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Chapter 7
‘Why should we build cycling lanes? For what?’
Building a socially just bicycle programme in 
an unequal city: The case of Johannesburg 
GAIL JENNINGS

Abstract

On the face of it, the dual agendas of sustainability 
and justice seem to be in balance in the promotion 
of bicycle mobility. Cycling is a low-carbon 
transport mode with limited other environmental 
impacts, and being a low-cost mode, it also has 
the potential to improve access as a pro-poor 
transport option. Yet in documenting this 
case, the utility bicycle programme in the City 
of Johannesburg (CoJ) between 2010 and 2017, 
this chapter surfaces a number of assumptions 
regarding bicycle mobility’s transformative 
social justice and poverty alleviation potential, 
alongside its environmentally sustainable 
framing. This chapter draws on a variety of 
data sources to track the evolution of bicycle 

policy in the CoJ and the political rhetoric that 
surrounded the bicycle programme. This chapter 
reveals how an intervention that might appear 
self-evidently just and sustainable has generated 
highly conflicting narratives, and has led policy-
makers, politicians and implementers to confront 
the dissonance between South Africa’s political 
rhetoric and legacy of distributive injustice, and 
climate and sustainability imperatives that have 
largely been framed within international agendas. 
This case surfaces questions about justice for 
whom and in what form, about environmental 
sustainability at what scale, and has shown that 
achieving just sustainability through cycling is 
neither straightforward nor a given.

How to cite this chapter: Jennings, G. (2021). ‘Why should we build cycling lanes? For what?’ Building a socially just bicycle programme in an unequal 
city: The case of Johannesburg. In C. Culwick Fatti (Ed.), In pursuit of just sustainability (pp. 95–109). GCRO Research Report No. 12. Johannesburg: 
Gauteng City-Region Observatory. https://doi.org/10.36634/CDXW6279

7.1 Introduction

This chapter, which focuses on the transportation 
sector, considers one particular case in the Gauteng 
City-Region (GCR) where, on the face of it, the dual 
agendas of sustainability and justice seem to be in 
balance – the promotion of bicycle mobility (cycling 
as a mode of transport, or everyday utility cycling). 
Cycling is framed as an environmentally sustainable 
mode of transport because it is low carbon. It is also 
argued to further social justice by improving access 
and reducing transport costs, while having a range 

of other social, economic and health benefits. Yet in 
documenting this case, the utility bicycle programme 
in the City of Johannesburg (CoJ) between 2010 and 
2017, this chapter surfaces a number of assumptions 
regarding bicycle mobility’s transformative social 
justice and poverty alleviation potential, alongside its 
environmentally sustainable framing. 

In this case, an intervention that might appear 
a self-evident public good has generated highly 
conflicting narratives, and has led policy-makers, 
politicians and implementers to confront the 
dissonance between South Africa’s political rhetoric 
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and legacy of distributive injustice, and climate 
and sustainability imperatives that have been 
largely framed within international agendas. This 
chapter peers below the discursive surface of the 
utility cycling narrative to reveal how both tacit 
and explicit ideologies around social justice and 
environmental sustainability contribute towards 
conflicting rationalities. The case highlights the 
complexity and nuance of justice and sustainability 
trade-offs, and how different perspectives and scales 
of analysis have influenced decision-making around 
cycling in the CoJ. 

Methods and chapter outline
This chapter draws on a variety of data sources, 
including public policy, personal interviews 
with city officials, speeches, city reports and 
online media.1 

The chapter first presents the theoretical 
framework for just sustainability, introducing how 
this relates to transport and cycling in particular. 
The chapter draws on the recent work of bicycle 
justice scholars (e.g. Golub et al., 2016; Martens 
et al., 2012), laying the groundwork for exploring 
how the environmental sustainability and social 
justice opportunities that utility cycling presents 
have at times been taken on board uncritically by 
advocates and planners. 

The chapter then introduces justice and 
sustainability in South Africa’s transport 
policy frameworks, describing the way in which 
South Africa’s overarching environmental and 
mobility policies place the eradication of inequity 
above climate mitigation. This is followed by a 
presentation of an overview of South Africa’s non-
motorised transport policy environment, which 
explicitly engages an environmental and pro-poor 
narrative of rights, needs, justice and sustainability. 
Cycling was not immediately, post-1994, presented 
in the policy discourse as an environmentally 
sustainable intervention, but by 2018, this  
 

1 Interviews cited in this chapter were conducted during 2017, and the central analyses and policy and literature review were undertaken during 
the course of 2017 and early 2018.

was regarded as its primary potential impact 
(Jennings, 2021).

The case of Johannesburg’s bicycle 
intervention programme, from 2010 until 2017, is 
presented in the following section, which describes 
the motorised and non-motorised transportation 
context of the city. In this congested megacity, 
walking and high-volume public transport as 
well as unscheduled paratransit services are the 
major transport modes. This section notes the long 
distances and journey times that characterise travel 
in Gauteng, and the low cycling mode share. This 
sprawling environment with poor accessibility is 
not one in which utility cycling can easily flourish 
(Jennings et al., 2017). 

Next, the chapter describes the early and 
international influences of the CoJ’s bicycle policy 
renaissance, including its initial pro-poor rather 
than sustainability goals. It goes on to consider the 
incongruent presentation of the impact of bicycle 
travel as a just or sustainable intervention, and 
the use of a coercive or impositional discourse 
that largely fails to change perceptions and 
promote the mode.

The chapter then introduces the rhetoric 
between political parties competing during the 2016 
local government elections, which signalled bicycle 
mobility’s contested framing as an elitist form of 
exercise, or as a transport mode for the poor. This 
rhetoric suggests that bicycle mobility exemplifies 
the complex intersection between a green agenda and 
social justice. 

The chapter concludes that bicycle intervention 
programmes are neither inherently just nor unjust; 
nor do they necessarily advance the sustainability 
agenda. Although bicycle mobility has the potential 
to deliver on both desired outcomes, these outcomes 
do not follow automatically from a vision or stated 
goals, and require rigorous interrogation of the 
possibility of meaningful carbon mitigation and 
transport justice.
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7.2 Theoretical framework for 
just and sustainable cycling

Contextualising just sustainability
Increasing attention has been paid in the literature 
to the concepts of just sustainability and just 
transitions. Just sustainability builds on the 1987 
Brundtland definition of sustainable development by 
placing particular emphasis on ensuring equity and 
justice for the present society as well as for future 
generations (Agyeman, 2008; Agyeman and Evans, 
2004) (for more detail, see Chapter 2 of this volume). 
It merges the agendas of environmental sustainability 
and social justice – where the outcome of low-carbon 
or environmentally sustainable interventions cannot 
inadvertently or thoughtlessly increase or entrench 
disadvantage, or redress inequity only marginally. 
In this case, just and sustainable transport 
provides equitable and sufficient mobility in an 
environmentally sustainable way and in a way that 
has been achieved through just processes.

This chapter engages in particular with issues 
of distributive justice and procedural justice. As 
highlighted in Chapter 2, distributive justice refers to 
the fair distribution of resources, benefits and costs, 
whereas procedural justice encapsulates a decision-
making process that is democratic, inclusive and 
deliberately ensures that the voices of those who are 
affected are taken seriously.

With transport being one of the primary sectors 
that contribute to global carbon emissions, the 
principal focus of environmentally sustainable 
transport relates to reducing emissions through 
alternatives to internal combustion engines, 
renewable fuel energy sources, and supporting high-
volume and low- or no-carbon options (e.g. public 
transport, walking and cycling). In addition to carbon 
emissions, the transport sector also contributes to 
environmental issues such as noise pollution, the 
transformation of land and impacts on ecosystems 
(Banister et al., 2011). This chapter focuses on 
cycling, which is a high-volume, low-carbon mode 

of transport, and which has low impacts on other 
environmental systems. 

Within the burgeoning field of transport 
justice, although there are no universally accepted 
definitions of transport poverty or disadvantage, 
these concepts are closely linked to social justice, and 
refer to circumstances where people or households 
are unable to make the journeys necessary to 
meet their needs (whether for employment or 
income generation, healthcare or other needs, or to 
participate in society). This may be due to financial 
limitations, spatial planning, land use, mobility 
impairment, age or other reasons. A consequence 
is likely to be transport-related social exclusion, 
and a reinforcement of poverty and its associated 
deprivations (Venter et al., 2017). 

Broadly, transport justice requires redressing 
transport disadvantage by reducing (1) inequitable 
benefits from investments in transport, (2) 
inequitable burdens imposed by transport 
infrastructure, such as road safety, noise and air 
quality, and (3) inequitable participation in planning/
determining (Golub, 2016; Martens, 2012; Martens 
et al., 2012). The first two concerns are by and large 
known as distributive justice, where benefits and 
burdens are fairly distributed, and the third as 
process or participatory justice – the ‘democratiz[ed] 
decision-making’ to which the National Department 
of Transport refers (NDoT, 1996, Policy goals and 
objectives). South Africa’s transport policies commit 
to the delivery of both forms of transport justice, and 
imply that increasing and improving bicycle mobility 
is one way in which to do so.

Just sustainability and utility cycling
There is a large body of international literature, the 
most recent being the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change Special report on global warming 
of 1.5 °C (Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018), which sees 
private-car-limiting policies and bicycle mobility 
as key to reducing single-occupancy vehicles and 
reducing the CO2 emissions of road traffic. The role of 

Bicycle intervention programmes are  
neither inherently just nor unjust
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bicycling as a social justice intervention is a relatively 
new framing (see, e.g., Golub et al., 2016), although 
early work by Kane (2001) points to the inequitable 
use of public resources in the ‘new’ South Africa by 
a continued focus on motorised rather than non-
motorised modes, which constitute the majority of 
trips (as either a main or secondary mode), and the 
lack of planning for cycling (Kane, 2001). 

When considering utility cycling, scholars 
caution that many assumptions and underlying 
arguments for bicycles as pro-poor or socially just 

‘have been left unexamined’ (Martens et al., 2016,  
p. 86), and suggest that the degree to which bicycling 
(and bicycling infrastructure) advance social 
justice is unclear. Martens et al. (2016) state that 
where public resources are being used, a just bicycle 
intervention is one that effectively and efficiently 
promotes and enhances accessibility for those with 
sub-standard accessibility levels. Bicycle mobility 
can only effectively do so if those with current sub-
standard levels of accessibility (1) know how to cycle, 
(2) are amenable to cycling rather than other modes 
of travel, and (3) where land-use patterns, topography 
and travel distances enable cycling to meaningful 
or useful destinations. In this line of argument, 
using public funding to provide bicycle lanes as an 
alternative for car owners (relieving congestion 
and reducing CO2 emissions) is environmentally 
sustainable but does not necessarily redress 
inequity – and could thus be considered unjust. On 
an infrastructure note, distributive justice would 
require that in order to build bicycle lanes, road 
space is taken from motorised vehicles, never from 
pedestrians (Martens et al., 2016).

This chapter emphasises that just and 
sustainable transport requires not only distributive 
justice but also procedural justice, where the 
process by which environmentally sustainable 
interventions were planned and introduced must 
be negotiated and legitimate (Newell and Mulvaney, 
2013). Before a bicycle programme can make claims 
of being socially just, it must ensure inclusive 
participation and grassroots advocacy; invest in 
existing communities (rather than as a precursor to 

2 https://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/chapter-2-bill-rights#27 

or effect of gentrification); recognise and plan for the 
diversity of cyclists and cycling travel patterns and 
uses; and integrate cycling into broader community 
development processes (Golub et al., 2016).

This chapter explores how promoting bicycle 
transport for those who have no desire to ride, for 
whom bicycle mobility does not substantially 
improve access, and for those who currently rely on 
low- or zero-carbon modes, is neither necessarily 
environmentally sustainable nor just.

7.3 Justice and sustainability 
in South Africa’s transport 
policy frameworks

South Africa’s apartheid-era cities explicitly 
created transport poverty, disadvantage and 
injustice. Poverty and access to transport options 
are inextricably linked in a dynamic process that 
reinforces poverty: the poor are more likely to live in 
areas that have inadequate transport services, and 
therefore have insufficient access to the advantages 
and opportunities to reduce poverty that these 
services may bring (Jennings, 2016a).

From the outset, South Africa’s post-1994 
transport policy recognised the transformative and 
redistributive possibilities of public transport, with 
the potential to redress spatial injustice and social 
exclusion, and to alleviate poverty. In addition to 
this, South Africa’s Bill of Rights (1996)2 guaranteed 
the right to an environment that was not harmful to 
health or well-being, and implicitly placed access 
and mobility at the centre of the guaranteed rights to 
healthcare, education, food and clean water (Coggin 
and Pieterse, 2015).

At the same time, however, the Bill of Rights 
recognised that these goals might prove to be in 
opposition, and provided that legislative and other 
measures to secure sustainable development were 
to be reasonable, promote justifiable economic and 
social development, and be subject to the state’s 
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capacity for provision (Bill of Rights, 1996). The 
White Paper on National Transport Policy (NDoT, 
1996) entrenched these limitations. Trade-offs were 
foreseen and delimited, while decisions regarding 
the removal of mobility constraints and the provision 
of transport were to be ‘consistent with [national 
interest, such as] meeting basic needs, growing 
the economy, developing human resources, and 
democratising the state and society’ (NDoT, 1996, 
Policy goals and objectives). These goals were to 
be accomplished while being environmentally and 
economically sustainable as well as financially viable. 
The earlier policy framings of necessary compromise 
were updated in South Africa’s Draft Green 
Transport Strategy (NDoT, 2018). This document 
emphasised that economic and social benefits 
should be maximised while minimising associated 
environmental, social and economic  
costs – by including an objective to facilitate the 
sector’s ‘just transition to a climate resilient and low 
carbon economy and society’ (NDoT, 2018, p. viii). 

In its submission for the 2016 Paris 
Agreement,3 the South African government 
reiterated its commitment to just sustainability, 
where people’s needs and climate change 
imperatives are both met. However, the submission 
is unambivalent that when there are trade-offs to be 
made, the overriding priority is to eliminate poverty 
and eradicate inequality. Key actions identified 
to mitigate carbon impacts included increased 
public transport use and shifts to bicycle travel 
(DEAT, 2008, 2005).

South Africa’s cycling frameworks
The role of cycling as both a sustainable and equitable 
mode that can increase urban as well as rural access 
appears in policy and strategic statements in both the 
environmental and transport directorates (National 

3 http://cait.wri.org/indc/#/profile/South%20Africa 

Planning Commission, 2016; GDRT, 2012a, 2012b; 
NDoT, 2007; DEAT, 2004).

In 1999, the NDoT published a guiding document 
entitled Moving South Africa, which made a clear 
connection between low residential densities and 
the resulting barriers to walking, cycling and public 
transport viability. In this document, efficiency and 
mobility rather than the environmental impacts of 
transport were the driving force for change (Kane, 
2001). The document introduced six categories 
of transport user based on their willingness or 
necessity to travel by public transport: stubborn 
(only use a car); selective (can afford a car, willing to 
use public transport); sensitive (captive to the best 
option of public transport); survival (captive to the 
cheapest public transport mode); stranded (cannot 
afford public transport); and strider (prefer to walk) 
(NDoT, 1999). Regarding cycling, for the first two 
categories of user, a shift to bicycle mobility would 
deliver a carbon-mitigating, sustainable impact; 
for the latter four, who already use low-carbon 
modes, a shift to bicycle mobility – given the right 
circumstances and depending on spatial form and 
travel needs – could contribute to poverty reduction 
(Nkurunziza et al., 2012;  
Cox, 2010; Khayesi et al., 2010; Pendakur, 2005; 
Rwebangira, 2001; Howe and Bryceson, 2000). 
Cycling is considered to contribute towards 
alleviating poverty by improving access and reducing 
the cost of transport.

The 2008 Draft National Non-Motorised 
Transport Policy explicitly envisions cycling as an 
energy-conserving, environmentally protecting and 
sustainable mode of transport. Both walking and 
cycling are claimed to reverse inaccessibility and 
inequity, meet the mobility needs and improve the 
quality of life of marginalised peoples, bridge the 
economic and social gaps between first and second 

Poverty and access to transport options  
are linked in a dynamic process  

that reinforces poverty
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economies, and play a role in economic development 
and poverty alleviation (NDoT, 2008). 

South Africa’s Green Transport Strategy, signed 
by Cabinet in October 2018, regards cycling primarily 
as a sustainable, carbon-neutral mode but entirely 
omits poverty reduction and social redress as a 
benefit of cycling (NDoT, 2018).

Utility cycling might at face value seem to 
be a just and sustainable transport option – it 
is both low carbon and low cost – that requires 
no trade-offs between these imperatives. The 
theoretical and policy frameworks presented above 
demonstrate that cycling interventions are not 
clearly conceptualised as either socially just or 
environmentally sustainable; these messages blur, 
and the interventions are prone to miss both targets, 
as this chapter explores.

7.4 The case of cycling 
in Johannesburg

Despite policy shifts over recent decades, 
Johannesburg (and South Africa more generally) 
remains beset by a dichotomous transport 
conundrum: carbon intensive, congested and 
private-car dependency on the one hand; and long 
commutes, poor-quality mobility and transport 
disadvantage on the other.

The CoJ’s (2011a) Growth and Development 
Strategy speaks frankly of the ever-increasing 
complexity of challenges, having to navigate climate 
change, inequality and natural resource scarcity. The 
inequality is exacerbated by spatial disparities, where 
people living in less affluent areas have to travel great 
distances to get to work (CoJ, 2011a). Nevertheless, 
the Growth and Development Strategy engages the 
narratives of social inclusion, social cohesion and 
sustainability in its challenge to overcome the legacy 
of apartheid and make the trade-offs between the 
present costs of transport provision and a future 
green economy. A focus on bicycle mobility could 
contribute to both imperatives.

Johannesburg has two largely separate transport 
systems, reflecting its income disparity and extreme 
inequality. Within the city, two-thirds of households 
do not own a private vehicle and use minibus taxis 

or public transport. For these commuters, travel 
times are long and the cost of public transport is 
rising – this in the context of more than a third of 
people in South Africa having to choose between food 
and transport (Nicolson, 2015; GDRT, 2014). In 2014, 
the average travel time in Gauteng was 46 minutes 
per day (GDRT, 2014). 

Utility cycling, while once relatively common 
in Johannesburg (Morgan, 2018), although never as 
popular as in other African cities (Vanderschuren 
and Jennings, 2017), now barely registers in 
household travel surveys and traffic counts. In 
2003, five years before the CoJ began contemplating 
bicycle transport in earnest, cycle trips represented 
less than 1% of the morning peak trips in Gauteng 
(GDRT, 2003). Gauteng’s 2013 Household Travel 
Survey (GDRT, 2014) reflected 0.8% of commuters 
cycling to work in the province. The survey revealed 
cycling to be the main mode for 1% of the north-
western region of Johannesburg, and 0% elsewhere 
in the city. Overall, bicycle planning is hampered by a 
lack of detailed data on cycling behaviour and trends 

– the literature reveals ‘little or no comprehensive 
dataset’ that describes cycling patterns in 
Johannesburg (Musakwa and Selala, 2016, p. 898).

Building foundations for utility cycling: 
Early influences 
South Africa’s first bicycle programme, Afribike, was 
founded in 1998 as a non-governmental organisation 
funded by the Danish Development Agency and 
the United Nations Development Programme, and 
managed by the then United States-based Institute 
for Transportation and Development Policy in its 
Gauteng office (Cox, 2010). Afribike relied on donor 
bicycles largely from the United Kingdom. The 
NDoT's own bicycle project, Shova Kalula, was 
founded in 2001, ahead of the Johannesburg-hosted 
World Summit for Sustainable Development in 
2002. Shova Kalula drew on Afribike’s work, with 
partnerships in Europe, the United States and 
Canada (Mahapa, 2003). It hoped to improve 
mobility and access to basic needs as well as social 
and economic opportunities for people, especially in 
rural, remote and poorly resourced areas. Women, 
girls and learners who walked long distances to 
school were the key target groups (NDoT, 2014). 
Although this project sought distributional justice 
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through improving access for the least advantaged, 
the programme was not procedurally just as 
‘stakeholder participation at local level was non-
existent’ (Mahapa, 2003, p. 20).

The CoJ received international support 
from a Dutch-based network, Interface for 
Cycling Expertise, which also formed the Bicycle 
Partnership Programme with Cape Town partners. 
This programme aimed, among other objectives, 
to develop cycling as a non-motorised strategy for 
urban mobility and contribute to the achievement 
of Millennium Development Goals (particularly 
poverty alleviation) (Bicycle Empowerment 
Network, 2010).

Both despite and because of the low cycling 
rates in the city, the CoJ followed national 
government policy direction and took advantage 
of international interest, with local cycling 
advocacy emerging later, spearheaded by the 
Johannesburg Urban Cyclists Association (JUCA) 
in 2012. The CoJ framed cycling ‘as an affordable 
and environmentally sustainable alternative 
mode of transport to the motor vehicle […] and to 
improve access to the city’s opportunities for all 
communities’ (CoJ, 2009, p. 13).

The CoJ published a high-level Framework for 
Non-Motorised Transport (NMT) in 2009, which 
identified bicycle mobility as environmentally 
sustainable and socially just (through poverty 

alleviation), naming potential utility cyclists 
as both car owners (‘choice users’) and people 
unable to afford public transport (‘captive users’), 
categories first introduced in earlier national 
documents (NDoT, 1999). Among the Framework’s 
goals were the establishment of a dedicated network 
of high-quality cycling routes and an increase 
in the numbers of cyclists. Benefits were seen 
to be environmental (including helping the CoJ 
meet its climate targets), improved accessibility, 
improved health and quality of life, economic 
development, and increased activity and vibrancy 
in the street environment. The Framework for 
NMT also focused on promoting cycling as a feeder 
mode to public transport to improve access and 
reduce travel time (CoJ, 2009). Cycling would 
permit ‘access to the opportunities in the city 
via basic low-cost mobility and independent 
movement […] benefits which are especially 
relevant to marginalised communities’ (CoJ, 2009, 
p. 4). Congestion reduction and environmental 
management, tourism, health and recreation 
were secondary objectives, after scholar and 
commuting trips.

The Framework, which aimed to build the 
foundation for a comprehensive, city-wide plan for 
guiding NMT implementation, established an NMT 
Forum, including sports organisations/clubs, event 
organisers, urban designers, traffic engineers and 

Photograph by Christina Culwick Fatti
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access experts, and engaged stakeholders such as 
local, provincial and national transport and land-
use directorates. However, largely missing from 
the attendance registers and meeting invitation 
lists were the intended beneficiaries or their 
representatives.

How to ‘make Jo’burgers pedal 
their way to work’
The opportunity to focus on bicycle mobility 
more substantively arrived with South Africa’s 
first global mega-event, the 2010 FIFA World 
Cup. Like many of the host cities in South Africa, 
Johannesburg anticipated that spectators would 
walk or cycle to match venues (DEA, 2009). Thus 
infrastructure development in Johannesburg 
was kick-started by the National Department of 
Environmental Affairs in 2010, in partnership  
with the German Development Bank. This 
partnership launched a National Greening 
Programme throughout South Africa and called  
for suitable proposals for infrastructure  
development.

All we had to do was talk about cycling and 
we’d get the funding. With the soccer World 
Cup – there were opportunities knocking at 
our door. Everyone was giving us money. We 
could not say, don’t give us your money, we 
are still consulting. South Africa was flooded 
with money for infrastructure. (CoJ interview, 
29 November 2017)

The CoJ had successfully proposed a demonstration 
bicycle project in Soweto, from Noordgesig to 
Madlala Street in Orlando West. The project goal 
was framed as both just and sustainable: to facilitate 
‘equitable access for the marginalised sectors of our 
society’ and to serve as ‘a proof of concept to extend 
similar facilities across the city’ (CoJ, 2011b, p. 1). 
The Orlando project, which was launched in 2014, 

entailed a 5.5 km route of segregated bicycle lanes 
and focused on integrating public transport, routes 
to schools and tourism. The project team took a 
top-down approach, noting that ‘there is currently 
a very low percentage of cyclists in the area. As 
such the project would introduce cycling as an 
alternative mode of transport in Soweto and begin 
to build a cycling culture in the area’ (CoJ, 2011b, 
p. 1, emphasis added). It was anticipated that the 
modes of transport that cycling would likely replace 
in Soweto would include walking and minibus 
taxis (the high-volume, relatively low-carbon 
paratransit mode).

Despite being identified as a means of 
achieving multiple social, mobility and poverty 
alleviation gains, bicycle transport is not popular 
in the city. ‘The advantages are obvious: not 
everyone can afford a vehicle and there’s the fitness 
element, but many people are reluctant because 
they are terrified […] The problem is you’re likely 
to get killed, and that’s a huge deterrent’ (Stones, 
2013). The Orlando West Project Management 
Unit conceded that very few people in the city 
actually cycle, and that key challenges with the 
programme included insufficient engagement with 
cycling stakeholders and the ‘piecemeal’ nature 
of implementation rather than the systematic 
development of a network or a master-planning 
approach (SMEC-SA, 2014).

Nevertheless, CoJ officials have been 
determined to increase the numbers of utility cyclists 
and promote the mode. In 2013, transportation 
experts from COWI (a Danish consultancy) were 
given the task to ‘come up with recommendations 
on how to make Joburgers pedal their way to work’ 
(State of Green, 2013, emphasis added). 

In 2012, the CoJ published terms of reference 
for a bicycle route between the universities 
of Johannesburg (UJ) and the Witwatersrand 
(Wits) (CoJ, 2012). Stakeholder engagement with 
university facilities’ management, protection 

Despite potentially achieving multiple social,  
mobility and poverty alleviation gains, bicycle 
transport is not popular in the city
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services, transport providers and advocacy groups 
revealed that cycling was a marginal mode. At the 
UJ Kingsway campus, stakeholders reported that 
only two students cycled to the venue. The impetus 
for the university bicycle route project seemed to 
be motivated not by a broad-based student demand 
but rather for administrative financial and safety 
reasons; the universities wished to reduce the 
cost of providing bus-based student transport 
between campuses, and to limit security risk to 
students using relatively isolated public parks as 
short-cuts to campus.

The infrastructure and route drew ridicule 
from the media and curiosity from the research 
community. In one example, a journalist proposed 
that ‘people on bicycles in the city itself are as  
rare as men in 12-inch heels’ (Smith, 2015).  
A 2017 study by UJ researchers was ‘driven by 
the empty cycling lanes that have been around 
for almost two years since their completion and 
have mostly been under-utilised’ (Thaba and 
Jacobs, 2017, p. 2) – the researchers also wished to 
investigate why there had been ‘less than expected’ 
participation by the public.

Since 2014, additional walking and cycling 
facilities have been built across the city, for 
example linking passengers to Bus Rapid Transit 
stations in lower-income areas (Enoch, 2018), 
while more cycling facilities were planned. 
Designs were prepared for a cycling lane from 
the low-income suburb of Alexandra to the 
high-income, high-status suburbs around Sandton. 
Sandton was the hub of the 2015 EcoMobility 
World Festival, during which personal vehicle 
access to Sandton’s central business district 
was restricted. Johannesburg’s car users were 
encouraged to try alternative transport, where 

‘[w]orkers, residents and visitors to Sandton will 
leave their private cars at home and make use of a 
wide range of alternative transport options to gain 
access to the precinct’ (Brophy, 2015, emphasis 
added). Although attaining global media coverage, 
the Festival’s attempt to ‘change perceptions 
that walking was only for the poor’ (Dixon, 2015) 

4 Which include the ANC in response to DA-led bicycle lane development in Cape Town (see Jennings, 2016b).

was not unanimously lauded as successful – ‘The 
festival [was] supposed to encourage people to 
cycle or walk, despite the heat, but the lanes 
dedicated for cyclists and pedestrians for the most 
part are empty’ (Dixon, 2015).

To improve access to bicycles, the CoJ 
distributes bicycles to disadvantaged school 
learners every year through the non-governmental 
organisation Qhubeka. In 2016/17, in partnership 
with UJ, 274 bikes were distributed in low-income 
areas, such as Orlando, Alexandra and  
Noordgesig. Substantial numbers of bicycles  
were distributed in 2018.

7.5 Justifying a bicycle 
programme in an unequal city

When every road in Johannesburg is tarred, 
maybe then we will look at bicycle lanes again. 
(CoJ Executive Mayor Herman Mashaba, quoted 
in Tandwa, 2016)

Inserted into this highly motorised environment, 
with little commuter support for bicycle travel, 
bicycle mobility became a visible issue in South 
Africa’s 2016 local government election. 

The CoJ’s then opposition party, the Democratic 
Alliance (DA), and its coalition partner the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF), told voters that a vote for 
them would ensure the end of the bicycle programmes 
(discussed above) which had been introduced 
by incumbent African National Congress (ANC) 
executive mayor of the CoJ, Parks Tau. The DA/
EFF coalition framed cycling as an elitist activity, 
and committed to directing funds earmarked for 
bicycle lanes to the needs of the city’s marginalised 
groups instead. 

For its detractors,4 bicycle mobility is yet 
another choice for the wealthy, delivered at the 
expense of the more pressing needs of the majority. 
Tarred roads, piped water, flushing toilets, electricity 
and housing – for the poor – were said to have 

http://www.ecomobilityfestival.org/
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been sacrificed for bike lane budgets. In reaction, 
the EFF announced:

We are taking the bicycle lanes; we are going to 
give the people of Alexandra water‚ the money 
is there […] I want the white people of Sandton 
to fight and say ‘this government is taking 
away from us’ […] Why [in fact,] should we 
build cycling lanes? For what? (Julius Malema, 
quoted in Isa, 2016)

The cycling advocacy response – that ‘the vast 
majority of Joburg bike riders are poor’ (du Preez  
et al., 2016) and that ‘black people need cycle lanes 
too’ (Mathekga, 2016) – was swift, but warrants  
interrogation. Social justice is about more than 
poverty alleviation. For activists, the benefits of 
bicycle mobility are self-evident and, within its 
pro-poor framing, a bicycle is surely an obvious 
solution for those who cannot afford public or private 
transport: ‘Most of the time I cycle to work in the 
morning, the majority of fellow cyclists I come across 
are black folks trying to get to work […] they cycle to 
work as a way to save money that would otherwise be 
spent on transport’ (Mathekga, 2016).

Succeeding in his election bid, the new executive 
mayor, DA-backed Herman Mashaba, cancelled the 
infrastructure build programme in his victorious 
inaugural speech. Defending his actions as pro-
poor, Mashaba ‘was concerned to note that R70m 
has been set aside over the next three years for the 
development of bicycle lanes around our city. I intend 
putting a halt to this project’ (quoted in Tandwa, 
2016), preferring to direct resources to the immediate 
needs of road maintenance and road sealing. The 
DA/EFF coalition noted that even if some utility 
cyclists were indeed poor, the infrastructure only 
benefited a few individuals, and had to be cancelled 
to implement projects to benefit many more people 
instead (Mqadi, 2016).

Julius Malema (EFF leader) had earlier argued 
that bicycle lanes were a symbol of privilege, being 
rolled out at the expense of other basic needs, and 
infringing on primary rights. When launching his 
party’s election manifesto in April 2016 in Gauteng, 
he had promised that, should his party (or coalition) 
win, ‘We won’t build bicycle lanes when people live in 
shacks’ (quoted in TMG Digital, 2016). 

The party-political rhetoric encapsulates a 
number of justice debates, and it is easy to see the 
many sides of the story. But the opportunity for 
polarising rhetoric was enabled by ad hoc decision-
making, confounding and generic messaging, and a 
bicycle programme that, as it stands, substantively 
advances neither sustainability nor social justice. 

7.6 Interrogating justice and 
sustainability in Johannesburg’s 
bicycle programme

South Africa’s NMT policy looks beyond cost, seeing 
cycling as able to reduce inaccessibility and inequity, 
and meet the mobility needs and improve the quality 
of life of marginalised peoples (NDoT, 2008). Both 
transport and social justice facilitate social cohesion, 
involve public engagement, and produce a fair 
distribution of burdens and benefits (Golub et al., 
2016; Martens et al., 2016; Chipkin and Meny-Gibert, 
2013). If we are to defend bicycle infrastructure 
and programmatic spending in an environment of 
multiple deprivation and need, it makes sense to 
consider more critically whether bicycle mobility is 
both sustainable and just, and how to ensure both 
legitimate and desirable outcomes.

This section asks who the intended beneficiaries 
of Johannesburg’s bicycle programme were, how 
bicycle planners envision justice or rights, and for 
what specific transport disadvantage bicycle mobility 
was deemed an appropriate intervention. This section 
problematises the simplistic low-carbon, low-cost 
framing of bicycle mobility in Johannesburg and 
suggests that such framing contributed to the failure 
of the programme in furthering just sustainability. 

Cycling as just and sustainable 
in Johannesburg
In developing bicycle programmes, CoJ officials 
took advantage of international interest and 
funding support, as well as the mayor at the time’s 
interest in cycling: ‘as officials on the ground, we do 
whatever we want to do to make [today’s priorities] 
happen [...] When you are a practitioner in a political 
environment, you must strike while the iron is hot. 
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If there is support, you must do it, as politics change’ 
(CoJ interview, 29 November 2017). 

In the view of a CoJ planner, cycling is a 
basic right and without question environmentally 
sustainable: ‘It is a right that we need a sustainable 
transport system. It is a must that our government 
give us a sustainable transport system’ (CoJ 
interview, 29 November 2017).

Yet, while it is not impossible to argue that 
utility cycling constitutes the ‘passenger transport’ 
to which we have a right, with its low mode shares, 
gender barriers (CoJ, 2009; Mahapa, 2003) and a 
widespread desire for improved public transport, 
this argument may fall foul of the utilitarian framing 
which detractors invoke: that only a few people 
choose, or wish, to cycle. Cycling itself is not a 
stated right, although it may offer an opportunity to 
better exercise ‘freedom of movement’. High-quality 
segregated bicycle lanes could be argued to improve 
users’ ‘right to life’; and cycling’s promotion may be 
an example of distributive justice (as a reallocation 
of road space) and a way in which to deliver on South 
Africa’s environmental rights, should a substantial 
shift from high-carbon to bicycle mobility take place.

However, while the bicycle programme began 
with a sound policy direction, achieving social justice 
also requires a clear understanding of the ‘goods’ that 
will accrue to beneficiaries. In a bid to promote cycling 
in lower-income areas by weakening its often-cited 
association with poverty, cycling has been framed as 
environmentally sustainable. In the example of the 
Orlando West bicycle route, the primary modes of 
transport in Soweto are walking and minibus taxis, 
and the few who do cycle report public transport 
savings as their reason for cycling. The Orlando 
bicycle lanes were developed as a poverty-alleviation 
strategy and school learner programme to improve 
school attendance. Yet in launching the bicycle 
facility in 2014, Mayor Parks Tau was photographed 
on an electric bicycle, beyond the budget of the 
majority, ‘endorsing eco-mobility’. He spoke of making 
Johannesburg cycle-friendly, giving residents an 
alternative to private cars, reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, promoting renewable energy sources 
and facilitating broad climate change awareness 
(Magangane, 2014). 

Of the same infrastructure, then Gauteng 
Member of the Executive Council for Roads and 

Photograph by Rich T Photo/Shutterstock.com
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Transport Ismail Vadi spoke of the wellness benefits 
of cycling. The programme was reported as one 
to reduce traffic congestion and fuel costs, and to 
promote a healthy lifestyle. The press covered these 
bicycle lanes as meaning ‘residents of Soweto [will] 
find it easier to leave their cars at home’ (Graaff, 2014, 
emphasis added).

There are a number of challenges with this 
approach to ‘destigmatising’ bicycle mobility. 
Attempts to signify bicycle mobility as aspirational 
(JDA, 2015) can muddy the waters, where narratives 
of congestion reduction, health, fitness, eco-mobility 
and climate consciousness identify it as priority for 
the privileged (Aldred, 2013). For a publicly funded 
programme to be socially just, to meet the conditions 
for distributive justice (the equitable allocation of 
public financing and other resources) (Martens et 
al., 2016), it must provide primarily for the ‘captive’, 

‘survival’ or ‘stranded’ user (NDoT, 1999). Yet this 
category of transport users already travels relatively 
sustainably, through walking or using public 
transport. For them, while the cost of public transport 
is onerous, their emissions impact is limited, and their 
accessibility needs are great.

While the activist narrative employs the 
bicycle as a metaphor for freedom (Jennings, 2016b), 
the transport ministry instead frames ‘having a car 
[as] freedom’ (Ndebele, 2009). Cycling is something 
users do only when unable to afford anything 
else (NDoT, 2008); ‘confined’ to a bicycle when 
they would rather ‘enjoy a car’ (CoJ interview, 29 
November 2017). City planning officials capture the 
conf licting discourse thus: 

The issue of bicycles is a class issue. I 
understand what people are saying. We grew 
up in poverty, and now suddenly we have jobs, 
and if I have to buy a car you say I must ride 
a bicycle. Why must I ride, when I’ve been 
sweating at university to live better … [For 
years] I’ve been seeing white people driving big 
cars – now when I’m at the door of getting that, 
you’re taking me back to poverty. (CoJ interview, 
29 November 2017) 

Bicycles can, and do, alleviate individual poverty, and 
are embraced by those who choose to use them for 

this purpose. But social justice is about more than 
poverty alleviation; it is also about participating in 
deciding what best meets your needs.

The demand for cycling lanes in Johannesburg 
has not been clamorous. Cycling has historically 
not been part of the transportation rights or justice 
movement because ‘equal access to first-class 
mobility [not second-class cycling] has always been 
the primary goal of transportation justice advocates’ 
(Golub, 2016, p. 20). In Cape Town, low-income 
communities have historically demanded the 
provision of better-quality, safer and more affordable 
public transport services (the core of South Africa’s 
transport transformation programme), and have 
viewed the provision of bicycle facilities as primarily 
elitist rather than pro-poor (Jennings, 2016b).

Although reluctant, there is acknowledgement 
among activists and researchers that Johannesburg 
does not have the ‘cycling culture’ (Morgan, 2017) to 
which Malema refers (see above). For such a culture 
to exist, it ‘needs’ to be promoted (JDA, 2015). The 
development of a bicycle culture requires – more 
than bicycle lanes – the development of positive 
symbolic meanings (including that of poverty 
alleviation), higher levels of bicycle ownership, and 
robust, legitimate actor networks and stakeholder 
support (Morgan, 2017). Even where cycle lanes 
have been built in Gauteng, less than half (46%) 
of respondents in the Gauteng City-Region 
Observatory’s Quality of Life IV (2015/16) Survey 
expressed interest, within the catchment, in using 
them (GCRO, 2016).

Here, this chapter again draws from Martens 
et al.’s (2016) argument that bicycle mobility 
can only meet justice claims if the intended 
beneficiaries are, firstly, able to and wish to 
cycle, and secondly, if decisions regarding bicycle 
interventions involve inclusive participation 
and engagement. The CoJ itself, along with 
implementing agencies, has conceded that public 
engagement was insufficient:

Somewhere in-between private cars and public 
transport lies bicycle mobility, this new form 
of transport we [CoJ] were trying to introduce. 
But I don’t think we had enough time to go to 
communities and convince them. We took it 
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for granted that [communities] would accept it. 
(CoJ interview, 29 November 2017) 

Driven by a combination of policy and personal 
conviction, they pressed on with promoting a not-yet-
popular mode of transport. 

We should have gone out to our stakeholders and 
started the debates, the robust discussions, and 
seriously engaged […] Heard the different views 
and the conflict […] Not starting at a rush […] But 
we want cycling as part of the mix. (CoJ interview, 
29 November 2017, emphasis added)

The need to initiate change and shift mindsets is a 
recurring motif within Johannesburg’s policy and 
institutional discourse. Global imperatives and best 
practice – from cities with substantially different 
climate and equity concerns, enabling spatial forms 
and cycling cultures – have been influential in 
fast-tracking cycling onto the policy agenda. The 
numbers and the narrative suggest that, currently in 
Johannesburg, there is only a marginal desire to cycle 
among intended beneficiaries, although this may in 
part be because they are unable to do so. The drive to 
promote bicycle mobility, however well intentioned 
and climate conscious, can then appear coercive 
and prescriptive. 

‘Cycle lanes for what?’ Meaningful  
bicycle-related accessibility 
In order to redress transport disadvantage and 
inequity, it is access, not necessarily mobility, that 
must be distributed in a fair way. This access 
must be meaningful in enabling people to do 
what they really need to do (Martens et al., 2012). 
Just and sustainable bicycle mobility has to 
consider whether the combination of elements (e.g. 
infrastructure, intended beneficiaries) that comprise 

the intervention deliver both sustainable and 
justice outcomes.

In its NMT Framework, the CoJ identified 
cycling as a potentially ‘meaningful mode of 
transport for workers and learners who live 
between 2.5 and 6 km from their places of work 
or learning, or further if integrated with public 
transport’ (CoJ, 2009, p. 6). However, such 
integration has proven elusive: ‘While more people 
are beginning to commute by bike [...] this is a 
sprawling city with hills, nobody is ever going to do 
it by bike unless they can take it on the bus or train’ 
(Stones, 2013).

In high-density or compact multi-modal cities, 
with a good mix of neighbourhood destinations 
and opportunities for local enterprise, and short 
distances between home and work, bicycles are 
faster than walking (or motorised transport 
modes) and offer cheaper access than short public 
transport trips. This is the urban environment 
that has enabled the high rates of people who walk 
and cycle in the exemplar European ‘bicycling 
cities’ such as those in the Netherlands. Yet in 
a presentation at Gauteng’s Cycling Indaba in 
October 2014, officials noted that Johannesburg 
is a ‘very low-density city’ and that ‘most work to 
home trips are longer than can comfortably be 
cycled’. Even children often do not attend school in 
their neighbourhoods, as parents search for better 
schooling for them – thus cycling to school is not a 
usual practice (CoJ, 2014). 

The bicycle infrastructure network as 
built (and planned) in Johannesburg has not had 
sufficient coverage to improve meaningful local or 
neighbourhood access. This shortcoming had been 
identified early on by project consultants, and the 
CoJ determined to use the hiatus in infrastructure 
implementation to prepare a full guideline document 
for project implementation (CoJ interview, 29 
November 2017). Whether bicycle transport can ever 

Johannesburg is a ‘very low-density city’  
and ‘most work to home trips are longer  

than can comfortably be cycled’
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have a substantial impact on mobility in a sprawling 
city is a difficult question to answer. Research that 
moves beyond the potential of cycling to examine the 
actual outcomes of bicycle transport as a low-cost, 
sustainable accessibility intervention is limited, as is 
the literature that quantifies its role in long-distance 
mobility (Jennings, 2016b). The CoJ itself has 
conceded that ‘a modal shift change from private to 
public transport is the only answer for the future city 
of Johannesburg’ (CoJ, 2011a, p. 70).

7.7 Conclusion

The discourse in South Africa around bicycle 
mobility’s potential – low carbon and low cost – has 
fuelled a polarising, confusing narrative, and 
surfaced a highly visible public debate around 
the trade-offs between sustainability and 
transport justice.

Since at least 1996, public passenger transport 
in South Africa has been recognised as a basic 
need – implicitly as much a right as housing and 
water. Globally, the sustainability and justice 
transportation imperative has shifted to include that 
of bicycle mobility, albeit in substantively different 
urban, emissions and equity contexts. Cycling has 
formed a significant part of the developed world’s 
urban, air quality and climate response (Peet et al., 
2016), and South African national and local transport 
and urban policy has largely taken this on board. 

Yet in South Africa, in a bid to mitigate its image 
as a low-cost mode for the poor, utility cycling has 
been positioned as an aspirational mode – a mode 
of transport used in ‘world-class’ cities. Framed 
as extending basic, affordable mobility, increasing 
access, and alleviating poverty and inequity, and 
as being ‘green’, ‘healthy’ and car-competitive, the 
public discourse around cycling’s impact and benefits 
is a conflictual one, and one that conflates discrete 
users. The political landscape in South Africa thus 
wavers between support, ambivalence and overt 
hostility to utility cycling. Even when intended for 
the poor, it has been rejected as a fanciful waste 
of public resources at the expense of other, more 
important services. Among users, however, cycling is 
primarily described as a cost and travel-time saver.

This chapter argues that while bicycles are an 
environmentally sustainable means of travel when 
replacing high-carbon, low-volume modes, bicycle 
programmes that intend to replace walking or public 
transport are less able to make these claims. The 
personal, flexible, low-cost, equitable characteristics 
of bicycle mobility make it a contender when 
considering just and sustainable transport 
interventions, redressing transport disadvantage and 
reducing the harmful burden of high-carbon modes. 
However, the degree to which bicycling can, and 
does, advance such just sustainability is not clear in a 
city with overwhelming public transport challenges, 
an unequal spatial form that results in long travel 
distances, and targeted beneficiaries who are not 
necessarily inclined toward cycling. Meaningful 
accessibility benefits have not been achieved through 
the programme to date. When distances are long, 
and only a minority are likely to ride, arguments 
are better made on reducing the cost of mobility 
than on promoting social inclusion, redressing 
spatial inequity, extending access and promoting 
sustainability. 

The impetus for much cycling advocacy in 
South Africa has primarily come not from intended 
beneficiaries but from international consultancy, 
policy transfer and global ‘best practice’. Stakeholder 
engagement in the Johannesburg bicycle programme 
was not as extensive or inclusive as it could have 
been. Formal forum structures comprised a 
relatively privileged and influential lobby for this 
minority mode, and the built facilities were of 
lower standards than these stakeholders requested 
(Suleman, 2013). As a result, the legitimacy of a just 
transition to bicycle mobility as an environmentally 
sustainable mode of transport has been called 
into question. 

In South Africa’s highly unequal cities, the 
value of bicycle mobility is not broadly shared 
(Martens et al., 2016). Bicycles straddle a peculiar 
position, serving as symbols of both privilege and 
poverty, of freedom and of continued oppression, 
of inequitable resource distribution and 
disenfranchisement (Irlam and Zuidgeest, 2018). 
Strategic bicycle promotion is directed at shifting 
this – ‘changing mindsets’ and developing a bicycle 
culture, attempting to increase the ‘propensity to 
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cycle’. But lifestyle, fitness or well-being narratives 
have marginal resonance when utility cycling is 
an outcome of poverty, a consequence of high fares 
and low wages, a ‘choice’ made over inadequate, 
unaffordable and unreliable public transport. The 
arguments for cycling as an environmentally 
sustainable mode are undermined by the already 
low-carbon modes used by the intended beneficiaries. 
For cycling to enhance environmental sustainability 
in Johannesburg, interventions would need to be 
directed at the wealthy.

This chapter has highlighted that bicycle 
programmes are neither inherently just nor unjust, 
nor do they necessarily advance the sustainability 
agenda. Although bicycle mobility has the 
potential to deliver on both intended outcomes, 
these outcomes do not follow automatically from 
a vision or stated goals – or a passionate belief in 
the benefits of cycling. Despite the theoretical 
alignment between social justice and environmental 
sustainability in bicycle mobility, this case study 
has revealed disjunctions between distributive, 
procedural and spatial justice, and environmental 
sustainability. In addition, this case has surfaced 
questions about justice for whom and in what 
form, and environmental sustainability at 
what scale – and has shown that achieving just 
sustainability through cycling is neither a given nor 
straightforward.

This chapter has opened up the tacit social 
justice and environmental sustainability 
ideologies of bicycle policies to closer scrutiny, 
which might enable planners and politicians to 
better negotiate the multiple justice agendas and 
mobility needs. 
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