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IntroductIon
Effective transport and good accessibility are vital for economic and social functioning. Cape Town’s current 
transport system is failing its citizens. Deteriorating public transport, spatial dislocation, and an increased 
reliance on private and informal motorised travel that drives urban sprawl together result in ever-declining 
urban functioning. The social and economic costs are huge. Poorer citizens fare worst, widening already vast 
levels of inequality. The shifts required to meet local travel demands in an equitable and sustainable way, 
as well as changes needed in how streets are planned and managed, are not yet happening quickly enough.

This policy brief reinforces the strong case for enhancing the provision and increasing the levels of non-
motorised travel as a core and vital component for Cape Town’s transport and urban development future. 
It explores the key challenges and blockages the City of Cape Town has faced in moving this agenda forward 
and concludes by outlining ways forward for making rapid progress through collaborative efforts. 

A snapshot of challenges to growing utility cycling

Active transport or non-motorised 
transport (NMT) includes all forms of 
movement (modes) that do not rely on 
an engine or motor. This includes walk-
ing, cycling, rickshaws, rollerblading, 
skating and animal-drawn carts.  

These NMT modes form the most basic 
part of the transportation system and 
best support liveable and vibrant com-
munities.

Meanwhile, cities and large towns around the world are 
succeeding in switching the focus of transport intervention 
away from road infrastructure expansion towards managing 
demands, the available capacity and using space much 
more efficiently. Many cities have promoted effective public 
transport, cycling and walking, and are improving accessibility 
while reducing private vehicle use and tailoring spaces in 
favour of people over vehicles.

For South Africa, as for developing countries in general, 
enabling and ensuring more trips by non-motorised means 
is even more critical because of extensive poverty. A great 
number of citizens have no means of affordable access, with 
many situated remotely given the extent of spatial dislocation.

Significantly less than 1% of all utility trips in Cape 
Town are made by bicycle. This has changed very little 
in the past 10 to 15 years despite significant growth 
occurring in sports and recreational (non-utility) 
cycling. Cape Town’s Comprehensive Integrated 
Transport Plan (CITP), meanwhile, reports that 
the average ratio of direct transport costs for low-
income public transport users is over 40% of their 
individual monthly income. The dichotomy is stark 
– cycling, as the most affordable means of local and 
medium-distance travel offering independence and 
convenience, is not available to those who are most 
in need.    

Decades of underinvestment into public transport 
systems and NMT means that people have become 
increasingly reliant on informal public transport, 
while those who can, revert to private vehicles. 
Policies strongly favouring road expansion and 
private travel have resulted in very hostile road 
environments, with poor levels of safety and 
compliance. South African cities have among the 
highest road fatality rates in the world.  This makes 
the task of progressively reclaiming streets for 
people and NMT all the more challenging. 



nMt as a game changer for cape town 

A fully effective urban transport system needs combinations of travel modes, each promoted and selected to 
fulfil specific roles (in terms of speed, capacity, flexibility, convenience and directness), while also supporting 
the broader objectives of urban upliftment, placemaking and regeneration.

Roads and parking make up more than two 
thirds of all urban public space in Cape Town. 
The only viable approach to address passenger 
demand and increase capacity on the existing 
networks is by using road space more effectively 
and efficiently, switching to high-occupancy 
vehicles (HOVs) and public transport for longer 
trips, while enhancing the provision for cycling 
and walking for shorter and feeding trips. 
The crux is to make our streets much more 
tailored for people rather than low-occupancy 
motor vehicles and use pro-NMT approaches 
to improve the public realm and boost vitality 
throughout the city.

Non-motorised transport modes are non-
polluting, space efficient, equitable and cost-
effective. Making trips by walking and cycling is 
good for physical and mental health, improves 
quality of life and the environment, and boosts 
productivity while reducing costs to the public 
purse. Despite the challenges to be overcome to 
achieve behaviour shifts, these are unmatchable 
win-wins to pursue that benefit individuals, the 
broader community and the city as a whole. Figure 1: a commuting bike bus in Cape Town

Portland in Oregon in the USA has a metropolitan population of 2.4 million.  Between 2000 and 2015, the 
cycling commute mode share increased dramatically from 1.8% to 7%. Portland’s bicycle coordinator, Roger 
Geller, puts the cost differences between conventional practice and sustainable transport into perspective: 
“If Portland rebuilt its cycling network comprising of over 500km of bike lanes from scratch today, it would 
cost $60 million, roughly equivalent to buying 1.6km of urban freeway.”
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Figure 2: benefits of increased walking and cycling 



the unrealised potential for commuter cycling

With safe and convenient routes available for cycling, trips up to 10km and longer in Cape Town during the 
peak travel periods are quicker by bike than by motor vehicle. 

The following sections briefly describe key principles for infrastructure and street layout design and critical 
network requirements that drive, support and encourage the growth of NMT.

Figure 3: catchment areas for cycling around key central nodes

Catchment within which travel to/from the indicated CBD node in the peak periods is quicker by bike 
than by motor vehicle in general traffic (assumed average cycling speed of 15km/h)



residential and neighbourhood zones

Currently, car-centric planning still dominates even our local neighbourhood streets, with 60km/h default 
speed limits and unrestricted access at all street entrances. This translates into very hostile places for 
pedestrians and cyclists, discouraging trip making by these modes. With modest redesigns that support NMT 
as the most convenient means of local access, these zones would rapidly become people-friendly spaces that 
improve neighbourhood quality and cohesion.

Filtered permeability is a simple, low-cost approach that ensures direct access for walkers and cyclists. All 
streets remain accessible to motor traffic, albeit by slightly longer routes. Figure 4 illustrates some street 
layouts to promote NMT at the local level. 

A neighbourhood area with the opportunity for 
filtering for traffic calming, and promoting local 
trips by cycling and walking

Figure 4: calming, 
filtering and cross-
section space-
sharing examples 
promoting NMT at 
the local level

Source: Images 
from Wikimedia 
Commons, courtesy 
of Pi.1415926535, 
Roger Griffith, and Eric 
Fischer



cBds/central areas

Urban central places, the commercial and social hearts of cities, must be designed to optimise access for 
people and enable commerce and retail to thrive. Traffic calming, filtering and space sharing are important 
approaches for reclaiming these motor vehicle-dominated places. These zones need careful, coordinated 
planning to ensure balanced access (for customers and deliveries), for optimum functioning and a street-by-
street transition towards a much improved urban realm.

Figure 5: examples 
of filtering and 
shared space 
promoting NMT in 
urban centres

Sources: Images from 
Pixabay and Flickr, 
courtesy of William 
Murphy, Jerry Michals-
ki, Adam Coppola



Primary/arterial cycle routes

For trips to be viable by bicycle, the main route connections between neighbourhoods, employment zones 
and central areas should be direct, continuous and must be segregated from fast-moving traffic. Main cycle 
routes can be independent of existing road routes or run alongside arterial roads, as shown in the examples 
in figure 6. A network of primary routes should be rolled out progressively, commencing with routes of 
highest potential and integrating, where possible, with developments along corridors and road network 
rehabilitation.

Figure 6: provision for safe and direct cycling alongside arterial road routes
Source: Images from Flickr and Wikimedia Commons, courtesy of Jim Henderson, Dianne Yee, csw27 (flickr), John Greenfield



Shifts required to realise the potential of nMt 

Despite the irrefutable case for major growth in 
utility cycling and people-focused planning, added 
to the fact that South Africa’s transport policy should 
already have fostered greater change by now, why 
is it that significant shifts in the way our streets are 
planned, used and managed has still not occurred?

The historic “conventional” approaches1 of responding 
to urban growth by expanding roads and parking 
for general motor traffic, although slowing, are still 
deeply embedded as the default approach in our 
professions and institutions. This outdated response 
negatively impacts on conditions for public transport, 
cycling and walking. A “vicious”, self-fulfilling cycle of 
ever-deteriorating conditions takes hold (see figure 7: 
Conventional Planning).

As shown by progressive cities when emphasis 
shifts to implementation that embraces 
sustainable urban strategy with improving 
conditions for cycling and walking, more trips by 
these modes will occur. Over time, a critical mass 
of cyclists and pedestrians will build, enabling 
safer, more inclusive streets that support denser, 
mixed land-use patterns in which local economies 
grow and people thrive (see figure 7: Sustainable 
Transport Planning). This switch to a “virtuous”, 
sustainable feedback cycle constitutes a paradigm 
shift demanding strong, deliberate and integrated 
action. In Cape Town, and indeed South Africa, 
this adjustment has not yet transpired.

South Africa is not unique in experiencing inertia around inappropriate transport practices. Many cities 
in the UK, the USA and Australia, for example, have only recently shifted to more aggressive travel 
demand management approaches and proactive transport strategies. What has been learnt from cities 
and nations succeeding in the transition is that a range of preconditions must be firmly in place to foster 
a process of sustained improvement and renewal.

1 Focusing responses on providing for general traffic increases by expanding road infrastructure for general use is now fully 
accepted as being a misdirected strategy, as it facilitates ever-increasing private vehicle demand, in turn fuelling low-density 
urban sprawl and increased travelling distances.
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Figure 7: transport interventions have consequential impacts that drive a self-fulfilling cycle



Crafting and achieving full acceptance and buy-in to a bold future vision is a crucial first step towards 
driving change.  Buy-in by all stakeholders, public officials, businesses and citizens takes time and requires 
dedication in the face of many challenges. Naturally, this commitment to deliver on a fundamentally 
different strategy that involves major behaviour changes requires strong, determined leadership and 
cannot occur through a partial shift or as an add-on to an otherwise business-as-usual approach. With 
a clear strategy in place and bold leadership moving institutions to new common ground, the capacity 
building and funding flows to effect progressive change will follow. See figure 8. 

Achieving the necessary shifts cannot be 
realised through a process driven from 
the top down. Given the broad range of 
stakeholders needed to effect change 
through alignment, cooperation and 
collaboration, it is vital to demonstrate 
new approaches.  Where behaviour 
change has happened, successful cities 
have, through demonstration projects, 
created and delivered options that 
ordinary citizens find acce ptable, feasible 
and useful. 

This demonstration project approach 
allows for collaboration at a more 
manageable scale, for example, 
along a specific route, or within a 
certain neighbourhood. Successful 
demonstration cases provide visible and 
first-hand experience of measurable 
change, with the local community having 
been fully involved and helping lead. This 
can then be built upon through expanding 
and replication.
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Figure 8: successful implementation of policy/vision 
effectively achieved only through top-down process and 
bottom-up/local-level demonstration of changed approach 



Cape Town’s vision for transport and its strategy for 
change and improvement remain somewhat unclear. 
The City of Cape Town recognises in its CITP that it is 
unable to deliver and oversee major public transport 
improvement without an effective commuter rail 
backbone but, as yet, there aren’t clear solutions for 
reversing the decline of commuter rail. There are also 
severe fiscal and funding constraints, which bring 
uncertainty to capital- and revenue-intensive plans 
for transport systems expansion and upgrade. It is 
perhaps understandable then that a clear strategic 
plan of action is not currently in place. However, there 
remains a serious dichotomy. The City continues to 
refer to expanding the current road network as part 
of its Congestion Management Strategy, yet directing 

Effecting change, especially with constrained 
institutional capacity, requires close cooperation and 
partnership between a wide range of organisations, 
each bringing different skills and contexts and holding 
different mandates and responsibilities.    Ultimately, 
it is citizen behaviour that we seek to change, and 
through these shifts government responds. So, part 
of the obstacle is a lack of certain visible behaviour 
(eg few people currently cycle) and part of it is lack of 
understanding of real needs due to the data gathered 
not highlighting what planners really need to know.
Where NMT and cycling projects have been 
implemented there has sometimes been gaps 
in contextual understanding and limited local 
engagement. The result is a lack of community 
support for and “ownership” of projects. 

Recent efforts at collaboration across agencies 
have brought some very promising results and 
opportunities. These must be built on with multi-
agency formal cooperation arrangements focused on 
delivering integrated change programmes.

significant sums of scarce funding into general road 
network expansions will undermine any sustainable 
transport agenda. 

As outlined, programmes that can deliver major 
improvements for utility cycling, walking and the 
urban realm will translate into the least costly strategy 
option while bringing about dramatic improvements 
for the citizens of Cape Town. The City of Cape Town’s 
Cycling Strategy (2015) set a target of achieving 8% 
of all trips by bicycle by 2030 (from 1% in 2015). Yet 
the requirements to commence implementing this 
strategy have not yet been integrated into the City’s 
overall transport action plans.

WhAt IS hoLdIng cAPE toWn BAck?

Aligning on a clear vision and strategy

unmet potential of collaboration between
multiple agencies

Figure 9: integral cooperation between stakeholders 
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With uncertainty prevailing around Cape Town’s future transport and development strategy, coupled with 
wide-ranging pressures across the development agenda, the required focused leadership has so far remained 
somewhat unattainable. This is further cause for the slow pace of change within the transport department of 
the City. Not having a City champion means the vital brokering of broad multi-agency collaboration between 
stakeholders so necessary to bring alignment to enable change is also not advancing. 

The City’s land-use development and transport delivery processes have not shifted to adequately consider 
NMT as a vital aspect of all land-use and transport developments and road refurbishment/rehabilitations. The 
infrastructure requirements for improving NMT need to be complemented by resources coordinating across 
the broad range of integrated measures in order to successfully deliver comprehensive improvements for NMT 
and cycling, as illustrated in figure 10.
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Figure 10: a comprehensive approach to effectively grow cycling
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Public officials, planners, engineers and technicians 
are the enabling agents of institutions, yet they have 
had little reskilling to effect the new approaches 
that are so urgently required. And, as professionals 
become more senior, they are typically less adaptable 
to change. So the inertia of what was conventional 
practice previously has taken hold.

This inertia impacts down from the national sphere 
to the local level, with sector-based funding largely 

controlled at the national level. While policy requires 
new approaches, the deskilling and lack of capacity of 
our national departments has meant little substantive 
change has occurred.

This requires recognition that reskilling and 
appropriate capacitation is needed across the broad 
spectrum of those responsible for the planning and 
delivery of appropriate transport solutions.

Institutional inertia and the need for reskilling



There is great urgency to move forward quickly with 
the NMT agenda for Cape Town, especially given 
the challenges we face achieving improvements 
to formalised road-based public transport and 
commuter rail in the short to medium term. Growing 
cycling together with improvements in the public 
urban realm is likely to be the biggest opportunity for 
affordable and sustainable transport shifts that are 
within reach for Cape Town over the next 10 years. 
To succeed and make faster progress, the institutional 
blocks and process shifts outlined in this policy brief 
must be effectively addressed.

There are layers of obstacles preventing people from 
cycling, both real and perceived, and all have to be 
overcome. The behavioural changes we are striving 

to achieve in trip making and how we relate and 
interact on our streets and in public spaces requires 
trial, experimentation and demonstrating different 
approaches locally. What may appear to be minor 
achievements affecting a small number of citizens 
can readily be replicated across the city and beyond. 

This reinforces the call for greater collaboration by the 
City, planning professionals and organisations that 
work at the community level, along with formalising 
partnerships and allocating funding so that those 
best equipped and experienced can help bring about 
grassroots change. 

WorkIng togEthEr to AchIEvE MAjor 
gAInS For nMt 

A number of current initiatives provide both strong examples for growing NMT and opportunities through which 
collaboration can, and has, significantly increased the impacts achieved.

collaboration opportunities and a local scale 
focus for growing nMt

Figure 11: Open Streets Mitchells Plain; photo by Ference Isaacs



Figure 12: bike bus led by TSiBA Cycling Club marshals

Open Streets Days continue to gain in 
popularity as communities of Cape Town 
embrace and become more aware of the 
concept. Open Streets Days, and the associated 
campaigns, create a sense of shared space 
to experience streets in a new way. Through 
collaboration with communities, businesses 
and other organisations, Open Streets 
Days are changing the way streets are used 
and perceived by advocating for NMT and 
exemplifying the multiple benefits of NMT-
friendly neighbourhoods.

Bicycling Empowerment Network (BEN), Pedal Power 
Association (PPA) and Qhubeka are organisations 
committed to improving access to bicycles, promoting 
social and economic empowerment through bicycles, 
and encouraging safety and respect for cyclists. These 
organisations have differing strengths and key focus areas 
but continue to collaborate and uplift disadvantaged 
communities through providing access to NMT. 

Growing on work done within communities, BEN and PPA are partnering with other organisations at 
many levels. An example is Masiphumelele, where schools and the community are benefitting from this 
collaborative approach, resulting in a multi-organisational working group being established to enhance 
and leverage its impacts.

Learn2Cycle is an initiative led by Cape Town 
Bicycle Mayor Lebogang Mokwena in partnership 
with Open Streets and PPA that aims to provide 
a safe and comfortable environment for people 
to learn how to ride a bicycle. The initiative is 
unique in that it aims to increase and diversify 
Cape Town’s cycling community by providing 
lessons to mainly black women. 

The bike bus campaign promotes groups of people cycling 
together on a set route to encourage individuals to use 
low-carbon transport when commuting from work, school, 
public transport interchanges etc. This collaboration 
between Open Streets, Pedal Power Association, 
Bicycling Empowerment Network, TSiBA Cycling Club 
and Bicycle South continues to gain momentum and has 
had much success to date. Through targeted initiatives 
such as #Bike2Work and the #AtoBChallenge, the bike 
bus campaign has created the opportunity for people to 
experience a new way of commuting and a new perception 
of NMT.



In cities where NMT has become an integral and 
significant part of everyday travel and access, such 
collaboration encompasses local authorities, civil society 
and business. For Cape Town, with its limited resources 
and significant challenges, such partnerships could 
significantly contribute to help shift travel behaviour 
and address access issues for many.

Targeted and localised initiatives affect citizen 
perceptions and behaviour, which in turn encourages 
planning professionals (consultants and in government) 
to adjust the indicators they use and to better understand 

Cape Town could be a pioneer in South Africa as a city that embraces change and seizes the opportunity to 
reshape its transport system so that its citizens have better service and better access to opportunity. Given the 
policy targets already in place locally, this can be achieved by embracing the global trends outlined in this paper. 
Cape Town could help show the way for the country and the region.

the values citizens hold. The process is two-way in that 
awareness has to be raised both with those tasked to 
plan and deliver transport and those who are the users 
and “beneficiaries” of new approaches. Where citizens 
have become engaged, pressure is brought to bear 
on politicians and officials, thus reinforcing the desire 
and opportunity for a different approach. This would 
lead to reprioritising government spending, changing 
design standards and encouraging developers to see 
value in including NMT-supportive elements in their 
developments.

An opportunity for cape town to lead the way?


