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 Cycling in Toronto 
 

2.1 A Brief Cycling History of Toronto 

Bicycles created quite a stir when they arrived in 
North American cities in the late 1800’s.  This 
pre-dated the advent of the automobile.  
“Personal transportation was the heart of the 
matter; to understand the love affair with the 
bicycle that began with the 80’s and flamed into 
a roaring passion in the 90’s, one must grasp that 
the bicycle was…in all history…the first 
personal transportation the common man could 
afford to own.  It transformed his life.”1 

The roads of the day were not designed with 
bicycles in mind, and cyclists lobbied for better 
road conditions.  The minutes of an 1896 
Toronto City Council meeting document the 
approval for construction of three foot wide 
bicycle lanes, constructed of cedar blocks and 
cinder, on Spadina Avenue, Harbord Street and 
Winchester Street.   

                                                  
1 American Bicyclist and Motorcyclist, pp. 52-53, 

Vol. 90, No. 10, October, 1969. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, the 
bicycle lost much of its popularity as the 
automobile became more prevalent.  
Automobiles enabled people to move farther 
from their place of work, giving way to rapid 
suburban development in cities across North 
America.  Toronto was no exception to this 
“romance” with the automobile.  The bicycle, 
ideal for short trips, lost its advantage as well as 
its place on the road.  The automobile became an 
integral part of the economy and a symbol of the 
modern era. 

The bicycle, as a means of adult transportation, 
was absent from most North American cities, 
including Toronto, until the early 1970’s.  The 
introduction of the mass-market 10 speed 
bicycle ushered in the second bicycle boom.   

The last three decades have seen the emergence 
of the bicycle once again as a popular mode of 
transportation.  A political reform movement in 
the early 1970s saw a group of social and 
environmental advocates bring quality of life 
and social equity issues to the forefront of the 
political scene.  Central to this on-going 
movement has been an increasing public 
awareness of the environmental and social 
impacts associated with automobile use, urban 
sprawl and the need for change.  Through this 
movement, the bicycle has re-emerged, and is 
again recognized as an integral and necessary 
part of the City’s transportation system. 

“Council recognizes that the 
bicycle, as an integral and 
efficient form of transportation 
and as a means of recreation, can 
make a significant contribution to 
the quality of City life; therefore, it 
is the policy of Council to 
implement programs that will 
promote and facilitate greater and 
safer use of the bicycle.” 

 
Old Bike Shop on Yonge Street – circa 1890’s 
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In 1975, the Toronto City Cycling Committee 
was established by the former City to promote 
cycling and safety initiatives.  In forming the 
Committee, Council adopted the following 
policy statement:  “Council recognizes that the 
bicycle, as an integral and efficient form of 
transportation and as a means of recreation, can 
make a significant contribution to the quality of 
City life; therefore, it is the policy of Council to 
implement programs that will promote and 
facilitate greater and safer use of the bicycle.” 

The City Cycling Committee was comprised of 
citizen activists, City Councillors and many 
volunteers who worked closely with staff to 
improve cycling conditions, including 
establishing new bicycle routes.  In 1979, the 
first bicycle lane was installed in Toronto on 
Poplar Plains Road at the request of the Cycling 
Committee. 

In the 1980’s, attention was focussed on several 
issues to improve cycling conditions.  With 
input from the Committee, urban design staff 
developed the post-and-ring bicycle stand.  The 
City constructed the waterfront Martin Goodman 
Trail, and Metropolitan Toronto began 
developing the river valley trail systems.  The 
City also began a program to replace thousands 
of old-style catchbasin grates which were a 
potential hazard to the narrow tired bikes of the 
day.  In the last half of the decade, the 
Committee focussed attention on bicycle safety 
training with the development of safe cycling 
materials and public awareness campaigns.  In 
1988, the City began to promote Bike Week, 
including such initiatives as Bike-to-Work Day 
and the Becel Ride for Heart. 

In the 1990’s, greater attention was focussed on 
the need to develop facilities to support cycling.  
The 1991 “Route Selection Study for On-Street 
Bicycle Lanes” paved the way for the first 
significant expansion of the on-street bikeway 
network.  The City amended its Zoning By-law 
to require developers to provide secure bike 
parking in new buildings.  The Toronto Transit 
Commission and GO Transit installed bike 
parking at most of their stations. 

At the same time, the City expanded cyclist 
training courses though the CAN-BIKE 
program, and developed safety campaigns with 
the Cycling Ambassadors taking the message to 
the streets and paths.  The Toronto Police 
Service, recognizing the effectiveness of 
bicycles, trained over 500 officers and equipped 
community patrols with mountain bikes. 

Both the City of Toronto and Metropolitan 
Toronto Official Plans included significant 
policies supporting increased cycling 
infrastructure.  The 1993 City of Toronto 
Official Plan, which is currently under review, 
states: “It is the policy of Council to support, in 
principle, the objective of reducing the overall 
use of the private automobile from present-day 
levels, and to take appropriate measures towards 
this end as acceptable automobile reduction 

 
Poplar Plains Bike Lane 
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strategies are developed.”  To achieve this 
objective, people clearly need to be encouraged 
to cycle for utilitarian purposes. 

Public interest in cycling was on the rise.  The 
Metro Cycling Committee was established in 
1993, and in 1996 volunteers in North York 
formed an ad-hoc Cycling and Pedestrian 
Committee.   

The success of these initiatives culminated in 
1995 when the former City of Toronto was 
named “the Number 1 Cycling City in North 
America” by Bicycling Magazine.  The 
magazine attributed Toronto’s success to an 
“impressive blend of programs, ridership and 
natural amenities”. 

Since 1995, the City has changed dramatically.  
On January 1, 1998, the Ontario government 
amalgamated Metropolitan Toronto and the six 
local municipalities.  The new City of Toronto 
now has a population of approximately 2.3 
million people and covers 240 square 

kilometres.  Figure 2.1 illustrates the existing 
bike facilities for the City of Toronto. 

With the new city come new challenges.  These 
include the need to rationalize and improve the 
delivery of bicycle programs, integrate existing 
on and off-road bikeway facilities, and plan for 
the future, all for a much larger City. 

Toronto still has a very impressive blend of 
cycling programs to build on.  The City has 
taken important steps to remain pro-active in 
encouraging and supporting cycling.  The 
cycling committees have been merged into a 
single body with the Toronto Cycling 
Committee now representing the amalgamated 
City.  The City’s Transportation Services 
Division has created a new Pedestrian and 
Cycling Infrastructure Unit to plan and 
implement new cycling facilities. 

The Toronto Bike Plan is intended to build upon 
these past initiatives and guide the City as it 
continues the movement towards a more 
“bicycle friendly city”.  The Plan sets out a 
program and comprehensive strategy for re-
establishing Toronto’s position as the best 
cycling city in North America. 

Beyond Toronto’s borders, the Municipalities of 
Mississauga, Markham, Richmond Hill 
Vaughan, Brampton and Pickering are all at 
various points in developing their own bikeway 
systems.  It will be important for the City of 
Toronto to work with these adjacent 
municipalities to ensure that appropriate links 
are made to each other’s networks.  

2.2 The 1999 Toronto Cycling Survey 

As part of the Toronto Bike Plan Study, the City 
and consultant team retained Decima Research 
in the Fall of 1999 to conduct a public attitude 
survey.  The overall survey objective was to 
measure the prevalence of cycling in Toronto 
with a focus on utilitarian trips.  The 
comprehensive telephone survey of over 1,000 
residents, aged 15 years or older, established a 

Toronto was named “the Number 
1 Cycling City in North America” 
by Bicycling Magazine.  The 
magazine attributed Toronto’s 
success to an “impressive blend of 
programs, ridership and natural 
amenities” 

 
Ride for Heart 
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profile of cyclists, and identified which 
measures are most likely to increase the levels of 
cycling in the City.  

Similar studies were conducted in 1986 and 
1991 to address the state of cycling in the City 
of Toronto.  While these previous studies 
compared results between the former City of 
Toronto and the rest of Metro Toronto, the 1999 
version of the study measured a sample of 
residents that reflects the entire new 
amalgamated City. 

The results of the 1999 Cycling Survey provide 
a benchmark for cycling behaviour and attitudes 
in the new City.  A summary of the key findings 
from this survey is outlined herein. 

Ø Cycling is an Important Mode of 
Transportation in Toronto 

Cycling is a critical mode of transportation and 
form of recreation for City of Toronto residents.  
Approximately 48 percent or 939,000 residents 
over age 15 are cyclists, and approximately 60 
percent of households own a bicycle (see Figure 
2.2). 

During the peak summer months, cyclists in 
Toronto made more than three million trips per 
week, including over 1.6 million recreation trips.  
Approximately 20 percent of the population 
(388,000) are utilitarian cyclists, riding to work 
and school, going shopping, running errands or 
going visiting.  These utilitarian trips can be 
broken down as follows: 

• Work – 8% or 159,000 cyclists making 
1,146,000 trips, with the average ride taking 
24 minutes;  

• School – 3% or 63,000 cyclists making 
368,000 two-way trips, with the average ride 
taking 19 minutes (Note: this does not 
include school children under 15); and 

• Shopping, Errands and Visiting – 17% or 
341,000 cyclists making 1,634,000 such 
trips per week. 

Types of Cyclists 

Utilitarian – they cycle for transportation 
purposes such as travelling to work or 
school, running errands, going shopping 
or visiting friends.  They may also cycle 
for recreation. 

Recreational – they cycle solely for 
fitness and leisure, and do not use their 
bike for transportation. 

Figure 2.2 
Households with Bicycles 

Question:  Do you or does anyone in 
your household own a bicycle? 

 
St. George Street – University of Toronto 
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The survey found that 862,000 cyclists ride for 
leisure or fitness.  This includes 314,000 
utilitarian cyclists, who also use their bikes for 
leisure, and 548,000 cyclists who ride solely for 
recreation.  

Ø Cyclists are “Everybody” 

A profile of cyclists emerged from the survey, 
which clearly indicates that anyone can be a 
cyclist.  The survey found that 60 percent of 
males are cyclists, compared to 40 percent of 
females.  As illustrated in Figure 2.3, cyclists 
can fit a wide range of age, gender and purpose 
profiles.   

When comparing current results to past surveys, 
the proportion of utilitarian and recreational 
cyclists in the City of Toronto has continued to 
rise regardless of age.  The data also reveals that, 
when compared to previous years, the proportion 
of Torontonians who continue to be active 
cyclists as they grow older is increasing.  Thus 
in the context of an ageing population, cycling 
facilities will need to meet this growing demand. 

Toronto cyclists come from a broad spectrum of 
educational and income levels.  However, 
cyclists are more likely to be university 
graduates (49%) than non-cyclists (43%).  
Cyclists are also more likely to belong to a 
household with total annual income greater than 
$80,000 (22%) than non-cyclists (9%). 

Only 9 percent of cyclists never have access to a 
car, while 63 percent always have access.  This 
level of accessibility is consistent with non-
cyclists.  Recreational cyclists tend to have more 
access to a car than utilitarian cyclists do. 

Those who are younger are more likely to be 
utilitarian cyclists.  As household income rises, 
so does the probability that one is a utilitarian 
cyclist.  25 percent of men and 15 percent of 
women are utilitarian cyclists. 

Ø Bike Use Varies by Season and Area of 
the City 

Most cyclists ride their bikes during the Spring, 
Summer and Fall (Figure 2.4).  As expected, 
utilitarian cyclists are more active than 
recreational cyclists during the winter, spring 
and fall seasons. 

Figure 2.3 

Age Profile
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Commuting by Bicycle in Toronto 

“The results of the 1999 Cycling 
Survey provide a benchmark for 
cycling behaviour and attitudes in 
the new City of Toronto.” 
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Ø Bike Use Varies by area of the City 

Bicycle ownership levels are consistent 
throughout Toronto (2.2 to 2.3 bikes per 
household), but bicycle use varies greatly.  
Residents of Central Toronto (comprising of 
York, East York and the former City of Toronto) 
take far more utilitarian cycling trips per week 
than residents of the former municipalities of 
Etobicoke, North York and Scarborough 
(Figure 2.5).  Recreational trips per capita are 
less variable by area of the City. 

Ø Comfort Levels Vary by Type of Cyclist 

Cyclists are most comfortable riding on bike 
paths, and least comfortable on major roads 
without bike lanes (Figure 2.6).  In general, 
utilitarian cyclists are more comfortable than 
recreational cyclists on all facility types. 

 

 

                                                  
2 Central Toronto includes the former City of York 

and the former Borough of East York. 

Figure 2.5 
Weekly Cycling Trips Per Capita2 

Figure 2.4 
Seasonal Cycling Incidence 
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Question:  In what months of the year do you cycle?  Would you say… 
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Ø Concerns about Toronto Cycling 

The biggest concern about cyclists or cycling in 
Toronto is “careless cyclists”, followed by 
“careless drivers” (Figure 2.7).  Utilitarian 
cyclists are much more concerned about careless 
drivers, poor road conditions and car doors 
opening, in comparison to both non-cyclists and 
recreational cyclists.  

There is a perception of a decline in the general 
respect that motorists and cyclists have for each 
other.  Almost half (49%) of respondents feel 
motorists' respect for other road users has 
decreased in the past five years.  A lesser 
proportion (33%) feel cyclists’ respect for other 
road users has decreased.   

When asked, “what ONE thing could be done to 
improve cycling in Toronto”, both cyclists and 
non-cyclists identified bike lanes, bike paths and 
more cyclist education as the top three 
improvements (Figure 2.8).  

“Distance” is the most frequently cited reason 
(50%) why recreational cyclists don’t use their 
bikes for utilitarian trips (Figure 2.9).   

One way of addressing lengthy trips is 
combining cycling and public transit.  The 
survey revealed that 17 percent of cyclists have 
tried this transportation alternative.  It’s much 
more popular with utilitarian cyclists (30%) than 
recreational cyclists (8%).  

Issues associated with combining cycling and 
public transit include the provision of secure 
bike parking facilities and bike racks attached to 
buses.  The survey found that a majority of 
cyclists would be more likely to try combining 
with public transit if these conveniences were 
provided.  Linking cycling with transit is 
discussed in further detail in Chapter 8. 

The survey also found that poor air quality is an 
obstacle to encouraging more cycling.  A total of 
68 percent of respondents believe smog is a 
major problem in Toronto.  During ‘smog alert’ 
days, when air pollution reaches unhealthy 
levels, many cyclists change their travel 
patterns.  Over 42 percent of utilitarian cyclists 
and 58 percent of recreational cyclists choose 
not to ride on ‘smog alert’ days. 

3

90

83

43

12
26

97

67

92

0 20 40 60 80 100

Nowhere

Bike Trails or Paths

Residential Streets

Major Roads with Bike
Lanes

Major Roads without Bike
Lanes

% Comfortable

Recreational Utilitarian

 
Question:  Would you say you are comfortable cycling on… 

Figure 2.6 
Cycling Comfort Levels 
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Figure 2.7 
Concerns About Toronto Cycling 

All respondents – cyclists and non-cyclists 
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Question:  What concerns if any do you have about cycling or cyclists in Toronto? 

Figure 2.8 
Changes That Would Improve Toronto Cycling 

 
Total Non Cyclists Recreational Utilitarian 

Suggested Improvements  1 

% % % % 

More bike lanes (on-street) 33 28 35 42 

More bike paths and trails (off-street) 13 12 17 11 

Better education for cyclists 7 10 2 5 

Enforce rules/regulations more 4 5 3 5 

More bicycle parking 3 1 4 5 

Better education for motorists 3 2 4 2 

1 only reasons named 3% or more of the time in total are shown 



 
 

 2-9 

2.
  C

yc
lin

g 
in

 T
or

on
to

 

2.3 Bicycle Ridership and Collision 
Trends 

Ridership Levels 

Cycling in Toronto has come a long way in the 
25 years since Council created the City Cycling 
Committee.  The City’s investment in promoting 
cycling and providing cycling services and 
infrastructure has paid off through increased 
bicycle ridership.  In North American terms, 
Toronto has high levels of bicycle traffic, 
particularly on downtown streets and the major 
paths. 

The common perception is that bicycle traffic is 
increasing every year, however, it is difficult to 
accurately quantify cycling levels across the 
City with the existing data sources.  The City of 
Toronto conducts the central area3 cordon count 
every two years to measure inbound and 
outbound vehicle volumes on a typical weekday 
between the hours of 6:30 a.m. and 11:30 p.m.  
Between 1987 and 1993, bicycle trips across the 
central area boundary increased by 75 percent, 

                                                  
3 The City’s central area is defined as “the area 

bounded by Bathurst Street, the Don River, 
the CPR line, Yonge Street and Rosedale 
Valley Road on the north and Lake 
Ontario.”   

from 16,959 to 29,708. When expressway traffic 
is excluded from the count totals, bicycles 
represent about five percent of all vehicles 
recorded in 1993.  Bicycles account for more 
than 14 percent of all vehicles on Bloor Street 
West and almost 17 percent on Queen Street 
West. 

The cordon count data does not include the large 
number of bike trips that begin and end within 
the central area or take place on weekends. The 
1991 Central Area Residents Survey revealed 
that eight percent of the central area's 140,000 
residents use bicycles as their main means of 
transport to work (a further 12 percent walk and 
53 percent take transit).  The major paths attract 
thousands of weekend cycling trips from spring 
through the fall.  The waterfront Martin 
Goodman Trail regularly records the highest 
bicycle volumes with over 4,000 cyclists during 
the seven hour period from 9:00 am to 4:00 pm 
on a typical summer day. 

Increases of up to 42 percent in bicycle traffic 
have been recorded on streets with bicycle lanes, 
typically measured two years after bike lane 
installation (Figure 2.10).  The average increase 
in bicycle traffic over the two year period 
following implementation on all routes was 23 
percent.  

In order to collect consistent and reliable bicycle 
traffic data for analyzing trends over time, the 
City must develop a bicycle specific data 
collection program.  The existing sources of 
information capture bicycle data as a subset of a 
larger collection exercise, and therefore are not 
designed to measure bicycle use in ideal 
conditions.  For example, the Transportation 
Tomorrow Survey does not measure peak 
bicycle trips because it is conducted over the fall 
and early winter months.  Bicycle traffic levels 
recorded by the City’s cordon count program 
vary considerably from year to year because the 
counts are conducted in all weather conditions.  
Bicycle volumes, unlike motor vehicle traffic, 
are substantially influenced by day-to-day 
weather conditions and by seasons of the year.  

Figure 2.9 
Reasons Why Recreational Cyclists Don’t Cycle 

to Work/School 

Reason % 

Distance 48 
Unsafe traffic conditions 15 
Can’t carry things on bike 9 
Incompatible with work clothes 7 
Need car for work 6 
Inconvenient (general) 6 
Time consuming 5 
Too tiring / I’m lazy 3 
I’m retired 3 
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It is important that data be collected for peak 
cycling conditions and also account for weather 
and seasonal fluctuations. 

Cycling Collisions 

Bicycle/motor vehicle collisions are a serious 
concern in Toronto, resulting in an average of 
three cycling fatalities and over a thousand 
personal injuries per year over the past decade.  
As many as 20 bicycle collisions are reported to 
the Toronto Police Service in a single day in the 
peak summer months.  While the number of 
collisions seems high, cyclists are actually 
involved in just two percent of all reported 
motor vehicle collisions, roughly equal to the 
bicycle’s share of all trips in the City.  
Nevertheless, they account for seven percent of 
injuries and five percent of traffic fatalities.  As 

                                                  
4 MacBeth, Andrew G., Bicycle Lanes in Toronto, 

ITE Journal, April 1999. 

illustrated in Figure 2.11, the number of 
reported bicycle collisions has been relatively 
constant over the decade. 

Figure 2.11 
Cyclist Injuries 1990-1999 

Year Fatalities Injuries 
1990 2 1,175 

1991 1 1,356 

1992 2 1,254 

1993 4 1,247 

1994 4 1,120 

1995 1 1,144 

1996 6 1,144 

1997 4 1,397 

1998 6 1,181 

1999 2 1,029 

 

Figure 2.104 
Before and After Traffic Volumes for Selected Streets with Bicycle Lanes 

Before After % 
Change

Before After % 
Change

Davenport Road May 1995 22,000 22,000 0% 600 850 42%
(North of Dupont Street)

Gerrard Street Aug. 1995 18,000 18,000 0% 800 900 13%
(West of Sherbourne Street)

Sherbourne Street Sept. 1996 16,000 15,000 -6% 550 570 4%
(North of Gerrard Street)

Harbord Street Aug. 1997 15,000 16,000 7% 1,100 1,500 36%
(West of Bathurst Street)

St. George Street Aug. 1993 16,000 16,000 0% 1,500 1,650 10%
(North of College Street)

College Street Oct. 1993 20,000 20,000 0% 1,450 1,900 31%
(West of St. George Street)

Average 17,800 17,800 0% 1,000 1,230 23%

Facility
Bicycle TrafficMotor Vehicle Traffic

 Installation 
Date
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Not surprisingly, bicycle collision patterns 
follow bicycle traffic patterns.  As illustrated in 
Figure 2.12, more bicycle collisions occur in the 
Toronto Community Council District, where the 
highest number of bicycle trips are made.  
Collisions are more frequent on streets with high 
levels of bicycle traffic, such as Bloor, College 
and Queen.  Most collisions occur in dry 
weather conditions (90%) and daylight (85%), 
especially during rush hours (particularly 
between 3 pm and 7 pm). 

During the summer of 1996, two cycling-related 
fatalities within a ten-day period attracted 
considerable public attention.  Both deaths 
involved cyclists being run over by the rear 
wheels of large trucks.  In response to these 
deaths, the Regional Coroner for Toronto, 
working with City planning and transportation 
staff, Police, MTO community groups and 
trucking associations, reviewed cycling fatalities 
over an 11-year period.  The purpose was to 
draw conclusions and make recommendations 
aimed at enhancing the safety for cyclists in the 
City.   

In July 1998, the Regional Coroner released his 
report on cycling fatalities in Toronto.  One of 
the main findings of the Coroner’s review was 
that larger vehicles, including open trucks, 

public transit (TTC), emergency vehicles and 
tractor trailers, account for a disproportionate 
number of cycling fatalities.  Only 8 percent of 
non-fatal collisions involved larger vehicles, but 
they were involved in 37 percent of all collisions 
resulting in cyclist fatalities.  “This difference 
must be attributed to an increased likelihood of a 
cyclist fatality in collisions with large vehicles. 
For example, there was one cyclist fatality for 
every 125 non-fatal collisions involving large 
vehicles (Class A, B, C, D and M) as opposed to 
one cyclist fatality for every 488 non-fatal 
collisions involving Class G motor vehicles. 
Thus, it appears that a collision with a large 
vehicle is approximately four times more likely 
to result in cyclist fatality than a collision with a 
Class G vehicle.”5  

The Coroner made 15 recommendations for 
improving cycling safety in Toronto, several of 
which were aimed at improving the collection 
and analysis of data on cycling collisions and 
injuries.  In response, the City has completed an 
in-depth analysis of 2,500 police-reported 
bicycle collisions for the two-year period 1997-
98, as part of an effort to develop measures for 
reducing cyclist injuries and fatalities. The 
Coroner also recommended an analysis of 
hospital records, since police reports only tell 
part of the story.  Researchers estimate that more 
than 80 percent of bicycle collisions go 
unreported. Half of all collisions that result in a 
cyclist being treated in hospital are not reported 
to the police.6,7 Still, analysis of collision reports 

                                                  
5 W.J. Lucas, Regional Coroner for Toronto, A 

Report on Cycling Fatalities in Toronto: 
1986 – 1996.  July, 1998. 

6 Stutts, J. C., and W. Hunter.  Police Reporting of 
Pedestrians and Cyclists Treated In 
Hospital Emergency Rooms.  Proceeds of 
the Transportation Research Board’s 77th 
Annual Meeting on Pedestrian/Bicycle 
Safety, January 11-15, 1998. 

7 Doherty, Sean T., Lisa Aultman-Hall, and Jill 
Swaynos. Commuter Cyclist Accident 
Patterns in Toronto and Ottawa.  Journal of 
Transportation Engineering.  Jan./Feb. 2000. 

Figure 2.12 
Total Number of Cyclist Collisions by 
Community Council District, 1995-99 
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Central Toronto 12 3,703 751 4,466 

Etobicoke 3 481 86 570 

North York 1 690 138 829 

Scarborough 3 741 124 868 

Total 19 5,615 1,099 6,733 
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provides detailed information about the kind of 
incidents that generally result in the most serious 
injuries.  The 2000 City of Toronto Bicycle 
Collision Analysis confirmed some of the 
widely understood facts about cycling collisions, 
and revealed new information which will 
influence the development of strategies for 
improving the safety of cyclists. 

Consistent with many other collision studies, the 
Toronto study found that most bicycle collisions 
occur at intersections (including driveway and 
lane entrances), the majority involving various 
motor vehicle turning manoeuvres. A significant 
number of incidents involved motorists not 
yielding properly (driving out prematurely, 
stopping past the stop line or failing to stop at 
all) at controlled intersections.  Away from 
intersections, motorists frequently passed too 
closely while overtaking.  In downtown Toronto, 
the most prevalent collision resulted from 
drivers opening their door in the path of cyclists.  

Figure 2.13 lists the number of reported 
collisions of each type, between January 1, 1997 
and December 31, 1998.  

Over 75 percent of the classifiable collisions fell 
into categories defined by the motorist’s actions, 
while less than 20 percent were classified as 
‘cyclist action’ type collisions.  While this may 
appear to place the responsibility for the 
majority of collisions on motorists, analysis of 
other contributing factors involved is 
informative. It is important to stress that most 
collisions involve multiple factors, and 
categorizing a collision does not necessarily 
mean attributing fault.  

The study revealed for the first time the extent to 
which sidewalk cycling is a contributing factor 
in bicycle/motor-vehicle collisions in Toronto.  
Over 30 percent of the cyclists involved in 
reported motor vehicle collisions were cycling 
on the sidewalk immediately prior to their 
collisions.  Young cyclists (age 10 to 20) were 
highly over-represented, although over half the 
sidewalk riders were adults.  Cyclists who 

collided with motorists turning right at red lights 
were most often riding off the sidewalk into the 
crosswalk (86%).  Sidewalk cycling also 
contributed to 81 percent of collisions in which 
the motorist was driving out from a lane or 
driveway, and 51 percent of collisions in which 
the motorist was driving out at a controlled 
intersection. 

The age profile of cyclists involved in reported 
collisions is similar to the age profile of 
Toronto’s utilitarian cyclist population, except 
that cyclists between the ages of 18 and 34 are 
over-represented.  Cyclists under 18 are only 
slightly over-represented (Figure 2.14).  

Figure 2.13 
Collision Frequency by Type, 

1997-1998 

Collision Type Frequency 
 Drive Out At Controlled Intersection 284 
 Motorist Overtaking 277 
 Motorist Opens Vehicle Door 276 
 Motorist Left Turn – Facing Cyclist 248 
 Motorist Right Turn (Not at Red 

Light) 
224 

 Motorist Right Turn At Red Light 179 
 Drive Out From Lane or Driveway 179 
 Ride Out At Controlled Intersection 65 
 Wrong Way Cyclist 59 
 Ride Out From Sidewalk (Mid-

block) 
51 

 Motorist Left Turn – In Front Of 
Cyclist 

48 

 Ride Out From Sidewalk (at 
Intersection) 

44 

 Cyclist Lost Control 44 
 Cyclist Left Turn In Front Of Traffic 41 
 Cyclist Strikes Stopped Vehicle 39 
 Motorist Reversing 37 
 Cyclist Overtaking 31 
 Cyclist Caught in Intersection 30 
 Ride Out From Lane or Driveway 29 
 Drive Into/Out of On-Street Parking 28 
 Cyclist Left Turn – Facing Traffic 11 
 Other (Not classified) 101 
 Total: 2,325 
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Males are more often involved in collisions than 
females, partly because they cycle more, on 
average.  Approximately 60 percent of Toronto’s 
utilitarian cyclists are male, but males accounted 
for 77 percent of the cyclists involved in 
collisions. 

More effective safety measures include 
improved training and education of motorists 
and cyclists; stricter enforcement of traffic 
regulations, particularly those that have a 
demonstrable impact on safety; and 
infrastructure improvements such as bike lanes.  
The findings of the collision study indicate that 
particular age groups are more likely to become 
involved in certain types of collisions. This 
information could be used in the development of 
cycling skills training and public awareness 
campaigns.  Other findings may assist the police, 
by pointing out the type of driving and cycling 
behaviour that appears to contribute most 
significantly to the occurrence of collisions.  
Geographic analysis of the collision data is 
expected to highlight specific locations that 
could benefit from engineering measures. 

Chapter 6 provides further discussion on 
educational measures to reduce the number of 
cycling collisions. 

2.4 Cycling and Other Transportation 
Modes 

The previous section focussed on current levels 
of cycling in Toronto.  Yet cycling is but one of 
several transportation options available to 
Torontonians, including public transit, the 
automobile and walking.  Public policies and 
funding to encourage cycling have a dramatic 
impact on the popularity of cycling for urban 
travel.  Figure 2.15 shows the percent of cycling 
trips in western countries varies from one 
percent to 30 percent. 

The one percent bicycle modal share for Canada 
is consistent with the 1996 Canada “journey-to-
work” census data for Toronto.  However, 
Toronto has a significantly higher proportion of 
public transit trips (22%) than the rest of 
Canada, and a correspondingly lower proportion 
of auto trips (68%). 

Figure 2.14 
Cyclist Age: Collision Victims vs. City Cycling Population 
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Several explanations for the high variability in 
cycling popularity among countries are worth 
reviewing: 

• Weather – Toronto’s winter weather is often 
cited as an insurmountable barrier to making 
cycling a significant transportation option.  
Yet, Sweden and Denmark both have 
similar, if not harsher, winters. 

• Auto Ownership – Does the low level of 
cycling in North America simply mirror the 
high level of auto ownership?  This 
explanation assumes a strong correlation 
between access to a car and low cycling 
activity.  However, auto ownership in 
Western Europe has approached North 
American levels, yet cycling still remains a 
significant travel option. 

                                                  
8 Pucher, J., Bicycling Boom in Germany: A Revival 

Engineered by Public Policy, Transportation 
Quarterly 51(4), 1997, 31-46. 

• Trip Length – North Americans typically 
travel further to work, reflecting the lower 
densities of Canadian and American cities.  
This reason could explain part of the 
discrepancy since urban trips in the U.S.A. 
are some 50 percent longer than in Western 
Europe.9   (This factor is further discussed in 
Chapter 8 – Cycling and Transit.)  Yet, even 
in the United States, 40 percent of all trips 
are three kilometres or less.10  

A recent review of cycling popularity in North 
America summarizes these issues as follows: 

All these [Western] European countries 
have very high standards of living, and 
all have experienced rising incomes, 
growing auto ownership, and rapid 

                                                  
9 Kenworthy, J., F. Laube, P. Newman, & P. Barter, 

Indicators of Transport Efficiency in 37 
Global Cities, (Washington, D.C., The 
World Bank, 1997). 

10 U.S. Department of Transportation, Nationwide 
Personal Transportation Survey, 
(Washington, D.C., 1992). 

Figure 2.15 
Modal Split Distributions for Urban Travel in Europe and North America8 

Percent of Trips by Travel Mode 
(all trip purposes) 

Country 
 
(ranked by bicycle 
use) 

Bicycle Walking Public 
Transport 

Auto Other 

Netherlands 30 18 5 45 2 

Denmark 20 21 14 42 3 

Germany (Western) 12 22 16 49 1 

Switzerland 10 29 20 38 3 

Sweden 10 39 11 36 4 

Austria 9 31 13 39 8 

Germany (Eastern) 8 29 14 48 1 

England and Wales 8 12 14 62 4 

France 5 30 12 47 6 

Italy 5 28 16 42 9 

Canada 1 10 14 74 1 

U.S.A. 1 9 3 84 3 
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suburbanization.  Yet cycling is thriving 
in this environment, primarily due to 
long term commitments to enhance the 
safety, speed and convenience of cycling 
while making driving more difficult and 
expensive.11  

Munich, the third largest city in Germany, 
provides a good example of the importance of 
public policy for increasing cycling as a travel 
mode.12  Its cycling modal share has more than 
doubled from 6 percent in 1976 to 15 percent in 
1992.  Munich achieved this increase partly 
through the doubling of the bikeway network to 
644 kilometres and other bicycle-friendly 
initiatives.  Other cities, such as Muenster with a 
cycling modal share of 32 percent, have installed 
priority signals for bicycles and extensive 
facilities for combined bicycle/transit trips. 

The other key to the high German cycling 
popularity is the extensive use of auto-reduction 
measures, including: 

• traffic calming in most residential 
neighbourhoods; 

• auto-restricted zones in the old town centres 
and major shopping districts; 

• expensive and rare auto parking; and 

• taxation policies which penalize auto use. 

The “carrot and stick” approach used by German 
cities to encourage cycling has yet to be applied 
in North America.  The passage of the 
Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency 
Act (ISTEA) in 1991 initiated a new era of 
spending on bicycle infrastructure in the United 
States.  From 1991 to 1997, $972 million in 
federal funds were spent on cycling facilities, 

                                                  
11 Pucher, J., C. Komanoff, P. Schimek, Bicycling 

Renaissance in North America?  Recent 
Trends and Alternative Policies to Promote 
Bicycling, Transportation Research A 
33(7/8), 1999, 625-654. 

12 Pucher, 1997. 

primarily off-road paths.13   Only $41 million 
had been spent on bicycle and pedestrian 
facilities in the previous 20 years. 

The American “carrot-only” approach has not 
yet resulted in significant gains in cycling as a 
transportation mode.  One explanation for this 
may be the pre-eminent place of the car in 
American urban life, with 84 percent of all trips 
made by auto.  This auto-dependence poses 
three challenges to increases in cycling: 

• No culture of cycling – cycling is simply not 
considered to be a transportation option by 
most Americans.  Utilitarian cyclists are rare 
and, with the increase in off-road paths, 
rarely seen by motorists.     

• Auto-based urban form – city designs that 
serve the motorist, such as expressways and 
strip malls, often create barriers for cyclists.   

• Political reluctance to penalize auto-use – 
when unrestricted auto use is viewed as a 
basic freedom by the electorate, lawmakers 
are hesitant to enact measures to limit this 
freedom. 

With an auto modal share of 68 percent, 
Toronto’s auto-dependence lies halfway 
between European and American cities.  This 
unique position allows Toronto to become a 
North American leader in public policy 
initiatives to improve cycling.  Such initiatives 
can build on European successes, while 
remaining sensitive to Toronto’s different 
culture, urban form and political support.  

 

                                                  
13 Pucher, 1999. 


