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Cycling as a key component of the Athenian Sustainable
Urban Mobility Plan
Efthimios Bakogiannis1, Maria Siti1, Georgia Christodoulopoulou1, Christos Karolemeas1 and Charalampos Kyriakidis1
1

Sustainable Mobility Unit, National Technical University of Athens

Abstract. The Athenian Strategic Plan for Sustainable Urban Mobility (SUMP)
aims to support the most efficient ways of daily commuting towards mitigating
limited public spaces, pollution and delays, while increasing individual cycling
use and bike sharing services. Bicycle is a major issue in terms of promoting
and implementing a robust urban mobility strategy. Improvement of existing infrastructure, development of new networks and specialized lanes, adaptation of
the traffic code, awareness raising and integration of technology are among the
key aspects of such a strategy. The inclusion of an integrated and coherent cycling network in the Athenian SUMP is the fulfillment of a key strategy, aiming
at the development of cycling policies and infrastructure within the overall priorities of a SUMP (i.e. promotion of walking, cycling and public transportation). The promotion and integration of cycling as a bold commuting mode
could address a range of mobility problems, making Athens’ transportation environment equivalent to other European capitals’ that are healthier, functional,
safe, productive and attract residents, visitors and investors. This paper presents
the methodology of designing the Athenian cycling network, within a new concept of mobility management promoting coexistence rather than the conventional separation standards, while at the same time adjusting vehicle speeds in
the various street types. Several elements regarding road safety enhancements
are reported, as well as the specific terms of introducing cycling in the current
network and bus lanes, sidewalks and pedestrian streets. Lastly proposals regard
the supplementation of the existing traffic code and other institutional issues of
cycling.
Keywords: cycling, sustainable urban mobility plan, cycle path network, public
transport, walking
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Introduction

The integration of a unified and coherent cycle path network in the evolving Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan (SUMP) of the Municipality of Athens is tantamount to
fulfilling the basic criteria set by the strategic directions of Sustainable Urban Mobility in Athens with the aim of promoting cycling and developing its infrastructure in the
network of the city, as part of a more general change in priorities that will make the
capital city a city of public transport, bicycle and walking.
This paper presents the criteria for the integration of cycle paths in the Athenian
network as they result from the analysis of: The Strategic Plan for Sustainable Mobili-
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ty in the Municipality of Athens, formulated by the Sustainable Mobility Unit of the
NTUA [3] and the main Strategic texts and plans that have been developed and proposed for Athens, over the last five years.
The objective is to establish the corresponding criteria for the cycling network,
which will be met according to the Athenian mobility strategy, and also match the
activities, proposed actions and projects developed by the SUMP Working Group in
all work stages of the project. Cycling in the center of Athens when all interventions
will have been completed, will address a wide range of commuting issues, helping the
city to become a real European capital, healthy, functional and productive, with a high
standard of living, able to attract visitors and investors.
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Issues related to the integration of bicycle into the Athenian
urban transportation system – Theoretical Approach

According to Vlastos [10], pedestrians and cyclists are known to be the best consumers because they have advantages in terms of their increased accessibility in various
activities. Their number increases where the conditions for walking and cycling are
favorable. New businesses, commercial and recreational activities as well as offices
are encouraged to be reallocated to the city center. According to Visitors' Satisfaction
Survey & Attica Hotel Performance 2016-2017 [2], foreign visitors prefer hotels located in the historical center of the city and close to museums and shopping streets. A
city like Athens, well-known all around the world, should enhance what the visitor
wishes to see and enjoy managing to prolong his/her stay with attractive routes linking its key elements and monuments. This means that the whole city, besides its historic center, should be attractive, safe and easily accessible through various means.
Pedestrians and cyclists have direct contact with the space due to their low speed.
It is up to them to decide how quickly or slowly they move, or when and for how long
they stop according to their surroundings. This is not the case for car or motorcycle
drivers who are following the rhythm and speed of the flow. Pedestrians’ and cyclists’
senses are vivid; hearing, vision, smell and touch allow them to immediately perceive
and communicate to the physical and social environment of each trip. They have every reason to be interested and claim a city that is beautiful and rich in stimuli and
incentives. These needed qualities differ to those of people who are isolated in the
enclosed space of their cars.
The request for a ‘4km/h architecture’ argues the need for infrastructure addressed
to pedestrians and cyclists, and spaces that have an identity and are in direct dialogue
with people, in contrary to the common demand of those locked within their car passing through the city. The ‘architecture of 50 or 80 km/h’ is empty of details and silent
in communication terms; it is an architecture to watch from a distance while driving
through the places. It would not be an exaggeration to argue that sustainable mobility
perspective paves the way while also directs the aesthetic reformation of the center of
Athens. Sustainable mobility cannot exist in an urban environment which is architecturally indifferent as pedestrians and cyclists need an upgraded environment in terms
of public space aesthetics and level of comfort. Cycling shall be integrated progres-
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sively in the Athenian streets, starting from where the conditions are already friendly,
such as the pedestrianized historical center. It is also important for further cycling
integration to be included in all future regeneration plans for the urban and environmental rehabilitation of Athens.
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Methodology on implementation sustainable mobility
strategies for cycling

The Strategy seeks to develop a cycling promotion policy. The development of exclusive cycling infrastructure is the most conventional way of cycling enhancement and,
for some, the safest way to do so. However, very few European cities have such infrastructure and most have acquired recently. However, this seems still not enough to
convince residents to get on their bicycles. Many of their commuting trips rarely
match with the few kilometers of separated bicycle paths that were built, due to the
high cost of it or the street geometry. This is the case for the countries that do not
have the necessary culture and courtesy to respect cyclists and just ‘build’ a bicycle
lane with a white line on the road. It is very natural that these countries are reluctant
to risk integrating cyclists in roads where flows and speeds are high.
"City bikes" appear as an alternative to the car, but also as an incentive to move in
city centers, which are the most congested with various destinations in relatively close
distances. They are also an incentive for residents of the suburbs to use public
transport to get to the center and then use the bicycle to easily reach their specific next
destinations. Shared bicycles and public transportation can function in ideal cooperation, as allies in helping citizens and cities to become less car-dependent. With regard
to the traffic parameter, the presence of bicycles is a proof of prevalence of sustainable mobility conditions. Segregated infrastructure with high cost is not necessary.
There is a rich experience of cities with high bicycle rates thanks to horizontal road
signaling. In these cities however, there is road courtesy. That is why the Municipality
of Athens should not underestimate the importance of education and awareness raising for both children and adults. In order for cycling to be enhanced, the number of on
street cars (either moving or parked) shall be reduced along with their speed.
In Europe, bicycle infrastructure solutions are provided by simply drawing special
lanes on the road, or by building separated bicycle paths (different surface levels), or
even by extending pedestrian zones and building traffic calmed areas where no exclusive infrastructure is required. In the case of a single bike lane, a white line is easily
drawn on road, quickly and without cost. However, this is not the solution to the hostile behavior of the Greek driver. This is why the Sustainable Mobility Unit of the
National Technical University of Athens [11, 12], after studying road conditions in
dozens of Greek cities and playing an active role to the dissemination of bicycle use,
has proposed the reallocation of bike lanes from the roadway to a special lane on the
sidewalk, through widening it accordingly. This was the solution that was systematically applied due to its advantages related to enhancing pedestrian convenience as
many cities lacked the needed minimum sidewalk widths. However, this seemed to be
the optimal solution for several cases before the Greek economic crisis and today it
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would be absurd to keep on with the same practice. The current optimal solution
would be to develop bike lanes on road and put weight on education and training policies for drivers and motorcyclists to drive with caution.
A complete solution is to create traffic calmed zones, with a maximum speed of 30
km/h in order to protect pedestrians and cyclists. Cyclists in such zones do not demand specialized infrastructure as they can safely move along with cars in low
speeds. Such zones, although very common in European cities, are quite rare in
Greece. The Strategic Plan for Sustainable Mobility in the historical center of the
Municipality of Athens should have traffic calmed areas at its planning core .
In addition to the above policies, the rapid growth of electric bicycle rental systems
in Europe in the recent years is quite interesting [8]. They are a direct incentive that
function as an alternative to the use of cars, especially in the central areas, which are
the most congested with various destinations in relatively close distances. They are
also an incentive for suburban residents, when they need to reach different destinations within the city center. Indeed, the electric bicycle, when public transportation is
inadequate in the center, gives them a radical solution. Electric shared bicycles and
public transport can function in ideal cooperation, as allies in helping citizens and
cities to become less car-dependent. For visitors, e-bike rental systems are part of the
city's infrastructure, a means of approaching the details and exploring the city. The
installation of electric bike rental systems gives a clear boost to the first rides in an
environment that is fairly considered hostile. However, it demands some key elements
to be considered safe; pedestrianized streets, some bicycle lanes, pedestrianized historical centers etc. But, is this space enough? Obviously, system users will use conventional roads, and this shall progressively make drivers more cautious in every way,
since the bike network is completed.
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The case of Municipality of Athens: Integrating cycling in
transportation planning

The Athenian Strategic Plan for Sustainable Mobility and Transport [5] aims to support the most efficient ways of commuting through the city, towards the issue of limited public space, and put an emphasis on strengthening the use of bicycles, both private and shared ones. Bicycle is a key pillar of the sustainable mobility strategy. It
needs infrastructure improvements, several adaptations to the Road Traffic Code
(RTC), raising awareness and mobilizing citizens, as well as technology upgrades. It
is important to emphasize to the positive characteristics of the bicycle and its vulnerability in terms of road safety and to clearly define the conditions of its circulation on
street, on bus lanes, on sidewalks and pedestrianized streets roads. Moreover, speed
limits shall be redefined in various streets, on the basis of coexistence, rather than
exclusion or separation.
In addition, the Plan proposes the creation of special lanes to accommodate buses
and bicycles. After the trial period of bicycle circulation in the bus lanes, results were
assessed, and adjustments or improvements are proposed for the institutionalization of
this solution of shared bus- bicycle lanes, allowing Athens to acquire a crucial net-
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work at very low cost. The development of a Public Bike Sharing System can offer a
great deal in improving mobility, and add a touch of optimism and inspiration for
addressing its problems. Also, it can promote collaboration and synergy among the
various institutions involved.
The Regulatory Master Plan for Athens-Attica 2021 stresses the necessity of organizing traffic at the municipal level and town planning units, based on the principles of sustainable urban mobility, with emphasis on quiet transport modes such as
public transport, cycling, walking. It also emphasizes the enhancement of pedestrians’
and cyclists’ accessibility. As far as the bicycle is concerned, the Master Plan aims to
recover public spaces by upgrading and expanding the pedestrian and bicycle network
while also reallocating on-street parking to off street private spaces. In addition, it
aims at building integrated networks for pedestrians and cyclists alike, between major
natural, urban, transport and cultural centers. The need to extend pedestrianized zones
or create pedestrian, bicycle and public transport routes on commercial roads is emphasized, following special transport studies. Pedestrian routes connecting public
buildings and monuments of architectural, artistic and historical interest are also promoted. The promoted traffic related directives include the diversion of through traffic
out of the central area and integrating walking and cycling areas, as well as overall
cultural routes. The development of an extensive metropolitan cycling network will
provide access to important areas of cultural and recreational interest, such as
Elefsina, Ktima Tatoiou, Marathonas and Sounio, which if combined with local bike
lanes through the surpassing municipalities can further contribute to cycling promotion in Attica basin.
The Operational Program of the Municipality of Athens (2015-2019) [7], states the
various traffic issues in Athens, which seem to derive from the increase of car ownership, the lack of infrastructure and the inadequate management of the transport system. Among the most frequently encountered issues are walking and cycling inconsistensies, inadequate provision of motorbike parking (including bicycles), lack of
bicycle routes, as well as the failure to make them part of the official city plan.

Fig. 1. a. Athens Metropolitan Cycling Network. b. Cycling Infrastructure in Thessalonikis Str. (Source: SMU)
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The Plan for Integrated Urban Interventions [6] in the center of Athens asseses that
in the city center there was no planned or constructed bicycle paths. Attempts made
back in 2012 by the Municipality of Athens to implement a bicycle path connecting
the archaeological sites of Kerameikos with Plato Academy were not successful, due
to negative responses by the local councils of the 3rd and 4th Municipal Communities. Moreover, the plan assesses the metropolitan cycling route linking Kifissia, Athens and Faliro as divided into two sub-projects. The southern part received all necessary approvals and was eventually constructed, while the northern part connecting
Gazi (Athens) to Kifissia remains unbuilt. The plan also referred to the Athens' Metropolitan Cycling Network, which was finally approved and institutionalized. The
plan considers that the implementation of a pilot bicycle sharing system with 1,000
bicycles and 70 automatic pick-up and return stations, would be the lever for promoting all bike- related issues, such as cycling in bus lanes, establishing the movement of
bicycles within pedestrian roads and adapting the traffic code to the new requirements
for the dissemination of safe bicycle use in Greece. In line with the above, among the
objectives set in this plan, the achievement of sustainable mobility conditions is also
mentioned by pointing out out that "the bicycle as a means of transportation in the
city is friendly to the human and the environment, while its use is costless compared
to the use of other private vehicles" [6]. However, the lack of appropriate cycling
infrastructure creates a sense of insecurity and discourages unfamiliar citizens who
would like to use the bicycle as a means of transport on a regular or occasional basis.
In order to restore the sense of safety to cyclists, a coherent bicycle network should
be created to allow for integrated cycling circulation, i.e. from any desired starting
point to any desired destination, with a sense of comfort and safety. Along with the
development of a bike network, solutions should also be provided for safe bike parking at destinations integrated into the public spaces. Institutional problems concern
the completeness and clarity of cycling in the existing institutional framework. According to the current Traffic code bicycle is a vehicle, which makes its ability to
move on sidewalks or pedestrian streets to be highly questioned, while at the same
time the concept of a bicycle route is not properly defined. A similar issue is also
noted for the movement of bicycles within the bus lanes. The plan also states that
arrangements for the common use of bus lanes should be defined together with bus
operators [6]. Lastly, the activation, co-ordination and cooperation of all parts involved (Municipality of Athens, Ministry of Transport and Networks, Ministry of
Environment and Energy, Ministry of Culture, Bus Operator etc.) as well as active
citizens or groups of citizens and stakeholders is a task hat must be conducted through
information and consultation campaigns [9].

5

Proposed actions and measures

Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs) are emerging as a new integrated and
long-term urban mobility planning approach, that allow local authorities to develop
and implement urban mobility strategies on the basis of in-depth analysis of the current situation. SUMPs provide a clear vision for the sustainable development of the
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urban areas for which they are designed, including reducing energy consumption, air
and noise pollution, accidents, congestion, preservation of communal areas, etc. They
rely on existing planning practices and are inspired by the principles of unified design, participation and evaluation to meet the movement and mobility needs of people
today and in the future, for a better quality of life in the city and its surroundings. The
bicycle is one of the 3 pillars of the SUMPs along with walking and public transport
[3]. In Athens, a lot of effort shall be put on introducing decisive policies for the implementation of infrastructure, especially where the operation of the network is burdened by a large number of vehicles and motorcycles that sometimes move and park
illegally, using/ occupying spaces that normally belong to pedestrians and cyclists.
Bicycle integration will prove to be a pleasant upgrade of the city’s network. This
shall not be achieved independently from the overall course of the city. Integrating the
bicycle, which by default is a peaceful vehicle, in everyday transport means demands
traffic calmed conditions and quality spaces. The development of cycling in Athens
will largely depend on projects and policies directly related to cycling integration
(such as bicycle lanes, bicycle corridors), but also on projects and policies that concern the overall transportation planning system (such as traffic regulations, BRT systems, car restrictions etc.). The key priority steps include:
•
solving the institutional problems concerning the use of bicycles in the city
and make legislative interventions in the Traffic Code that are compatible with the
recent guidelines for integrating cycling (Decree 1053 / Β / 14.4.2016)
•
effective cooperation of the various services and authorities during the elaboration and the maturation of the needed studies, since both the SUMP and any traffic
regulations required for the integration of cycling are at the responsibility of many
authorities and legal bodies apart from the Municipality.
•
initiating the implementation of a coherent cycling network which shall consist of primary (inter-municipal) and local cycling routes, which will provide citizens
with the desired feeling of safety and comfort to use the bicycle as the main alternative means of transport.
•
developing traffic calmed areas where bicycles will coexist with cars in cycle
streets according to the recent guidelines for integrating cycling (Decree 1053 / Β /
14.4.2016)
•
informing, educating and raising awareness for the public and all interested
stakeholders regarding the conscious use of bicycle and its benefits to the city. This
shall alleviate controversies and enhance the culture of coexistence and mutual respect among citizens.
•
taking action to reduce the risks of negative reactions of specific stakeholders, since the redistribution of the public space will affect those who enjoy some legitimate or illegitimate 'privileges' mostly related to parking.

6

Conclusions

Athens is currently a city that has given absolute priority to the car, while public
transport sharply shrinks its ability to thrive. In these conditions, cycling commuting
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is struggling. However, as stated before, there are a lot to be done by the Municipality
of Athens in order to change priorities in transportation planning. Residential areas,
covering the vast majority of the city's surface, should be the top priority. It could be
easy to convert them into traffic calmed zones at low cost, serving both the cyclists
and pedestrians. The SUMP is a critical tool for promoting cycling in the city, and it
is expected that in the coming years there will be major alterations in favor of sustainable mobility compared to the current city image.
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