
When man invented the bicycle he reached the peak of his attainments. Here was a machine of precision 
and balance for the convenience of man. And (unlike subsequent inventions for man's convenience) the 
more he used it, the fitter his body became. Here, for once, was a product of man's brain that was entirely 
beneficial to those who used it, and of no harm or irritation to others. Progress should have stopped when 
man invented the bicycle.                                                                                      

                  - Elizabeth West
 
I thought of that while riding my bicycle -

                                            - Albert Einstein on the theory of relativity
 

 
Bike Culture in the Asian Metropolis, Town, and Village:

Using the Bicycle to Study the Bicycle
  
 
Introduction
  
With this fellowship we propose to study a conundrum that strongly impacts the way in which 
the world’s cities will grow, the quality of public health and the environment, and the general 
nature and quality of human existence in our world’s cities. Our method of travel will be our 
method of observation, as well as our study object: the bicycle. How, we ask, are the large, 
rapidly urbanizing regions of Asia responding to their own growth in relation to the bicycle? We 
intend to critically and systematically evaluate a diverse range of cities between Ho Chi Minh 
City, Vietnam and Delhi, India, on their overall success in encouraging and allowing bicycle 
transit as a common means of mobility. We will travel by bike, carrying everything we will need 
for research and recording, living, and moving throughout Southeast Asia, China, the Tibetan 
Plateau, the Himalayas and India. And we will do it cheaply. We are extremely motivated 
toward not only greatly improving our own knowledge of the subject, but also bringing home 
a product that will be as influential and widely seen as possible. In addition to the systematic 
use of mapping and observation as methods of study (outlined below), we intend to videotape 
our experiences. This will allow us to use documentary film as a means to disseminate our 
findings - a widely accessible and influential format to engage a wide range of audiences. 
Traveling by bicycle means that we will see some of the largest and most rapidly growing 
cities in the world along with myriad other smaller cities and towns, at the very personal and 
human speed provided by pedal power. In addition to being one of the most pleasant, personal, 
informative, culturally and environmentally sensitive means of travel, bike touring is also by 
far the cheapest and most efficient way to see the 10,000km of landscape that we intend to 
traverse. The following proposal therefore will allow us, the grantees and you, the grantors, 
to get the most “bang for your buck.” We will see much, we will learn more, and we will be 
extremely excited to bring that knowledge home and back to CED (and beyond) to share what 
we have gained.
  
  
The Problem
  
The world’s population has rapidly urbanized over the past century, and urban infrastructure 
has struggled to keep up. This is particularly true in the developing world where the pressure 
from urbanization far exceeds that of developed nations, and this pressure is only projected to 
increase: 75% of the world’s population is expected to be living in urban areas by 2050 (Jan 
Gehl, 2010).  While digital communications have greatly increased people’s virtual mobility and 
connectivity, there has not been a concurrent leap in physical mobility. Moving people within 



the urban environment still poses one of the greatest challenges to modern city infrastructure. 
Fortunately, there exists a simple, cheap, and efficient solution to that problem, and it has 
been around for centuries: the bicycle. Not only is the bicycle an efficient means of travel, but it 
provides innumerable public health, environmental, and social benefits to riders. A person riding 
a bicycle also retains a human-scaled connection to the surrounding city life; something most 
cities lose as they grow.
 
Developing countries have historically embraced the bicycle as an efficient and cheap means 
of urban travel, but have recently favored the automobile in transportation planning and design. 
This has led to a dramatic decline in quality of life for the majority of inhabitants in many cities 
around the world as parks, plazas, and street life are replaced by parking lots, highways, and 
traffic-choked streets (Gehl, 2010). While a number of cities have rediscovered the benefits 
of urban cycling, this approach has yet to garner widespread support. The limited amount 
of research that has been done on the subject is constrained to successful European case 
studies: Copenhagen and Amsterdam in particular. Clearly, however, there is much needed 
improvement in the developing world, particularly in Asia, where the population is expected 
to more than double by 2050 (Gehl, 2010). As cities in this region grow, they will be forced to 
either favor the outdated planning approach of prioritizing their motorized populations over bike, 
pedestrian and public transit, or favoring the more environmentally and socially progressive 
modes of transit that we hope to champion with this project. Despite this need for improvement, 
we discovered a surprising lack of literature and studies about the state of urban bicycle use in 
Asian countries, and it is this gap in the literature that we propose to address.
  
 
Overview of Study
  
We believe that there is a pressing need to improve the general state of knowledge about 
bicycle transportation in Asian cities, particularly those that are experiencing rapid growth. The 
limited literature available highlights the adaptability and innovation of transportation solutions 
in cities such as Dhaka and Delhi (Jan Gehl, 2010). Bicycling has long been part of the culture 
in these cities, often out of necessity, and yet it could potentially offer a powerful solution to a 
global problem. Our experiences have taught us that the most creative solutions to a problem 
are often invented under the most challenging conditions. To this end, we are proposing to 
conduct a critical and systematic investigation of the relative bikeability of a range of Asian cities 
in incredibly diverse climatic, cultural, urban and topographical contexts. The goal is that the 
information gleaned during this trip will inform future urban transportation planning and design 
both domestically and internationally. How we will conduct this investigation is outlined in the 
methods section below.
  
 
Methods
  
One of the most compelling aspects of our proposal is that the subject, medium, and mode of 
transportation for the study all revolve around the bicycle. Thus, we will be perfectly situated 
(literally - on the seat of a bicycle) to gain firsthand experience of the complexities of biking 
throughout our study region. Our study will involve 3 distinct aspects: 1. Comparative analysis 
of bikeability in major urban areas, 2. Film documentation of our journey and study results, and 
3. Landscape analysis to record the incredible diversity of regions through which we will be 
traveling.
 
1. We will use a systematic method for comparing the ease of bicycling in the various cities that 



we visit. We could not hope to study every city in depth, but we have selected several cities in 
each major region to spend 3-5 days analyzing. (Ho Chi Minh City, Can Tho, Phnomh Penh, 
the Tonle Sap region, Bangkok, Mueang Khon Kaen, Hanoi, Kunming, Dali, Lijiang, Chengdu, 
Guwahati, Dhaka, Kolkata, Varanasi, Kathmandu, Butwal, Chandigarh, and Delhi).  Prior to our 
departure, we plan to gather information on each city so that we arrive with a clear direction. In 
each city, we will perform standardized bicycle traffic counts in order to compare the numbers 
of cyclists in Asian cities to respective cities in Europe and North America. We will record and 
sketch designs and plans in the various cities to compare strategies for facilitating biking. We 
will document signage, route-finding, and the interconnection of bicycle networks to determine 
accessibility. We will conduct interviews with a set number of cyclists in each city that we study 
to establish average distance traveled, and get a general feel for the bike culture. Finally, each 
city will be plotted on a chart illustrating factors such as: climate, topography, city size, average 
income level, and other demographic factors so that their influence on biking can be compared.
2. We intend to document both the overall journey and specific study elements on film to 
produce an easily digestible product (see section below). To accomplish this, our budget 
provides for the purchase of two video cameras: an HD waterproof camera that attaches to the 
top of a bicycle helmet for recording POV aspects of the journey, and a standard video camera 
for filming everything else. We will use time-lapse photography with the helmet camera to create 
a photographic record of much of the journey, which can be stitched together with film editing 
software. Within our study sites, we will film cycling conditions, bicycles, and the people that ride 
them. We will conduct filmed interviews to establish anecdotal stories about why people choose 
to cycle and how cities might improve cycling conditions. Upon completion of the trip, we will 
edit all of our footage with Adobe Premiere or Final Cut Pro (video-editing software) to create a 
documentary film about the bikeability of Asian cities, about bike culture, and about our overall 
journey.
3. To complement the detailed urban analysis of our study, we plan to perform regional 
landscape analyses in the different areas that we visit. This will provide both an important 
contextual understanding of urban conditions, and increase the richness of our overall study. 
We anticipate that a large number of people living in rural areas will use the bicycle as their 
predominant mode of transportation, and a landscape analysis of the various regions will allow 
us to compare how geomorphology, climate, vegetation, culture, and economics influence 
cycling in each of these areas. To analyze the different regions, we will use a combination of 
field sketches (line drawings and watercolor sketches), map annotation to locate important 
features, and photography (mentioned above). These sketches will be used along with film and 
still photography in the final product to provide the richest possible analysis and understanding 
of our route.
  
 
Why We’re Qualified
  
The dual-nature of our proposal requires an explanation for the obvious question: why does the 
study require two people? First, the study itself will be more in-depth and easier to conduct as a 
pair. In the section above, we outline a number of methods that require more than one observer: 
one person may count bicycle flow, for example, while the other records; one interviews, one 
writes or shoots; one videotapes, one bikes, and so on. The comprehensiveness of the study 
itself, not to mention compilation, analysis, production and processing of the data and footage, 
will necessarily require teamwork. Second, our travel plans are ambitious, and we are well 
aware of the support needed on a trip like this. Both of us have traveled by bicycle extensively. 
We know each other from the Peace Corps, where we did our first multi-day tour biking 
across The Gambia. We later spent five months bicycling through some of the remotest and 
wildest stretches of South America (see Appendix IV) - from Patagonia to Peru - an extremely 



grueling and rewarding trip - and have since toured along the coast of California. From these 
experiences we know that safety is improved, communication with people is made easier, bikes 
are more easily maintained, unpredictable problems are better solved, and spirits - at times 
made fragile by the road - are kept up, when the traveling is done with a partner. Moreover 
this has made us confident that we can work and travel together for extended periods of time 
without hiccup. Also consider our portfolios (attached) which include many projects, done while 
at Berkeley, that we successfully produced by working together.
 
Our previous experiences layer to make the proposed fellowship a perfect culmination of our 
degrees at Berkeley. We both have an intimate understanding of the natural world, gained 
through work experience in parks and in the environmental sector before joining the Peace 
Corps, where we served in environment and natural resource management. It was in the Peace 
Corps that we each learned the importance of the relationship between people and the non-
human natural world around them, and there that we were inspired by that realization to enter 
the landscape architecture program at Berkeley. During our time here we have built upon our 
natural science background and have achieved success as students, focusing our energies on 
projects that attack both social and environmental ills, even receiving an award for innovative 
transportation solution in the ULI competition in our second year. Prior to beginning the MLA 
program, much of our travels, including previous bike tours, have sought out the scenic quality 
of natural areas. On this trip, however, we will focus on cities, because with our skills, interests, 
and motivations we now realize that the best way to enact the change that we want to see in the 
world is by influencing people. And people, now more than ever, live in cities.
We are prepared for what we propose. In addition to our experience interacting with diverse 
cultures in many ‘developing’ countries, we also both have experience filming and editing video, 
conducting rigorous systematic studies, and route-mapping. We have researched the visas we 
will need, we have sought advice from nationals and people who have traveled to the countries 
we wish to see, we have spoken at length with bike tourers that have taken on similar routes, 
and we have sought out blogs and other online accounts of travelers that have crossed the 
borders and traversed the landscapes where we propose to go.
 
 
Why we’re going where we’re going
  
We chose our destinations after careful consideration of all the variables involved in such 
an endeavor. Our initial research quickly led us to Asia, for several reasons. First, it is the 
most rapidly developing region in the world today. Population densities in many Asian cities 
are incredibly high, making them challenging for bicycling, yet giving the greatest potential 
to benefit from increased cyclists. Second, Asia contains an incredible diversity of cultures, 
climatic regimes, topography, and history, making for a rich comparative study (Appendix II). 
Third, we have a number of contacts throughout SE Asia and India, which will make our study 
and research easier. Finally, our research turned up scant literature relating to Asian cities and 
bicycling, which in our eyes makes our proposal and study that much more significant.
For our research, we wanted to cover the widest variety of cities possible. Variation in culture, 
climate, size, history, topography, and demographics were all important considerations, and this 
led us to choose a route that covered three important Asian subregions: Southeast Asia, China, 
and India/Nepal/Bangladesh. Each of these subregions corresponds to a discrete leg in our 
route, each of which we plan to spend 2 months traversing and studying. Our route will cover 
everything from ancient cities with 1000s of years of history (Kunming and Chengdu, China) 
to rapidly urbanizing cities that have only recently become large population centers (Can Tho, 
Vietnam).
 



The monsoon directly influenced the timing and location of our trip. Our route was planned to 
avoid the monsoon in south Asia and the Himalayas, and to bike instead through SE Asia during 
this time, where a warmer climate and better infrastructure and roads make for easier cycling. 
We will cross the Tibetan plateau and the Himalayas after the monsoon and before winter 
sets in, dropping down into south Asia before mid October, when the region will be at its most 
verdant.
 
In addition to climatic, logistical and research-based reasons, we have also carefully planned 
our route based on information about border crossings that we have gathered from the most 
reliable sources we know. The primary route includes crossings that historically have closed 
at times, which has necessitated our consideration of alternative routes. Please see  Appendix 
I for detailed information on our itinerary, the three legs of our proposed route, and route 
alternatives.
  
 
What we will Produce
 
Our goal is to return from this trip with a product that will be captivating and inspiring, as well 
as informative. We will travel through some of the most dramatic landscapes, diverse cultural 
areas, and largest cities on the planet, and we mean to bring that experience to life in the 
methods that we will use to report back. Primarily, however, it is our findings that we hope to 
bring to life, and we will do this by way of documentary film.
 
In addition to the filming that we propose to do, each city that we study will result in findings 
that we are capable of graphically representing. In addition to our digital product we will sketch, 
watercolor, write, and numerically record our route and findings as we traverse the landscape. 
These findings will be quantitative as well as qualitative and are thus unpredictable, but for that 
will be all the more relevant. Our final product will be a documentary-style film that we hope to 
present within CED and to all possible interested audiences. It will highlight the issues faced by 
the bicycle rider in the booming urban populations that we encounter. A large part of this film 
will be study, some of it adventure, and by its nature will be activist. If possible we will submit 
this film to festivals and competitions in order to glean the greatest impact from our work. Our 
proposed route would allow the film to be finished and presentable by February 2013.
 
Our product will include several things apart from the film. First, we will be grateful for the 
opportunity to speak about our travels and findings in the colloquium series and wherever else 
the opportunity arises, because in addition to the film, our methods will lend themselves easily 
to a digital presentation. Second, during our trip we will keep an up-to-date blog that documents 
our travels and helps keep us in touch with family, friends, students, and other interested parties 
at home. This will include photography and descriptions of the various cities and regions we 
visit. But as we have both learned from our time in Peace Corps and travelling abroad, by far 
the greatest product of any trip like this is the effect it will have on our own personal education 
and growth, and that now includes the dramatic effect it will have on our future careers as 
landscape architects. Our portfolios demonstrate a long-held and passionate interest in 
promoting the role of bicycles in solving the urban transportation problems of the 21st Century, 
and we are confident that this study will provide us with the in-depth information we need to 
invent creative solutions to this challenging dilemma.
  
 
Relevant Literature
 



The most relevant literature we have found comes from Jan Gehl, a Danish architect, in 
his book “Cities for People” (2010). He writes extensively about Copenhagen, a city whose 
prominent bike culture once came under threat, but now finds itself a global leader in bikeability 
and percentage of daily bike trips made by bicycle. He points to the many innovative solutions 
the city has used to encourage biking, and highlights the ‘bike first’ philosophy of urban design 
and development that has propelled the city to where it is today. Gehl speaks of the importance 
of bike users reaching a “critical mass” which cements bike transit in culture and improves the 
safety of bicyclists in and of itself. But Copenhagen, along with many other European cities, is 
smaller and growing at a slower rate than many of the large, Asian cities that we propose to 
study. This doesn’t make the literature any less relevant, but suggests the need for a different 
approach.
 
Gehl uses Dhaka, Bangladesh as an example of a city where bike use is being discouraged 
as opposed to being supported. This is happening both culturally and politically, where there 
is an attempt in city planning to phase out the city’s 400,000 rickshaws (a critical mass if ever 
there was one). In other East Asian cities a long-standing bike culture is being slowly replaced 
by motorized bikes and scooters. Inhabitants of these cities arguably see bikes as a necessary 
means of mobility - an economic imposition - rather than a cultural activity. This again makes 
their case much different from our own, yet one might argue that their rate of growth makes 
them even more important in the realm of global sustainability. Please see appendix V for a 
population comparison of the cities we will be biking through and their projected 10 year growth.
 
By 2050 it is estimated that 75% of the world’s people will live in cities. (Gehl, 215). This makes 
integration of bicycles in urban planning extremely important for several reasons. First, growing 
density means that motorized transit will become less and less efficient in large cities, as it 
puts pressure on the need for massive infrastructure; second; it will continue to decrease air 
and environmental quality for more and more people; third; the quality of city life for these 
urban dwellers is dramatically improved where non-motorized transit dominates; and finally 
(among other reasons), prioritizing non-motorized transit in developing societies is necessary for 
accommodating all segments of the population - the poorest included.
 
There are several examples of great programs which encourage bike use and mass transit 
in developing countries, and these have been well documented by Gehl and many others. 
Curitiba, Brazil has introduced a strong BRT (bus rapid transit) system and integrated it well 
into the city, while providing 200 miles of bicycle paths (Gehl 222). Ciclovia in Bogota, Columbia 
is a weekly event in which every Sunday over a hundred miles of city streets are shut off to 
motorized traffic. Gehl cites estimates of an average participant population - walkers and bikers 
- of over a million on any given Sunday (Gehl 223). This program was designed to promote 
urban health and encourage and integrate bike use into the urban culture, and has been 
emulated worldwide, in cities that include Tokyo, Japan; Kiev, Ukraine; New York and San 
Francisco.
Other examples of innovative bike solutions include those highlighted in a 2008 brief on city bike 
implementation strategies. ‘City bike’ programs are gaining ground in Paris, Germany, Spain, 
the Netherlands and the UK, where city-owned bikes are made cheaply available for temporary 
use in transit across many parts of the urban area. These are solutions that work in Europe and 
the US, but would they work in Asia? The developing countries we intend to bike through have 
arrived at ‘bike culture’ through very different historical progressions.
 
Great literature exists on the Netherlands, and other European cities, and many authors 
champion the bicycle as a solution. Mapes, (2009), Balshone (1975), Gehl (2010), The Bicycle 
Association (1996) and city planning departments around the country have begun to follow up 



on many of the principles of “walkability,” and thus bikeability of cities laid out by Jane Jacobs in 
1961. The Dutch, for instance, make 27% of all of their trips by bike, and in their culture bicycles 
are the most respected mode of transit on roadways (Mapes, 2009). But the fact remains 
that the world is becoming more hostile to bicycles. And the more we realize that this is not 
an inevitable progression, the easier it is to imagine alternative solutions that utilize the bike 
(Mapes, 2009: 11). On our proposed travels, we will see a huge variety of solutions, the majority 
of which have not yet been well documented.
 
Nearly thirty years ago, Bruce Balshone (1975) suggested that as bicycle system planners and 
designers we must call upon the broadest range of knowledge possible to create successful 
systems. And how indeed can we design for people without seeking out the experience of 
those that we wish to effect. Balshone writes that “change which is to be valid in the historical 
perspective of past and future must build upon present conditions, allowing people’s past 
experience to help create their environment” (1975: xiv). As travelers, as people, and as 
landscape architects we are declaring that dramatic change is what we seek to affect. By 
undertaking the proposed journey, the incredible amount of knowledge gained will prepare us to 
tackle urban solutions to global problems.
 
Finally, as Jan Gehl writes, “It is high time that we rediscover the human dimension in city 
planning - in all parts of the world.” (229). It is this human dimension that we propose to 
experience, to study, to present, and to bring back with us into our own careers in landscape 
architecture.
 
 
Conclusion
 
We believe that the research topic in question is of immediate global importance. It is not a 
question that can be answered, but rather a conundrum that will require decades of human 
ingenuity. Our methods will allow us to study how many of the world’s preeminent cities are or 
are not planning for a future based on non-motorized transit, and by experiencing this extremely 
diverse range of solutions we feel that our own growth as designers and planners will be 
immeasurable. And by compiling this data and experience into a widely digestible format, we will 
be able to affect not only our fellow designers, academics and professionals, but also many of 
those that comprise the popular culture of which we we hope to change for environmental and 
social good.
 
Because of our proposed method of travel we will see, study and experience bike culture in 
many diverse places, but we will also see and experience many more aspects of society’s 
relationship to natural resources. We will see farming methods from the flattest, lowland regions 
of asia to the highest, most topographically diverse areas of the world; we will see water 
collection and irrigation methods from wet, tropical villages to cold, dry desert cities; we will 
experience how design and planning interplays with culture in uncountable ways; and we will 
train our hands and our eyes by line sketch and watercolor as we record the landscapes that we 
encounter. All of this, in addition to our proposed study, will deeply affect how we approach our 
upcoming careers.
 
For the past three years we have been thinking about this fellowship and the incredible 
opportunity that it provides. Through countless hours of conversation and research we have 
arrived at a proposal that we know we are capable of executing, and that we strongly believe 
will benefit us, the graduates, and you, the department, in the greatest way possible. We have 
arranged our method of travel so that the funds received will go the furthest distance. You can 



see in our budget (Appendix III) that we are dedicated to the trip and willing to contribute much 
in the way of our own resources toward accomplishing it.
 
The bicycle has been called mankind’s most noble invention. P. Martin Scott has also called 
it “the indicator species of a community.” This simple object of mobility is something that 
many take for granted, but that we deeply believe could provide humanity with far reaching 
solutions to many of its problems. These solutions lay not in the mechanics of the invention, 
but in society’s relationship to and acceptance of its use. There are many alternative ways 
of approaching this relationship. Each existing relationship depends on the unique history 
and geography of the society in question. More importantly, every way in which a society 
approaches the future planning of its transportation infrastructure will require a unique 
approach. The most fruitful and creative approaches, however, will arise from an intimate 
knowledge of the greatest amount of alternatives. We intend to study and experience these 
alternatives, and to bring the possibilities to life and to light, for those willing to listen. This trip 
will inspire us, it will inspire our audience, and we hope that it will inspire the generations of 
students that come through LAEP after us. If the Geraldine Knight Scott Fellowship awards us a 
voice, we will happily represent the department and we will be equally happy to enlist the added 
advice of any faculty that finds interest in our proposal.
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