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From railway to cycling: Lost chance or future expectation?
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Abstract | National rail networks are under serious transformations. While new, technologically advanced rails are
being built, old lines are left abandoned. This change reveals the opportunity for alternative uses on the derelict network,
as it stands on historical routes and penetrates notable settlements. Alternative tourism models promote walking and
cycling as a key element of recreational activities. Derelict rail lines are being reused worldwide, through regeneration
schemes in the rural environment. The aim of this paper is to explore the prospects of the transformation of rail lines into
redeveloped walking and cycling paths under the wider scope of cycle tourism and integrated programs of abandoned
rail lines utilization. This is an ongoing research and an overview of expected results is presented.
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Resumo | As redes ferrovidrias nacionais estao a sofrer grandes transformacdes. Ao mesmo tempo que novos trilhos
tecnologicamente avancados estdo a ser construidos, as linhas antigas estdo a ser abandonadas. Esta mudanca revela
a oportunidade para usos alternativos da rede abandonada, uma vez que se localiza em rotas historicas e atravessa
importantes localidades. Modelos de turismo alternativos promovem passeios a pé e de bicicleta como um elemento
fundamental das atividades recreativas. As linhas ferroviarias abandonadas estdo a ser reutilizadas em todo o mundo,
através de esquemas de regeneracdo no ambiente rural. O objetivo deste trabalho é explorar as perspetivas de trans-
formacdo dessas linhas em percursos pedestres e de bicicleta, reconstruidos no ambito mais amplo de cicloturismo e
programas integrados de utilizacdo de linhas ferroviarias abandonadas. A investigacdo ainda se encontra em curso, pelo
que este trabalho apresenta uma visdo geral dos resultados esperados.
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1. Introduction

Despite the Greek economic hardship, the
tourism sector continues to grow at some point, but
is mostly being remodelled. The mass tourism model
is being argued and alternative ways of sustainable
tourism development are emerging. At the same time,
the rail network is being transformed worldwide.
New rail lines are being developed while old ones
are left abandoned, as the demand for immediate
connection between large urban centres is increasing
and technology calls for higher speeds and bigger
curvature radius alignment. Hence, modernization
in transport leaves ‘gap corridors’. The old railway
network alignment though, passes through valuable
countryside areas and in the past has been a growth
engine for many of the suburban settlements it was
crossing. Until 2013, more than 360 km of the old rail
network of Greece had been abandoned.

In the above direction, this research explores the
potential of the development of a cycling tourism
strategy through the use of the above derelict zones.
Cycling tourism, in Greece, is a slow growing sector
with few coordinated initiatives (i.e. Eurovelo, local
paths, etc.) and limited completed infrastructures.

Urban and regional planning in regard to tourism
development in Greece, during the last decades, was
limited to large scale plans close to seaside zones,
unified tourist villages, as well as fragmentary,
private and individual developments subject to all-
inclusive concepts. The concerns for the expansion
of this mass tourism model as well as the potentials
revealed by the rich Greek countryside have
somehow induced the discussions for alternative,
sustainable and eco-tourism development related to
walking and cycling activities.

2. Aims and objectives

This paper discusses the potential upgrade of
existing rail lines into recreational, cultural and
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Figure 1 | Draisine platforms in rail trail.

educational routes in the Greek countryside and
more specifically around the Athens Metropolitan
Area, in Attica Prefecture. It explores alternatives in
transformation of rail lines and future uses of the
routes in favour of locals and visitors. It explores
theoretically the transition from abandoned rail
lines into recreational cycling paths supporting
tourist development, through an overview of cases
and attributes.

Furthermore, this paper will refer to the basics of
cycling tourism in the Greek environment focusing
on Athens, in order to promote the potential
restoration of rail lines. Special attention is paid on
the importance of integrated schemes for the reuse
of derelict rail lines through cycling tourism. A pilot
implementation on the route from Agioi Anargiri
(Athens) to Lavrio (Sounio) forms a suitable example
of railway transformations, useful for conducting a
preliminary evaluation and for setting the basis for
future research. Limitations will also be examined, as
occurring from the perplexing legal framework and
ownership status.

3. Methodology

This research started with an exploration of
international experience and many paradigms were
analysed, regarding any potential utilization of



Figure 2 | Draisine from Régie Autonome des Transports
Parisiens (RATP).

abandoned rail lines. On parallel, we did focus on
cycle tourism methods and applications, as seen in
the Greek and the European environment. Drasines
technology was analysed and design features were
gathered, in order to assist the formulation of
an alternative cycling culture in the countryside.

Considering the existing abandoned rails around

Attica, we examined some potential routes both in

urban and rural areas. Agioi Anargiri to Lavrio route

was studied in more detail.

In order to ease the reading of the paper,
definitions of some basic terms and concepts are
provided below:

i) Rail trail: is a term used to describe former rail
lines that have been converted to facilitate
walking, cycling and other infrastructures (i.e.
horse riding).

ii) Draisine (or a hand-car): is a term used to
describe rail vehicles formerly used for track
control that are increasingly being redesigned
as tourist attractions. They can be common
draisines powered with hand operated lever,
motorized with petrol engine or electric motor
and rail bikes with foot pedals (Brauckmann,
2012a, 2012b).

iii) Bike draisine/rail bike: Draisine-like structures
embedded with bicycles. They can have platform
seats for two or more passengers. They can also
consist of metal structures and two bicycles
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(which are either stabilized on the rails) or simply
one bicycle which is attached by the skeleton on
both rails. The attached bikes can be conventional
portable bicycles. Also called cyclo-draisines.

4. From railway to cycling: An exploration
of cases

It is true that the alignment of old railway lines
has numerous interesting features. Firstly, it is their
almost flat inclination, as old alignments follow
mostly contour lines, which makes it easier to carve
new walking and cycling paths. Secondly, the old
railway networks are following the backbone of
old urban and rural settlements network and reveal
some of the best countryside characteristics while
also promote and maintain the railway heritage.

The European experience shows that old rail lines
are being converted into walking and cycling routes
as part of tourist development schemes that promote
contact with nature, exercise, culture and the rail
way architecture (i.e. metal or wooden train bridges,
tunnels, traditional stations-landmarks, etc.).The
above conversion is usually carried out following two
alternatives; the first being the covering (completely
or partially) with asphalt or other material coating
over the old rails and the shaping of a walking and/

411



