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 Introduction  

 

At a time when the modal share of private cars was increasing across the developed world, 

Freiburg in southwest Germany has attracted growing interest as a city which successfully 

óbucked the trendô.  After nearly three decades of policies designed to constrain car use, in 

1998 the largest ócarfreeô development in Europe began construction there.  This new district, 

Vauban, was the principal reason for my study visit during the summer of 2006.   

 

I cycled there from the UK, enabling me to compare the experience with cities in France, and 

Basel in Switzerland.  I stayed for two weeks in Vauban, explored the rest of Freiburg and 

surrounding areas by bicycle and tram, interviewed officials from the city council, Forum 

Vauban (residentsô group), the German cycling federation and the citywide car club.  I also 

obtained useful information and impressions from local residents, although I did not attempt 

any survey or formal interviews with them. 

 

Background and History 

 

Several of interviewees referred to a campaign during the 1970s against plans for a nuclear 

power plant as a turning point in Freiburgôs history.  Some remembered it before then as a 

conservative place with a growing traffic problem.  Today it is the only major city with a 

Green mayor; quality of life is a municipal objective.  Several confirmed Scheurerôs (2001) 

description of Freiburg as a destination for ñlifestyle migrationò. It was also described as 

Germanyôs fastest growing city (its 2004 population, 213,000 was 19% higher than 1987).   

 

Freiburgôs historic centre of was progressively pedestrianised from 1971 onwards (Monheim, 

1997).  The first cycle path network was also planned in 1971 and the following year, defying 

a national trend, a decision was taken to retain and extend the tram network.  In 1984 a low-

cost all mode regional public transport pass was introduced, which Fitzroy and Smith (1998) 

identify as the most important factor behind the doubling of public transport journeys over the 

following decade.  
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Transport Policy 

 

The cityôs transport strategy rests on five ópillarsô: 

 

¶ Extension of the public transport network 

¶ Promotion of cycling 

¶ Traffic restraint 

¶ Channelling of motor traffic 

¶ Parking space management 

 

The tram system provides the backbone to the public transport network (see figure 1).  70% of 

local public transport trips are made by tram; 30% by bus.  Buses, along with regional rail 

serve suburbs and surrounding towns and villages as well as the inner city, but do not 

compete with trams along the central east-west spine of the city centre.  The trams run mainly 

along streets, often the central lanes of boulevards, with greater priority than the buses, but 

the system suffers from a bottleneck along that central spine, where concentrations of 

pedestrians delay their progress.  As a result, cycling is often quicker.  The proposed 

extensions will alleviate this bottleneck, though these are dependent upon Federal or regional 

capital funding, currently under review. 

 

City centre parking capacity does not appear to exert any significant constraint.  14 car parks 

in and around the centre have more than compensated for the suppression of on-street 

parking.  Hourly rates of 50c (35p, suburbs) to 2ú (Ã1.40, centre) are modest by UK 

standards, although many Freiburgers believe them to be expensive. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Existing and Planned Extensions to Tram Network with Walkable Catchment Areas 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the city councilôs assessment of change in modal share.  Car journeys have 

declined, cycling and public transport trips have increased relatively and absolutely.  They 

believe the fall in walking as a main mode reflects the near-universal take-up of public 

transport passes costing just 41ú (Ã29) per month and transferable within households. 

 


