A different Assessment of the GHG Emisions linked to Bicycling than in the ECF publication "Cycle More Often 2 Cool Down the Planet"
The ECF publication states that every kilometre travelled on a bicycle emits 21 grams CO2 equivalent of greenhouse gases. Of this, no less than 16 grams are attributed to the production of extra "food fuel" eaten by the cyclist compared to car-drivers, as it is assumed that he will compensate for the full additional energy expenditure. Without it, the bicycle's greenhouse gas emissions would be a mere 5 grams CO2e / km, one fourth of the value used in the publication. 
This paper argues that 16 grams CO2e / km for food fuel is likely to be a worst-case scenario that would not occur in real life. The exact amount should be determined by further experimental research as the current knowledge in this domain is still in its infancy. This paper commends the ECF for the excellent work of estimating the GHG benefits of switching to cycling. However, we consider that research is not yet able to give a sufficiently reliable estimate of energy needs and related GHD emissions for such low impact, moderate exercise as urban cycling to be used in this type of calculations. Therefore the emission level assumed for the bicycle in comparisons with other transport modes should be considerably closer to 5 grams than to 21. 

When estimating the impact of GHG emissions of shifting between modes, the researcher has to decide what factors to consider and which ones to ignore. This is a crucial but delicate task. The ECF paper takes into account diet, but not other potential life style changes which influenced GHG emissions. 

This paper first discusses the issues that the ECF publication takes into account. Second it shows how factors which were not considered in the ECF calculations could change the overall GHG impact.

Does switching from motorized transport to cycling increase food consumption and related GHG emissions?
The research paper underlying the food fuel calculation
 supposes that the food consumption of a cycling population rises in exact proportion to the extra energy expenditure of the cyclists as compared to car drivers. This calculation relies on three assumptions:

1. People only eat what they need
2. All food is transformed into motion 
3. The calorie cost of per km cycled is constant
These assumptions are realistic for a fleet of cars operating on oil-based fuel, but are rather simplistic when applied to human beings and food. 
1. People only eat what they need
In the developed world close to half the adult population is either overweight or obese and this share is increasing. To reach such a high body mass index, people have to consume far more calories than they need. So unfortunately, the assumption that people only consume the calories they need does not apply to at least half the adult population.

Other factors than energy expenditure also influence the amount of food a person eats. These include social setting, psychological and hormonal status. Strenous exercise can make a person hungry, but moderate levels of physical activity (such as urban cycling) can also suppress appetite or counteract the urge to eat more than is necessary.
2. All calories consumed are absorbed and turned into motion
A cyclist and a non-cyclist could be eating the same amount of food, which the former burns as motion energy and builds muscles with it, while the latter stores the surplus as fat or simply absorbs less of the calories in the food. 
The understanding of how our body works is still not sufficiently developed that we can reliably assess how much regular moderate exercise influences the efficiency of our digestive system. However, if regular exercise does increase the efficiency of our digestion, it would mean that less additional calories need to be consumed to power the bicycle. 
3. The calorie cost of per km cycled is constant
When people who are not accustomed to cycling start to cycle, their calorie needs made go up while they learn how to ride and build up the skill and strength. However, once people are used to riding a bicycle this need for extra calories will drop. It is unclear whether the calories need is based on someone who exercises regularly or not.
Cycling, as any other form of motion requires energy, and the source of energy for humans is food. However, the factors listed highlight that this relation is far from straightforward and the impact may be too low to accurately capture. 

Taking a population-wide perspective, which contains a high share of overweight and obese individuals, bicycle commuting may not result in more greenhouse gas emissions from food than other modes of transport. Without these emissions, ordinary bicycles emit a mere 5 grams CO2e / km. This is not 13 times but 54 times lower than passenger cars. 
This also underlines that ordinary bicycles have substantially lower greenhouse gas emissions than electric bicycles, which due to the assumptions underlying the ECF report appear to have the same level of emissions.
Factors not considered in the ECF publication
The ECF report explicitly excluded other changes in life style from their calculations. All estimates have to draw the line somewhere and the more indirect effects are often more difficult to quantify. One plausible indirect effect is the substitution of forms of exercise. Impact on health and life expectancy is another factor that was not included. 

1. Bicycle commuting may replace dedicated regular exercise
In quite a few cases, bicycle commuting at least partially replaces other forms of physical exercise, as it is likely that the cyclist will feel less need for them. In such cases, cycling itself has no or limited impact on the energy expenditure of the individual, correspondingly reducing the possible need for extra food. As a result, the possible need for additional food is only relevant for lean individuals switching from motorised transport to cycling while not reducing other forms of physical activity.
2.  Health and life expectancy improvements have to be considered
While running causes vehicles to deteriorate, humans benefit from regular movement through improved health and longer life expectancy. These improvements would have to be monetised and deduced from the cost of any increased GHG emissions.

Note on existing and future research:

Experimental research underpinning these assumptions is unfortunately scarce. The little research that we know about has not been carried out on larger groups over longer periods, and is therefore of little relevance. We would encourage such research, provided that it does not simply measure the quantity of food ingested by individuals, but the amount of food purchased by the communities to which they belong (including food for immediate consumption in restaurants, canteens, sandwich bars etc). Food that is purchased by consumers has already exercised the bulk of its environmental impact, no matter whether it ends up digested or discarded as waste.

Furthermore, when cycling and non-cycling communities are compared for their food purchases, both communities must be doing the recommended level of daily exercise in other forms than cycling. A control group doing no physical activity would not be acceptable, taking into account basic public health principles. 
Any extrapolation of the results to the societal level in order to assess the average greenhouse gas emissions of cycling as a mode of transport would have to consider the proportion of cyclists whose commuting comes on top of the recommended daily physical activity as compared to those whose commuting constitutes the daily physical activity. No extra food consumption must be attributed to the latter group.
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