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WHAT IS IT ABOUT?

Due to its geographical position situated on two 
river banks of the river Scheldt and the presence 
of several large docks, some parts of the Antwerp 
port area are not easily accessible by bike. 
Furthermore, the traffic inside the port area is 
intense and largely comprises lorry traffic and 
large transports, making safety a key issue for 
port companies and their employees.  

Within Civitas Portis, various sustainable solutions for 
cycling commuters to the port have been developed and 
piloted to overcome land and water barriers, and raise the 
quality of cycling.  These pilot projects were accompa-
nied by campaigns to raise awareness and acceptance of 
cycling among port companies and their employees, and 
encourage commuters to travel to work via bike. 

KEY ELEMENTS

Pilots and infrastructural measures
•  Connecting a missing link (cycling path) at the Marshall 

yard

•  Contribution to the implementation of Lillo-Liefkenshoek 
(construction of a pier and operation of the ferry)  

•  Implementation of the cycling bus: this bus allows people 
to take along their bicycle.  As the bus runs through a 
cars-only tunnel under the river Scheldt, cyclists can cut 
off an important part of their trajectory 

•  Expansion of the water bus line to the north, allowing 
port workers to take their bike on the bus, cross the river 
Scheldt and cut off an important part of their trajectory to 
& from their work place at the port

• An electric bike sharing ‘back-to-one’ system 

Awareness campaigns

•  Specific campaigns targeted towards employers 
(& employees)

•  Through diverse marketing and promotional campaigns, 
and through Antwerp’s overall mobility communication 
strategy Smart Ways to Antwerp, both inhabitants of the 
city as well as visitors were involved, leading to a more 
general support for the measures

MOBILITY MEASURE CYCLING IN & TO THE PORT
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CONTEXT & CHALLENGES

Natural barriers

In 2014, approximately 1 third of all movements by inhab-
itants of the city of Antwerp were made by bike, but that 
percentage falls to a mere 16% for commuters. 
As for the share of cyclists commuting to the Port of Ant-
werp in 2014, this figure even drops to an ample 6-7%, 
with more than 80% of port employees taking the car from 
and to work every day. Four out of every five employees 
driving into the port by car every day has a huge impact on 
congestion, air quality, and the well-being of employees, as 
they are having to deal with the congestion before and after 
their working hours. With 68 % of the 60 000 port employ-
ees living in the immediate surroundings of the port, cycling 
to and from the port has a lot of potential. 

The main reason why cycling is not very popular amongst 
commuters is the port’s geographical situation. The Port of 
Antwerp is situated on two river banks, with physical and 
infrastructural barriers that create challenges for commut-
ers  having to cross these existing obstacles (in terms of 
distances to be covered).

Drivers for change

The Antwerp Port Authority wants to create a global and 
sustainable solution for cyclists by finding solutions to these 
barriers, promoting a car-independent lifestyle. They are 
developing a masterplan for cycling in the port, creating a 
favourable context to implement cycling-friendly measures.
The modal share of cycling is rising in Flanders and major 
road works in and round Antwerp and increasing conges-
tion push people towards more sustainable alternatives. 

The construction of cycling highways in Flanders also gives 
an extra push.
The roll-out of bike lease programs in many companies in 
Antwerp, including companies in the port region, combined 
with the development of high-speed bikes (45 km/h) are 
also fostering a cycling-friendly climate.

Specific barriers

Apart from the above-mentioned natural and physical 
barriers, there is another specific challenge to be tackled 
when addressing the missing link (cycle path) at the Mar-
shall yard, as this area is situated next to a valuable natural 
reserve, making it more complex and having to consider 
specific group of stakeholders when designing the routes, 
such as nature associations. 

Safety

The traffic inside the port area is intense and largely com-
prises lorry traffic and large transports, making safety a 
key issue for port companies and their employees.  For the 
missing cycling link in specific, safety was a major concern 
in mapping the trajectory, as the area is highly complex due 
to the presence of major line infrastructures (train tracks, 
motorways, exits, bridges).

THE TRAFFIC INSIDE THE PORT AREA 
IS INTENSE AND LARGELY COMPRISES 
LORRY TRAFFIC AND LARGE TRANSPORTS, 
MAKING SAFETY A KEY ISSUE FOR PORT 
COMPANIES AND THEIR EMPLOYEES
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BENEFITS & COSTS 

Benefits

Increased accessibility of the port
With the implementation of the cycling bus and the water 
bus within the project time, major land and water bar-
riers for cyclists have been overcome. This resulted in 
decreased journey distance and times for cyclists of c.15 
km shorter route, c. 50 min. time gain when cycling by an 
average, non-electric bicycle, as compared to the situation 
before implementation.
Both the bike bus and the water bus are very popular from 
the start. On a monthly basis, the bike bus started with 
1 741 users in March 2018 and increased to an average 
monthly use of 10 122 passengers by July 2020, serving 
over 100 000 users per year. The water bus started in 
2017 with 22 096 users per month and tripled its use by 
July 2019, with 76 745 users. This service is very popular 
during summer months.
The future implementation of the missing cycling link will 
overcome another important land barrier, improving the qual-
ity of service for cyclists commuting to the port even more.

Modal split 
The many different measures combined with appropriate 
initiatives taken by the port companies (e.g. cycle lease 
programs) encouraging cycling in the port have increased 
the share of cycling by 10 % in two years’ time (up to 16% 
in 2018).
The average (one-way) working distance to the port for 
all modes was 25 km (2012) and 29 km (2018), while the 
average working distance travelled by bike increased signif-
icantly due to decreased travel times and better accessibili-
ty, i.e. from 14 km (2012) to 22 km (2018).  

Increased liveability and health in city and Port area
With the share of cycling increasing in the port, it can be 
expected that the modal shift of the whole city, including 
the port, will change for the benefit of cycling, which, in 
turn, will help in achieving the goal of cleaner air and less 
congestion. 

Guarantee economic growth and employment in the 
city and port by providing better access
With the implementation of the missing cycling link, port 
employees commuting from the north-eastern part of Ant-
werp  will also be attracted more easily. 

Increased awareness and acceptance: 
Through engagement with port companies when piloting 
the pilot projects and the bike bus in particular, commit-
ment was created from the start of the project throughout 
and beyond implementation. 

Costs

Bike bus: the annual cost for keeping the bike bus oper-
ational is circa € 1,6 million. This operational cost is split 
evenly between the Port of Antwerp and Flanders.

Most important cost factors:
Bus-related cost factors:
•  Depreciation cost
•  Personnel costs of the drivers
•  Fuel
•  Maintenance 
•  Tolling costs of the tolling tunnel the bus is driving through

Human resources/project management:
•   Personnel cost of a dedicated mobility officer of 0,5 
 FT-and management support
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USERS & STAKEHOLDERS 

Users & target groups

Port employees: They want to travel smoothly, reliably, 
fast and in a safe way.

Recreational cyclists (secondary target group): Although 
the primary focus is on functional cycling,  it is important to 
also target the people living in the neighbourhood (including 
employees of the port), as this increases  the support for 
cycling and the relating cycling-friendly measures in general.

Tourists: The waterbus is also attractive for tourists visiting 
Antwerp in the summer season. This fosters sustainable 
tourism & cycling in the city and beyond.

Key stakeholders for implementation

Antwerp Port Authority: Leading role, intermediary for 
companies in the port area and initiator of several actions, 
leading role for mobility options in the port.

City of Antwerp: As a large number of commuters work 
within the port area, they are an important target group to 
take into consideration. Thanks to the increased coopera-
tion between city and port, and through the overall behav-
ioural change approach ‘Smart Ways to Antwerp’, the city 
of Antwerp contributed to the success of the pilot projects, 
as actions are reinforced and policies are aligned; leading 
to even better results. 

Province of Antwerp: They are responsible for the realisa-
tion of the missing cycling link.

VOKA (Alfaport Antwerp) (umbrella organisation for 
companies): Represents employers and facilitates com-
munication with companies in the portal area.

Port companies: Engaged in the promotion and commu-
nication of cycling among their employees.

Specific interest groups; eg cycling federation, nature 
federation: Important for user-feedback and stakeholders 
consultation.  As each of these groups have their own per-
spective, it is crucial to get them on board as early in the 
process as possible.

AWV (Agentschap Wegen en Verkeer):  Partner in plan-
ning as the new cycling path will cross the road A12.

Infrabel & NMBS: Partners in planning as originally the 
cycling path would be crossing railway tracks.

De Vlaamse Waterweg (Flemish Waterway Agency): 
Partners in planning piers for the waterbus.

Flemish government: Driven by the ambition of a 50/50 
modal split ambition for Antwerp, they are an  impor-
tant partner for attaching the new to established cycling 
connection to the existing cycling network and they also 
provide 50% of the funding for the bike bus.

AS A LARGE NUMBER OF COMMUTERS 
WORK WITHIN THE PORT AREA, THEY 
ARE AN IMPORTANT TARGET GROUP TO 
TAKE INTO CONSIDERATION.
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FROM CONCEPT TO REALITY 

Overall, the implementation of the pilot projects went ac-
cording to plan. There were certain factors causing delays, 
in particular concerning the missing link project where 
different opinions and interests of the parties involved were 
greater than expected (e.g. the nature versus the cycling 
advocacy group). Negotiations are still continuing in order 
to find a solution that suits everyone.
Awareness raising through presenting concept plans to the 
local inhabitants, raising on the multiple sustainable trans-
port modes to reach the port of Antwerp at Car Free Day, 
through diverse marketing and promotional campaigns and 
through Smart Ways to Antwerp is an effective combination 
to reach both inhabitants of the city (and get their support) 
as well as visitors.  
An organisational change proved to be an important driver 
for the pilots. When the Antwerp Port Authority received a 
new CEO and Mobility manager, the organisation has been 
restructured and structures and positions were reviewed, 
changing the focus and way of working. The focus shifted 
towards faster implementation and more testing of pilots, 
of which the bike bus is an example.

The bike bus was implemented in less than 6 months. 
The main steps for implementation are:

 Development of the concept: innovative concept

 Finding an executing party (bus company)

 Construction of the bus stops

  Preparation of the operational aspects: 
 Development of the timetable, drivers training, etc.

 Trial period (a few weeks) 

 Full launch of the service

BARRIERS

Bike bus

Design: Innovative design: As the bike bus is an innovative 
concept, there were no existing examples or best practices 
from other cities to build on, so the concept of the bike bus 
had to be worked out from scratch. First idea was to adapt 
the concept of a ski bus, with the equipment stored at a 
trailer attached to the bus, however this was abandoned as 
this proved to be too time consuming.  Instead, an existing 
second-hand passenger bus was being remodelled - as 
many seats as possible were removed to fit more bikes - to 
accommodate for both passengers as well as their bikes, 
with built-in bicycle storage to accommodate for 25 to 30 
bicycles per bus.

Legal: The benefit of pilot projects is that they are being 
quickly implemented, providing the opportunity to test 
measures before anchoring them on the longer term.  Yet, 
what seem to be quick wins at first sometimes prove to be 
not that efficient as was thought, bringing about unexpected 
problems. As the bike bus was a second hand bus which 
had been remodelled into a new type of bus, the bus had to 
get authorization after remodelling, which took some time. 

Operational issues: At the start of the operation, waiting 
times were longer than expected due to congestion. A bus 
lane was implemented and one of the stops was moved. 
Additionally, the operational scheme was made more 
flexible: instead of a fixed time schedule for each stop on 
the route, only the first stop is fixed. This provides more 
flexibility along the route. Drivers were informed about the 
new system during two additional info sessions organized by 
the Antwerp Port Authority. The need for driver training was 
higher than expected, as the bike bus does not follow the 
usual type of time schedule drivers needed clear instructions 
and some time to adapt.

NATURAL AND INFRASTRUCTURAL 
BARRIERS REQUIRE MAJOR FINANCIAL, 
INFRASTRUCTURAL & TECHNICAL EFFORTS. 
THROUGH PILOT PROJECTS, INNOVATIVE 
SOLUTIONS FOR SPECIFIC TARGET 
GROUPS CAN BE TESTED AND EVALUATED 
IN A RELATIVELY SHORT TIMEFRAME.
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This optimisation in operational scheme was particularly 
important to accommodate for the people who used to 
take the ferry service to cross the canal dock.  The ferry 
was replaced by the bike bus which has the potential to 
reach more target groups, users crossing the canal dock 
but also users crossing the river Scheldt, however it is less 
optimal for those users that formerly used the ferry service 
as the ferry service is not dependable on congestion, is 
more comfortable and punctual. 

Covid-19 proved to be another challenge in terms of capac-
ity and health safety issues: in respect to the social distanc-
ing rules, capacity per bus had been halved, and recreational 
bikers are asked not to use the bus at peak times.

Water bus

Cost: The main barrier for the implementation of a fixed ferry 
service is the cost of the ferry service and the infrastructure.

Operational: At the launch of the service, the water bus was 
quite overwhelmed by interest from certain port companies 
who regarded the water bus as an alternative to their own 
collective public transport. This risked the water bus of having 
insufficient capacity for all targeted users and compromised 
the goal of modal shift.  In future projects, partners will be 
involved at an earlier stage to avoid such misunderstandings.

Electrical bike sharing system

The plans to implement an e-bike system in the port have 
been delayed as it will be implemented for the whole Ant-
werp Transport Region. With the e-bike being able to cover 
larger distances, it is quite logical to roll-out the system at a 
larger scale.  As such, the idea of a regional e-bike system 
was introduced to the Antwerp Transport Region (City and 
32 municipalities). It was decided to first launch an RFI (re-
quest for information) to test the feasibility of such a system 
on such a scale within the market. The motivation tender-
ing procedure is very complex and the legal entity that will 
launch this call needs to be selected carefully to minimize 
risks (financial, jurisdiction, etc.).

Missing Cycling link

In the case of the ‘missing link’, there are opposite inter-
ests of the different parties concerned. There needs to be 
a consensus in order to reach a solution and take action, 
so discussions continue.  In the following projects, partners 
will be involved at an earlier stage and a closer relationship 
with the consultancy will be built while exploring the different 
possible trajectories. 

DRIVERS

Bike bus 

Involvement of the participating companies:  Since the 
companies were asking for mobility solutions, their interest 
and support was immediate.

In case of the bike bus, employers have been involved 
since the start of the pilot, as it had initially started as a pilot 
project with five companies. These companies have given 
valuable feedback about the operation schedule, the func-
tioning of the bike bus, the location of the bus stops, etc. 
Apart from feedback on the use of the bike bus, employees 
of these companies were also involved in marketing and 
communication.  As such, they were for instance asked to 
model for the stickering of the bike bus.  

This practice of ambassadorship has created very strong 
supporters amongst the port employees, which helped 
promoting the bike bus to the other companies of the port.  

Water bus

Number of users: The high popularity of the water bus led 
to more investments and efforts. As the amount of pas-
sengers using the Waterbus increased every month, extra 
vessels were taken into service. 

Financial: The Flemish government takes over the Scheldt 
route so funding is guaranteed.

Missing cycling link

Coordination: A new project manager for the cycle link in the 
North Marshalling yard started in 2017. This project manager 
coordinates the whole project starting with a feasibility study 
to determine the exact routing, technicalities, permits, etc. 

IS THIS SOMETHING FOR US? 

Ports or cities experiencing physical barriers and conges-
tion issues would certainly benefit from piloting concrete 
measures like these, as these have proven to make a huge 
difference in terms of modal split for cycling.
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