fun gimmick appealing to tourists rather than a genuine alternative for commuters.

Instead, the real boom has taken place in the cargo bike sector, largely independent
of support from the national government and the powerful car industry, powered
instead by local initiatives and smaller startups.

According to Germany’s Two-wheel Industry Association (ZIV), 39,200 electrically
powered cargo bikes were sold across the country last year, compared with only
36,062 newly registered electric cars, in spite of smaller subsidies.

Robust, easy to park and never slowed down by traffic jams, the cargo bike has been
discovered as an efficient alternative to four-wheel transport not just by parents on
the nursery or school run, but also carpenters, plumbers, photographers, even
chimney sweeps. Yet with prices ranging from €2,000 to €5,000, they are also not
cheap.
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39,200 electric
cargo bikes were
sold in Germany in
2018, compared with
36,062 electric cars
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Cargo bikes in Germany, in use for light commercial deliveries, and replacing electric and fossil fuel vans alike.
Photograph: Michael Kuchenbecker

In Berlin, authorities were overrun by requests last year after the city senate opened
up a pot of purchase subsidies for cargo bikes for private, shared and commercial
use – €1,000 for those with electronic motors, €500 for pedal-only powered bikes.
Within a day, the senate received 1,950 applications and had to draw lots to decide
which eager cyclists could be rewarded.

The scheme’s success has opened eyes to the allure of cargo bikes – and not just in
Berlin. In the capital, there are plans for a similar round of subsidies later this year –
and similar financial support is now available in more than 20 cities across Germany
and the states of Baden-Württemberg, North-Rhine Westphalia and Saarland. In
Freising, near Munich, people can cash in an extra €500 premium if they can prove
that they are using their new bike to replace a petrol- or diesel-power vehicle.

In May, Berlin’s Neukölln district unveiled the city’s first
cargo-bike-only parking spot, and in the Prenzlauer Berg
area the senate has just successfully completed a one-
year trial run for a “micro-depot” which courier
companies such as DHL or UPS can use to deliver parcels
using only cargo bikes instead of vans.

While Germany still lags behind Denmark and the
Netherlands in terms of per-capita use, the country is

now Europe’s largest market for cargo bikes in overall numbers.

Volkswagen
launched its own
cargo bike but was
met with scathing
reviews by the bike
community
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Next month’s annual Eurobike trade fair, in Friedrichshafen from 4-7 September,
will see the unveiling of a dizzying array of new models not just by Dutch market
leaders Bakfiets and Urban Arrow, but also by growing German newcomers, like the
compact and foldable Muli or Cologne-based three-wheeler Chike.

When Volkswagen tried to muscle in on the booming industry with the launch of its
own cargo bike at last year’s fair, the carmaking giant’s offer was met with scathing
reviews by the bike community.

The secret of the bike’s success is also the same aspect that invites criticism. Unlike
the humble bicycle, cargo bikes are increasingly status symbols. “We find sales
patterns work on the keeping-up-with-the-Joneses principle”, said Philipp Runge, a
sales adviser at Ahoi Velo, a cargo bike specialist retailer in Hamburg. “People tend
to want to buy the same bike their neighbour owns.”

Cargo bike trailers on show at a trade fair in Berlin. The bikes can cost up to €7,000 (£6,400). Photograph: Odd
Andersen/AFP/Getty Images

Increasingly, Runge said, his customers were happy to pay an extra couple of
thousand euros for limited-edition models, such as Dutch manufacturer Urban
Arrow’s €7,000 bike with a belt drive, automated gears and brake lights. “Motor cars
are becoming an irrelevance for our customers. Some of them are truly beginning to
hate cars.”

But as a symbol of the lifestyle choices of environmentally conscious metropolitans,
some have already begun using the cargo bike as the perfect vehicle for Germany’s
brewing culture war.



8/5/2021 Four wheels bad, but three sehr gut. Germans climb aboard cargo bikes | Germany | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/25/cargo-bikes-berlin-four-wheels-bad-transport 5/6

You've read 54 articles in the last year

Article count

… as you’re joining us today from Belgium, we have a small favour to ask. Tens of
millions have placed their trust in the Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we
started publishing 200 years ago, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty,
solidarity and hope. More than 1.5 million readers, from 180 countries, have

In Saxony-Anhalt, rightwing populist party Alternative �ür Deutschland last month
voted against a subsidy programme for the vehicles, describing it as a “pure waste of
taxpayers’ money”. To believe that 200 subsidised cargo bikes could save the
climate, said AfD politician Matthias Büttner, was “crazy politics”.

“The image of cargo bikes as an SUV for eco-warriors is off the mark,” said Arne
Behrensen, who runs a pressure group called Cargobike.Jetzt, which tries to make
the vehicles more acceptable across all layers of society. “Whatever the size of your
cargo bike, it always involves downsizing compared to a car.”

Behrensen urged Angela Merkel’s government to wake up to the potential of two-
and three-wheelers if it took the challenge of transforming its transport
infrastructure seriously.

“A purchase premium of €2,000 per head for cargo bikes instead of electric cars,
that would have been a start. If you look at what Germany actually has done so far,
it’s absolute peanuts.”
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recently taken the step to support us financially – keeping us open to all, and
fiercely independent.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and provide
trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence,
offering a counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When it’s never
mattered more, we can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read,
regardless of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in
information equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of global events,
understand their impact on people and communities, and become inspired to take
meaningful action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical
events shaping our world – from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new
American administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global
pandemic. We are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful
reporting on the climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising
from fossil fuel companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course
to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from
as little as €1 – it only takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us
with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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