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Introduction 

With more than 18 million bicycle, the Netherlands has the highest bicycle to people ratio in the world 

(Fiets Beraad, 2009). As such the Dutch have continually been a leading source of new ideas and 

innovation when it came to how bicycles would be used in, and inhabit public spaces, and people’s daily 

lives. This way of things has not always been the case for the sustainably minded Dutch mentality. This 

was due in part to the government’s attitudes and private concerns towards bicycle sharing. Most people 

in the Netherlands owned their own bicycle and was deemed unnecessary (Zessen, 2017).  While having 

the most bikes per capita, bicycle sharing is a fairly recent development, at least in terms of the number 

of schemes operating in the country (Zessen, 2017). Only in the last five to 10 years there has been a rise 

in these schemes, particularly in larger cities like Amsterdam. The concerns previously held are still valid 

as bicycles in general take enormous amounts of public spaces (due to the large number of bicycles), and 

of theft and vandalism being rampant. This report will examine the origins and history of bicycle sharing, 

the policy environment in which cycling is being encourage and facilitated, how it relates to the United 

Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals and look at the most recent innovation in bicycle sharing – 

Swapfiets.   

Brief history of bike sharing 

Bicycle sharing is not a new concept. Originally thought of as a scheme in Amsterdam during the 1960s to 

encourage societal change, a group of young Dutch activists called the Provo “wanted to provoke the 

establishment” in order to combat the growing problem of “pollution and consumerism” (Zee, 2016 p.1). 

This was the birth of an idea that would eventually change public transportation systems around the globe 

forever. The group’s idea was to make available witte fietsen (white bicycles) across the city for anybody 

to use who needed a way to get to their destination free of charge. The scheme however would turn out 

to be a massive failure, as many problems became apparent, mainly due to theft and damage of the 

bicycles, making the idea unsustainable and the scheme closed down soon after (Goodyear, 2016; Zee, 

2016).  

It took several more decades before another bike sharing program would emerge to try again and attempt 

what Amsterdam and Provo did in the 60s. This bicycle sharing program, initiated in 1995 in the city of 

Copenhagen, Denmark, was user fee based; utilizing coin operated machines and the bicycles were 

accessible only at certain areas in the city (Goodyear, 2016). Although this program was an improvement 

to its Dutch predecessor, they experienced the same problems that the witte fietsen scheme saw – theft 

and vandalism. A year later 

Another, yet smaller bicycle sharing program would appear a year later, this time in the English city of 

Portsmouth. Limited only to university students, this program implemented a system where users were 

issued an individualized card with a magnetic strip that when swiped could track the bicycles when or if 

they were returned (Goodyear, 2016). Two years later, another bicycle sharing program was created in 

Rennes, France, using a similar card system from Portsmouth and a RFID1 chip installed inside the bikes 

(Goodyear, 2016). This trend would continue and in the years following, several bicycle sharing programs 

                                                            
1 RFID or radio frequency identification sends signals via electromagnetic fields used in tracking objects. Originally 
utilized for tracking livestock, it is now used for wider applications such as tracking vehicles or people. (Bonsor & 
Fenlom, 2007) 
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would be launched in cities like Paris, Barcelona, Washington D.C., Montreal and Hangzhou, China. The 

success of the bicycle sharing programs all across the globe would culminate in 2015 with an estimated 1 

million available bicycles for sharing world-wide (Goodyear, 2016). 

In the Netherlands, bicycle sharing called OV-Fiets, would be linked to the public transportation system. 

The aim is to encourage the use bicycles in conjunction with the train system in the daily activities of Dutch 

people in order to reduce the use of cars and promote cycling (Zessen, 2017). Using the OV chip card as 

the payment method, people can rent bicycles for a determined amount of time to continue on to their 

destination. The success of the OV-Fiets would show that regardless of the abundance of bicycles in the 

Netherlands, there was a demand and market for bicycle sharing. 

Policy, implications and the Sustainable Development Goals 

When it comes to the issue of bicycles in the Netherlands, the municipal authorities have always held the 

responsibility of designing policy (Fiets Beraad, 2009). Whatever policy direction that a city embarks on it 

is generally attached to various spatial or traffic measures. In the case of Maastricht, and for the last 5 

years, the municipal authorities have pursued a “More Cycling” stance (Maastricht Bereikbaar, 2016). 

Between the years 2010 and 2014, Maastricht has implemented forty projects that the city hopes would 

encourage more cycling (De Limburger, 2015). These projects included building new bicycle paths, 

transforming several neighbourhoods into bicycle friendly streets and creating a cycling corridor with the 

city of Aachen (De Limburger, 2015). 

 

Sustainable Development Goals 3 & 11 fits well with the outcomes of the bicycle sharing scheme being 

implemented in many major cities across the world. Bicycle sharing promotes “good health and well-

being”, and contributes to the efforts of creating “sustainable cities and communities”. (Source: United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-

development-goals/ ) 

Moreover, bicycle sharing and the promotion of cycling in general supports the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG) which are aimed at “ensuring healthy lives”, well-being and transforming our cities and 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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communities towards more sustainable practices and outcomes (United Nations, 2015). Cities today are 

facing many challenges that needs to be overcome in order to create spaces conducive to growth and 

which provides the opportunity for people to thrive (United Nations, 2015). The SDG 11 is the goal of 

making “cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable” (United Nations, 2015). One way bicycle sharing 

is contributing to this ideal is creating an affordable mode of transportation while contributing to the 

reduction of pollution. Encouraging people to cycle means there will be less cars on the road and less 

strain on resources such as gasoline. Furthermore, encouraging an active lifestyle which cycling provides 

can have a positive impact on the well-being of people and can reduce health problems while increasing 

better outcomes such as improved respiratory health and longer life expectancy. 

Breaking the mold 

Recently, a new bicycle sharing company has entered the Maastricht market called Swapfiets. They have 

implemented an incremental innovative service to an already existing market and technology (product) 

while focusing on student cities. As such they are currently seeing a remarkable and rapid expansion to 

their customer base from all over the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany. In just a little over three years, 

the company went from employing just a handful of part time workers to almost over 450 (Ranson, 

2018).The idea of Swapfiets was started by four TU Delft students in 2015, who wanted to find a solution 

to the Netherland’s bike theft problem that they themselves were experiencing and what they came up 

with was something similar to the leasing of cars (Wolters & Kanne, 2018). Moreover, instead of offering 

their customers short term rental that most previous bicycle sharing schemes have done, the Swapfiets 

model is one based on medium to long term leasing and usually on a monthly basis with a fixed fee 

(Swapfiets, 2018).  
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For the last several months, the iconic blue tired bicycle from Swapfiets has become a regular sight in 

and around Maastricht. (Image source: Author) 

Users can sign up to Swapfiets online and they will get a bicycle delivered to a location of their choosing 

for €15 a month (€12 for students). Additionally, the bicycles provide a sense of ownership to the 

costumers because they have exclusive use to it, are given a unique key and lock, and the risks from the 

daily wear and tear are taken on by the company (Ranson, 2018). With no extra charge, the company will 

provide repairs or a replacement bicycle2 all within 12 hours of informing them. This is an appealing model 

to many such as newly arrived international students “who do not yet own a bike and want a cheaper 

alternative to buying one…” and for “Dutch students who had their bikes stolen” and need an affordable 

alternative (Wolters & Kanne, 2018, p.1). 

                                                            
2 A deposit of €40 is required to replace lost or stolen bicycles (Swapfiets, 2018) 
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  The now iconic blue tired Swapfiet bicycle (Image source: Author) 

Final remarks 

Swapfiets is a culmination of various ideas and innovations that have been created in the last 30-40 years. 

The incremental innovation that has unfolded in the bicycle sharing example did not totally result from 

purely science or technology – as was the case of the RFID – but of the sentiments of those living within 

cities who were using the bicycles and the policy environments of municipal authorities. In the example 

of Maastricht, a city that was behind in terms of bicycle usage compared to other cities in the Netherlands, 

a policy of encouraging and facilitating cycling was undertaken. This meant that investments be made to 

improving the cycling infrastructure and allocating spaces bicycles that was previously taken by cars. The 

outcome then is a healthy thriving market for new bicycle sharing schemes and an increase in the general 

well-being of those living in Maastricht and the city itself.  
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