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Background

The relationship between traffic and towns has been a key concern of policy makers, professionals and practitioners since the early years of the automobile. Beginning with the first regulations and guidance in the 1920’s and 1930’s, provision for motorized traffic has been based on a series of assumptions about how to combine efficient flow with safety. The British government’s report Traffic in Towns, presented by Colin Buchanan’s committee in 1963, consolidated policy in this area both for the UK and for much of the rest of the developed world. Buchanan confirmed the need for segregation of traffic from other social functions as an overriding necessity. The kerbs, barriers, bollards, overbridges and underpasses, markings, signs and traffic signals common to our streets are all part of this legacy.

Since the late 1960’s, a distinctive philosophy of street design has emerged which challenges the assumptions behind segregation. Recognizing that such separation removes drivers and traffic from the social context of civic life, pioneers such as Joost Vàhl began to experiment with streets that deliberately mixed cars and people, blurring the boundaries between the two, and challenging some of the assumptions underpinning safety, engineering and urban planning. His early work led to the definition of the woonerf, later to be known as the home zone in Britain. Many examples of such streets can be found across mainland Europe, and there are a few in the UK.

More recently this strand of thinking has evolved into a more comprehensive and far-reaching approach to traffic in towns. With an increasing understanding of the complexities of behavioural psychology, engineers and urban designers in many European countries have begun to explore the potential for applying the principles of integration to busy city centres, high streets, market towns, rural villages as well as busy inner-ring roads and complex intersections. Increasingly known as “shared space”, this approach deliberately moves away from the standardisation and consistency of the regulated world of highway design to introduce context, intrigue, distinctiveness and human activity to influence and adapt behaviour. This is underpinned by a fresh understanding of the complex issue of safety, and draws on the recognition of phenomena such as “risk compensation” (see Risk by John Adams, 1995).

Municipalities in the northern part of The Netherlands have taken this concept further than many, largely as a result of the work of the late Hans Monderman. From 1978-2002, Hans was Head of Road Safety for the northern three provinces. As a traffic engineer and accident specialist, he became increasingly convinced that conventional signs, lines, traffic calming and signals were not delivering safe or successful streets and spaces. Over the past 30 years, he and his colleagues implemented well over 100 schemes across towns and villages that overturn conventional highway engineering. The few case studies listed below represent only a very small sample of a huge portfolio of schemes, not only in the Netherlands but also from Austria, Denmark, Germany, Spain, Sweden and the UK. However they illustrate the approach as applied to busier city centres, and are amongst the most interesting and challenging examples.
de Brink, Oosterwolde
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Oosterwolde is a small market town south of Drachten in Southern Friesland. The name De Brink  refers to the historical nature of the slightly raised ground at the centre of a settlement. From here the local peat would be shipped along the canal network to major cities. 

The site consists of a complex five-way intersection close to cafes and local shops. It carries around 5,000 vehicles per day, and is especially busy around school opening and closing. Before 1998, the junction was laid out as a conventional priority junction, with standard kerbs, road markings, turning lanes and stop signs. Little economic activity took place around the intersection.

The current arrangements accords no priority to any form or direction of traffic. A slight rise in the approach roads, and some deliberately squared handrails, gives the space a slightly stage-like feel, reinforced by the raised element within part of the square. Cars, buses, lorries, bicycles, wheelchair-users and pedestrians share the space on equal terms. Negotiation and eye contact, similar to those of any busy pedestrian area such as a departure hall of an airport or train station, are the only basis for movement. There are no formal highway rules, no markings, and no signs.

In its eight years, there have been no serious accidents on the site. Speed of traffic has dropped by just over 40% (1999-2005). Traffic volumes have stayed consistent with regional traffic patterns. Pedestrian traffic and social activity has increased significantly, although there are few “before” figures to formally confirm this. Initial concerns and discomfort amongst local residents appears to have diminished as people have become used to the subtle social rules implicit in the use of the space.

The work was completed in 1999 as part of several major urban design initiatives in Oosterwolde and its surrounding villages (see also Makkinga, Donkerbroek and Haulerwijk), by a team from the Province of Friesland led by Hans Monderman.

Rijksstraatweg, Haren, near Groningen
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Haren is a town of around 25,000 on the southern edge of the City of Groningen. Its High Street, the Rijkstraatweg, runs for about 800 metres through the town centre. The town is by-passed by the nearby motorway, although on occasions heavy congestion causes traffic and freight to divert through along the High Street.

Traffic volumes vary from 8,500 to 12,000 vehicles per day, similar to many UK market towns and High Streets. There is a frequent bus service along the street, and a relatively high proportion of freight traffic.

Until 1999 the street was conventionally configured with a central 7 metre carriageway divided by a central white line. Kerbs separated the carriageway from the bicycle lanes, and the bike lanes from the narrow pavements. Traffic lights controlled three pedestrian crossings. Congestion in the town was particularly poor, and many shops were becoming hard to let.
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Rijksstraatweg - before

The new arrangement provides a simple unmarked asphalt carriageway of six metres. This carriageway breaks off where the street runs through the two principle focal points of the town (outside the church and the main square). Here the simple brick paving is continued between and beyond the shops and surrounding buildings. A simple drainage detail provides some visual and tactile guidance and orientation. Although there are some informal zebra crossings, almost all pedestrian flows merge seamlessly with the traffic flows.

Very extensive work was done, and continues to be carried out, with the local Blind School, to allow visually-impaired pedestrians to re-orientate themselves. Early in the scheme, the regional Bicycle Federation insisted on the inclusion of separate bicycle lanes, but following general consensus after two years, these were removed. Most bicycles now share the carriageway with main traffic, where speeds have dropped to around 25-30 kph. Congestion problems appear to have diminished, with bus companies reporting significantly improved journey reliability through the town.

The design of the new roundabout (which replaced former traffic signals) at the end of the street is of interest. The dimensions are unconventional, and the central island has been configured to deliberately encourage public use. Benches, trees and public art are due to be added when budget allows.

The scheme was implemented by the Municipality of Haren, under the direction of David van der Kellen (d.vanderkellen@haren.nl – 00 31 50 533 9911), with advice from Hans Monderman.

De Kaden, Drachten
De Kaden and Laweiplein are two examples of the many intersections that have been re-designed along shared space principles throughout the town of Drachten.

Drachten is a larger market town south of the Friesland provincial capital of Leeuwarden. It is home to around 60,000, and is the administrative centre for the electronic firm Philips. During the 1970’s, an inner ring road was set out around the town centre, and much of the older fabric was rebuilt at this time.

For some years the municipality (Smallingerland) has been pursuing policies aimed at

· Reducing congestion and traffic delays

· Improving road safety

· Enhancing the social and economic vitality of the outer town

In support of this policy, many traffic signals, signs and conventional highway elements have been removed, particularly at some of the key intersections. The remaining two traffic signals will be removed later this year. A comprehensive review of safety, movement patterns, congestion and economic impacts is underway.

De Kaden is a junction at the intersection with Torenstraat, close to the church and the city centre. Traffic signals have been removed, and there is no formal separation between the shop fronts and cafes, and the traffic. Around 17,000 vehicles pass the intersection each day. In recent weeks, some pedestrian signs have appeared, although no-one in the municipality knows who put them up! Speeds at the intersection have reduced by around 35%, and there has been no significant variation in serious accidents. The popularity of the new arrangement varies: many find the responsibility for negotiation, and the apparent chaos, somewhat daunting. However, most agree that the arrangement works well, and that it has increased the liveliness and vitality of this edge of the town.

Laweiplein, Drachten
The intersection of the ring road close to the town’s theatre (The Lawei) forms part of a major piece of public space. The theatre and a few restaurants are on the outer edge of the ring road, and were suffering from declining trade in the 1990’s. The intersection (Burgemeesterwuyterweg with Gaukeboelenstraat) handles around 22,000 vehicles per day. The regional bus station lies close by, and every regional bus passes through the junction. Formerly, traffic signals and conventional pedestrian crossings were intended to control movement, and the approach roads had bicycle lanes as well as left-hand turning lanes. Transponders gave bus priority on the traffic signals.
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The new arrangements accepts the need for a roundabout, but has attempted to integrate such a highway element as part of the overall design of the civic space. This has been achieved with the help of vertical water fountains, which (when the system is working during summer month) respond in height to traffic volumes. All traffic, including buses, enter the roundabout on narrow six-metre approaches without conventional “flares”, and there are “courtesy crossings” (informal) for bicycles and pedestrians at each entry point to the roundabout.

Laweiplein. Concept plan

The lighting arrangements contrast with the surrounding highways, and the floor lighting emphasizes the whole space, rather than the roundabout itself. The kerb detail is sufficient to retain vehicles on the roundabout, but allows bicycles to cut the corners of the intersection. During busy periods, the fountains attract numbers of children and adults, and the increase in human activity caused speeds to drop. This in turn increases the capacity of the junction, and delays to traffic and to other users have been significantly reduced. The bus company reports a reduction in average bus delay at the junction from 55 seconds to 9 seconds.

It is interesting to note the range of signals and informal protocols that have emerged spontaneously amongst all users since the scheme was introduced. Although formal zebra crossings are provided, these are very rarely used. Hand signals are common amongst bicyclists, unlike elsewhere in The Netherlands.

Laweiplein forms part of a €1 million refurbishment of this part of Drachten, and final measures are still to be completed (including the planting of the central roundbabout). A detailed monitoring study is available. The major change has been the revitalising of the theatre and businesses around the area, the increase in pedestrian and bicycle activity, and the reduction in traffic delays.

Ben Hamilton-Baillie

February 2008
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Laweiplein. Before








