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How Seville supports zero  
emission transport on its streets

T he dramatic transforma-
tion of Seville’s sustain-
able transport network in 
little more than a decade 

has made the city in southern Spain 
a go-to case study for mobility plan-
ners. Cycling is booming and new 
laws have paved the way for elec-
tric scooters and Segways to share 
traffic-free space with pedestrians 
and cyclists.

Meanwhile, new modes of pub-
lic transport have challenged the 
dominance of the car, forming part 
of a mobility eco-system that has cut 
congestion and improved air quality.

Importantly, the steps Seville took 

to revolutionise its transport strategy 
can be replicated in any other city, 
provided there is the political will.

As a prelude to creating a 
Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan, 
earlier this year the city carried out 
47,000 technical surveys in homes, 
main roads and public transport to 
track mobility patterns and the real 
needs of travellers and pedestrians.

The survey monitored the time, 
frequency and type of transport 
used by urban travellers, and found 
that the private car accounted for 
40.5% of journeys, followed by 
pedestrian mobility at 28.5%, pub-
lic transport on 24% and cycling  

and motorcycles on 6.8%. 
“Now we really have objective 

data on how the city moves, where 
travellers come from and where 
they are going, the volume of their 
movements and so on,” says Juan 
Carlos Cabrera, Seville’s councillor 
responsible for security, institutional  
relations, town hall and traffic.

Armed with this data he has 
pledged to create a sustainable 
mobility strategy in which public 
transport (bus, rail, subway, tram), 
walking, cycling and e-mobility 
(scooters, Segways) will prevail at 
the expense of ‘private and polluting’ 
vehicles. 

“The main means of transport is 
still the private vehicle, and reduc-
ing this is a great challenge we 
must face with a firm commitment 
to other mobility alternatives,” says 
Cabrera. “It is a matter of health and 
the future of the city. Traffic repre-
sents the main source of pollutant 
emissions and to achieve a sustain-
able city model we must reduce 
the number of private vehicles and  
support non-polluting vehicles and 
public transport.”

The Sustainable Urban Mobility 
Plan will feed into Seville’s 2030 
Strategic Plan, which pledges pri-
ority to both ‘decarbonised public 

A bold political vision allied to urgent action has transformed travel within a city 
where cycling now prospers alongside scooters and Segways are set to follow

and non-motorised mobility’, build-
ing on the city’s bike lane network, 
and relatively new tramway (2007) 
and underground metro (2009). The 
plan also promises traffic reduction 
measures to curb greenhouse gas 
emissions by 25,000 tonnes per year.

One area where Seville has already 
excelled is in promoting zero emis-
sion transport through the rapid 
development of its cycling network. 

Wind back the clock and it seems 
extraordinary that a flat city with 
a great climate and fewer than 60 
days’ rainfall per year did not see 
more cyclists on its streets. Surveys 
and city hall correspondence indi-
cated that cyclists felt unsafe riding 
in traffic, and an election paved the 
way to a solution.

In 2003 a left-wing coalition formed 
the new local government, with a 
minority party insisting its manifesto 
pledge to improve Seville’s cycling 
infrastructure within four years was 
honoured.

In reality, the timescale was sig-
nificantly shorter – 80km of the new 
network was up and running within 

18 months. This gave precious time 
for cyclists to start using the bike 
lanes well before the results of the 
next election might see a different 
party in power that could undo the 
bike-friendly infrastructure.

“The first lesson we learned was 
that you need to have a network idea 
and you need to build it fast,” said 
Manuel Calvo, senior sustainability 
consultant, EstudioMC in Seville 
and the mastermind behind Seville’s 
much lauded cycle network.

“Speed of construction is crucial. If 
you build 20% of the network in the 
first year you will have lots of people 
complaining about you taking space 
from parking or cars and there will 
be a political conflict. The next year 
you try to build the next 20% and you 
have the same conflict… you are not 
going to get to the fourth year!”

The new bike lanes appropriated 
road space from traffic lanes and 
especially roadside parking – an esti-
mated 5,000 parking spaces were 
lost. It’s initial design, subsequently 
enriched, connected population-
dense areas of the city, such as the 
business districts, hospitals and 
schools, as well as suburban neigh-
bourhoods, with the city centre.

And, as in Kevin Costner’s classic 
film Field of Dreams, “if you build it, 
he will come”. In this case, 70,000 
daily cyclists, from a start point of 
nearly zero.

Starting from scratch also allowed 
Seville to establish a uniform design 
for the bike lanes – two-way, painted 

and protected by barriers from traf-
fic. The bi-directional approach was 
not only cheaper, as it only involved 
construction on one side of a street, 
but also increased the visibility of 
cyclists, thereby enhancing their 
safety through numbers.

And there was another cunning 
design element. The bike lanes were 
built at the same kerb height as 
pavements, which meant they would 
be far more expensive to dismantle if 
a subsequent administration wanted 
to restore the space to motorists.

In reality, however, complaints 
about the loss of road and parking 
swiftly transformed into complaints 
from cyclists either for better main-
tenance of the network or for their 
neighbourhood to be connected to it.

“It was impressive how 
the network changed 
opinion in only two years,” 
said Calvo.

Today, the network 
stretches for 190km and 
the focus is on improv-
ing its quality and capac-
ity, rather than its reach. 
In the same way that 
increases in road capacity 
drive up traffic volumes, 
so the intention is that 
greater bike lane capac-
ity will bring even more 
cyclists onto the streets.

A 10% dip in cyclist 
numbers between 2011 
and 2015 during the local 
government tenure of 
a right-of-centre party 
showed how political will 
and constant investment 
are required to sustain the 
system.

“Right now we are try-
ing to convince the local 
government to set up an 
integrated sustainable 
mobility strategy in the 
city, focused on improving 
cycling and walking and 
non-motorised forms of 
transportation. We’re try-
ing to make these work 
between public transit 
systems, and limit the use 

of cars through a variety of strate-
gies,” said Calvo.

The problem is always that there is 
a big distance between what politi-
cians say and do. 

“There are no technical barriers 
to this, the only barriers are politi-
cal. Our work in other cities dem-
onstrates that the basic philosophy 
in improvements is the same,” adds 
Calvo. 

“The excuses people put on the 
table are the same wherever you go 
– ‘we are different’, ‘we don’t have the 
cycling culture like Amsterdam’, but 
they’re just excuses. I don’t think the 
basic philosophy in cycling improve-
ments would be very different in 
Seville, Rome or London. We know 
what to do.”

All very civil in Seville  
– residents and tourists  
use segways to get  
around the historic,  
but forward-thinking, city

  Now Seville has 70,000 
daily cyclists from a start 
point of close to zero

  How Seville’s cycle 
network has grown 
since 2005


