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The European Commission’s 2011 Transport 
White Paper (COM(2011)144 final) is ambitious:

V Halve the use of ‘conventionally-fueled’ cars in urban transport by 2030
V Phase them out in cities by 2050
V  The Union should achieve essentially CO2-free city logistics in major urban centres by 2030 

Rationale and context



Literature overview

- The use of cargo bicycles for urban freight transport was 
researched before in (research and dissemination) projects like 
CycleLogistics (ahead), Pro E-bike and Straightsol; with in general 
positive outcomes.

- Often focused solely on the technicalities of delivering freight by 
bicycle, or on the environmental and social aspects.

- The market, i.e. the demand characteristics of bicycle courier 
delivery services, delivery costs, external effects (costs and benefits 
for society) and market behaviour are overlooked.

- “Research on bicycle transport as a solution for freight transport 
in urban areas can be considered a rather new and under-
developed academic research stream, with pertinent knowledge 
imperfections: (business) economic research gaps exist.”
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Research questions

Central research question

“Can cargo bicycles contribute to an enhanced 
economic/environmental/societal liveability of urban areas, and 

to what extent?”
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Research 
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Methodology

Urban distribution of freight: Cargo bicycles or LCV
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Methodology

- The vehicles are compared

via a spreadsheet model

- Simulation of transport 

costs (CH4) and societal 

impact (CH5) 

- Parameter values are based

on literature and on 

interviews with cargo bike

entrepreneurs
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Business economic analysis 

Main outcomes of the analysis: 

- Bike Average Transport Costs (ATC) are in the majority of the 
range of the simulation elevated. 

- For mature markets as CEP, LCV is less expensive. Routed 
deliveries; MTC bike is above MTC LCV. 

- Only in low-volume markets, niche products as ‘on call’ 
services, bikes are very competitive with LCV transport. 
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Welfare economic analysis 

Not all societal costs are internalized (included in the consumer’s 
price). E.g.

- Congestion
- Emissions
- Accidents
- Noise
- Etc.

What if these external costs would
be included in the prices?
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Welfare economic analysis 
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Outcomes, answers to research questions
1. In which economic constellation and political context do these cargo bicycle 

companies operate? 

 Political constellation is favourable for cargo bicycles. 

 The freight transport by bicycle is unknown to the public, and the market 
is small. More idealists than logistics players. Financial difficulties. 

 The most promising market: close cooperation with the globally organised
logistics sector (Post & CEP). 

 Market with uncertainty on long term viability: gig-economy. 

2. What is the magnitude of their private economic benefits/profits?

 Market analysis of CEP deliveries, difficult to gain large market share. 

 Labour costs are main disadvantage of cargo bikes. 

 LCVs have the advantage of larger volumes per driver per route. 

 Fuel doesn’t kill LCV’s business case. Congestion might do in near future. 

 Policy could steer competitiveness. 
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Outcomes, answers to research questions
3. What is the magnitude of the societal benefit of an increased cargo bicycles use? 

 The freight transport by bicycle is environmentally friendly, contributes less to 
congestion and increases employment for current market demand. 

 Internalisation of external costs could lead to a competitive re-balance. 
 Growth forecasts: PUDs in Flemish urban areas up to 44.53 million in the low-

growth scenario or 50.70 million in the high growth variant. 
 Modal shift after internalisation = net-Consumer Surplus gain for Antwerp and 

Brussels of 372 and 854 million EUR in the low-growth scenario; and 444 and 
1,022 million EUR for the high-growth scenario. 

4. How can policy contribute to the sustainability and liveability of urban areas by 
enabling cargo bicycle use?

 Main factor of competitiveness is labour costs. Though infrastructure policy 
could also favour bicycles to LVCs/cars = density increase, or increase of drops.

 Mobility policies could help the business case. 
 Planning measures (e.g. infrastructure) 
 Regulatory measures (e.g. access restrictions for LCVs)
 Fiscal measures: change the cost basis (e.g. internalisation)
 Stakeholder Engagement and nudging 
 Technical innovations
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