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Fact or Fiction?

Three Urban Myths about Motorcycling 

A Report by Two Wheels Better

About the Authors

Dan Sager, BA (Hons) MCIPR, passed his motorcycle test in 1984 

and has been riding ever since.  Dan started working for a major 

national distributor of motorcycle accessories in 1989, leaving 

seven years later to form his own business, providing specialist 

marketing support to companies operating in the motorcycle 

industry.  He has served as a director of the Motorcycle Industry 

Association and is an active member of the Oxfordshire 

Motorcycle Forum.

Mark McArthur-Christie, BA (Hons), is the Managing Director of 

a communications agency, specialising in the motorcycle sector.  

He passed his motorcycle test in 1985 and has since gone on to 

train with the Institute of Advanced Motorists, RoSPA and other 

rider education organisations.  He is an IAM Senior Observer, has 

chaired the Oxford Group of the IAM since 2004 and has been 

involved in road safety and driver/rider training lobbying and 

campaigning since 1994.  He is currently developing the road 

safety, transport and sustainability think-tank, Forward.

Introduction

“The Government is committed to supporting motorcycling 

as an important part of the transport mix, working together 

with the motorcycling community to address the needs of mo-

torcyclists.  The principal aim of our strategy is to ‘mainstream’ 

motorcycling, so that all the organisations involved in the de-

velopment and implementation of transport policy recognise 

motorcycling as a legitimate and increasingly popular mode of 

transport.”
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“We want to see an end to old stigmas and stereotyping – mo-

torcycling can be a modern, practical way of getting around, 

and we all need to recognise it as such.”

DfT Motorcycle Strategy, 2005

Since the publication of the Strategy in 2005 a significant number 

of single issue pressure groups have expressed concerns about 

the concept of ‘mainstreaming’ motorcycling.  Perhaps more 

significantly, the Government’s advocacy of road user pricing, 

and local authorities’ eagerness to participate in trials, has raised 

issues about the role of motorcycles in congestion, pollution and 

safety policy.  Are bikes part of the solution to the UK’s transport 

problems or do they just raise a whole new set of problems?   

Motorcycles have, almost since their inception, been on the 

fringes of transport policy, regarded as perhaps a little too 

maverick to be accepted into the mainstream.   Since the 

publication of the DFT’s Motorcycle Strategy, it seems opposition 

has crystalised with a small number of lobby groups arguing for 

the exclusion of motorcycles from mainstream transport policy.  

These groups cite what they believe to be valid arguments about 

casualty rates and sustainability.

In this report we will put some of these arguments into context 

and demonstrate that the case for mainstreaming motorcycles is 

more powerful now than ever before.
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Safety - the myth

A number of groups, committees and pressure groups have 

expressed concerns about motorcycle safety.  This is concisely 

summarised by the Transport Select Committee’s 8th Special 

Report:

“Motorcycle accident rates are far too high. They have been 

for ten years.”

Transport Select Committee 8th Special Report

“The relative risk of a motorcycle rider being killed or seri-

ously injured per kilometre travelled was 46 times higher in 

2004 than for car drivers.” 

DfT Compendium Motorcycle Stats

The basic premise of this argument is that motorcycles represent 

1% of road traffic yet around 20% of killed and serious injury 

accidents (KSI).  It is thought that if people are encouraged to ride 

motorcycles, the accident rate will increase.

Even according to the Motor Cycle Industry Association 

Consumer Survey – Non-riders Attitudes to Motorcycling, “The 

word they most associated with motorcycling was danger, which 

was cited by one quarter of individuals.”

Safety - the reality

In fact, from 1994 to 2004, PTW use has increased by over 40% yet 

the casualty rate has remained static:

1994-8 2004

PTWs 940880 1338336

KSI 6475 6648
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“The overall casualty rate for motorcycles has improved; the 

rate for those killed or seriously injured (KSI) was 26% lower 

in 2004 than it was in 1994.” 

(DFT MC COMP).

As the table illustrates, although PTW usage has increased 

by 40% compared to the 1994-’98 base line, the numbers of 

riders killed or seriously injured is almost unchanged.  In fact, 

proportionally the likelihood of being KSI on a motorcycle has 

decreased  from 0.7% to 0.5%.

The facts speak for themselves; an increase in PTW use does 

NOT lead to an increase in riders being killed or seriously 

injured.

The Proof - London CC Zone

Bikes, scooters and mopeds are exempt from the Congestion 

Charge.  Since its introduction in 2003 there has been a 

significant shift to PTW use as people recognise the benefits of 

two wheels.  

London scooter sales have risen 16 times, from 500 in 1993 

to 8,000 in 2005.  Figures from the DfT show there are around 

150,000 PTWs currently in use in the London region (VED Study 

& Vehicle Licensing Stats (DfT 2004).

However, as the number of PTWs has increased, riding in the city 

has become safer. Recent figures released show that motorcycle 

casualties have again dropped by 13% in the London Congestion 

Charging Zone. (Impacts Monitoring, Fourth Annual Report, 

2006). In 2004, the number of accidents involving motorcycles 

within the charging zone reduced by 20%. (Impacts Monitoring, 

Third Annual Report, 2005).

Summary

Increasing PTW usage does not lead to a proportionate increase 

in casualties AND when combined with a decrease in overall road 

traffic, results instead in a casualty decrease. 
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Cycle of Hate - the myth

“Insufficient reference is given to reducing the risk of motor-

cycling, especially to other road users [not even mentioned], 

despite the well-known over-involvement of motorcycles in col-

lisions with pedestrians and cyclists.” 

RoadPeace website

“Twice as many cyclists are KSI by impacts with motorcyclists 

than with cars”. 

Dr Steven Plowden

There is a distinct view amongst some pressure groups that 

motorcycling has an adverse effect on cycling and cyclists.  

In fact, riders are vulnerable road users and are, as such, eager 

to avoid collision or conflict.  In any collision, even with a pedal 

cycle or pedestrian, a motorcyclist is likely to be injured too.  

As such, riders are aware, alert and keen to avoid making life 

difficult for cyclists.

Pedal Cycle 

fatalities

2002 2003 2004 2005 Total Av/%age

Total 110 93 123 126 452 113

Pedestrian 2 1 2 0 5 1.10%

PTW 0 0 2 0 2 0.40%

Car 41 27 47 37 152 33.60%

HGV/PV 22 18 28 21 89 19.70%

Fixed object 2 6 5 4 17 3.80%

(Source DoH30)

Over a four year period, there was only one year in which ANY 

cyclists died as a result of a collision with a PTW.  Cyclists are 

actually twice as likely to die in a collision with a pedestrian than a 

motorcycle and fixed objects prove eight times more deadly.
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So why do some groups believe PTWs are so dangerous to 

cyclists?  Their calculations appear to be based on assumptions 

about motorcycle use.  

If the KSI figures (killed and seriously injured) are examined, and 

one works on the assumption that motorcyclists account for 1% of 

road users, then PTWs injure a higher proportion of cyclists than 

cars.  

This is, however, an example of reasoning from an unreasonable 

premiss.  Most collisions of this type occur in urban areas, (in 

Oxon 90% of all pedal cycle accidents are urban) where PTW 

use is above the national average, so motorcyclists account for 

more than 1% of road users.  Then there is the issue of the severity 

of these accidents.  To be ‘seriously injured’ can require any 

in-patient treatment (e.g. suspected fracture), but,  as the figures 

above demonstrate, it is exceptionally rare for a PTW/pedal cycle 

collision to result in fatality. 

Summary

It is exceptionally unusual for a pedal cyclist to die as a result of a 

collision with a motorcycle.  The suggestion that motorcycles are 

involved in a disproportionate number of collisions with cyclists is 

based on little more than statistical speculation.
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The myth - Pollution

“Government statistics show that for many of the classes of 

pollutant, motorcycles are often worse than cars.” 

Government Select Committee on Transport. 

It is difficult to make direct comparisons between cars and 

motorcycles, partly because emissions standards for PTWs 

were introduced later than those for cars and partly because the 

standards measure different pollutants.  

The Euro 1 standard for motorcycles became law in 1999 and 

Euro 3 came into force on January 2006.

Between Euro 0 and Euro 3 stages, these were the required 

reduction in pollutants: 

– 94 % reduction of CO and HC 

– 50 % reduction of NOx

However, in the UK CO2 is regarded as a key pollutant.

Based on National Atmospheric Emissions Inventory(NAEI) 

estimates of CO2 emissions by vehicle type in 2002 and 

combined with road passenger kilometres taken from the 2002 

Transport Statistics for Great Britain, the transport mode grams of 

CO2/passenger km are as follows.

Mopeds =  75 

Motorcycles = 94 (rider and Passenger)

Petrol cars =  110

Diesel cars = 106

All cars average =  109 (with all four seats filled)

Buses (national) = 76 (with all seats filled)

(Source: NAEI 5 Jul 2004 : Column WA70)

The average CO2 emissions for petrol and diesel cars (154 

g/km) is over the highest level for motorcycles   Motorcycle 

CO2 emissions are homogenous below 160 g/km and are less 
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sensitive to the engine capacity (source ACEM, The Role of 

PTWs).  

However, the CO2 emissions of cars, both diesel and petrol, rise 

in direct proportion to capacity, e.g. Land Rover Discovery diesel 

(244 g/km) and Porsche 911petrol (266 g/km).

ACEM - Motorcycles and Society

The same is true of fuel consumption.  When motorcycles are 

tested using the same strict criteria used by motor manufacturers, 

the fuel economy is excellent, even on larger machines.

Comparison

This shows the relative MPG figures for large and smaller 

motorcycles and cars.

Honda CB1000F (1000cc, 100bhp motorcycle) - 86.63 mpg 

(combined)

Honda PS125 (125cc, 13.5bhp scooter) - 191.15 mpg 

(combined)

BMW 325iSE (3.25l diesel car) - 51.4mpg (combined)

Vauxhall Corsa (1.0l petrol car) - 50.4mpg (combined)

The other green stories for bikes

There are other important green issues.  

PTWs require far less parking space than cars, putting less 

strain on premium urban space.  Also, they dramatically cut 

journey times, reducing not only congestion but also pollution, 

because they spend less time stationary with the engine running.  

They also require fewer scarce resources to manufacture and, 

eventually, scrap.

When a group of commuters in Oxfordshire organised a transport 



Fact or Fiction – Three Urban Myths about Motorcycles 
A Framework Report by TWB

Published: 1st October 2007 
www.twowheelsbetter.org

challenge, they found that a PTW was able easily to beat cars, 

cycles and other modes to reach the centre of Oxford in rush 

hour:

Time taken to travel 12 miles, in rush hour, from Witney to 

Oxford’s Carfax

Mode Time taken

Car 56 mins

Bus 54 mins

Pedal cycle 45 mins

PTW 24 mins

The PTW rider was also able to park without charge in the City 

Centre.

PTWs - part of the solution - Social 
Inclusion

There are a number of significant social inclusion benefits from 

PTWs:

- easy and cheap access to employment

- easy and cheap access to social networks

     - safe and reliable transport for vulnerable groups

Whether you ride a small capacity scooter or high performance 

motorcycle, the running costs of a PTW are substantially lower 

than for a motor car.  Based on an average annual mileage 

of 12,000 for the car and 6,000 for the motorcycle, the costs 

are £3612 for the former and £1428 for the latter - a massive 

difference for those on low incomes.  Factor in the high parking 

charges common in most towns and PTWs become a very viable 

commuter choice indeed.
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Cost per mile

1000cc petrol car 30.1p

100cc PTW 23.8p

1800cc petrol car 52.9p

600cc PTW 43.8p

2500cc petrol car 92.7p

1000cc PTW 67.1p

Illustrative vehicle running costs - May 2004 (RAC Motoring 

Services, in conjunction with Emmerson Hill Associates). 

A number of local authorities have successfully implemented 

initiatives where young people are given a loan to buy a PTW 

to enable them to travel to work.  Herefordshire and Suffolk 

Community Councils have established an initiative called 

“Wheels to Work’, which has now run for four years. It includes 

loans of motorcycles (for 16-25 year old students and trainees 

living in rural areas).  These schemes have made a powerful 

difference for socially disadvantaged people - and can make the 

difference of having a job and the chance to improve or not.

The Government’s report, Social exclusion and the provision of 

public transport - Main report, makes the role of PTWs clear:

“The provision of cycles, mopeds or motorcycles to help job-

seekers makes both practical and psychological sense in that 

using them will facilitate access to more jobs than can reasonably 

be reached by public transport, and could therefore help to 

broaden the horizons of the users.”

http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/inclusion/se/socialexclusionandtheprov

isi3262?page=24
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Crime - The hidden cost of public 
transport.

For many people on low income public transport is their only 

option for travel.

Most public transport users rely on buses, especially people on 

low income. (Source, DfT Crime & Disorder on Public Transport, 

2001)

However, this is not always satisfactory, particularly for workers 

who need to travel outside peak times, when services are limited. 

Shift workers can often find themselves waiting on deserted 

streets or stations, making them particularly vulnerable to crime.

Crime, disorder and fear on public 
transport

We know from passenger surveys that users of public transport 

experience a range of crime and nuisance. Over a twelve month 

period, nationally:

5% passengers report being threatened with violence;

4% passengers report being the victim of theft;

11% passengers report being stared at in a hostile or 

threatening way; and

12% passengers report being deliberately pushed.

(Crime Concern/Transport and Travel Research, 1997)

Fear of crime emerges repeatedly in passenger surveys as being 

an important factor influencing travel choices. On the whole, 

women’s fear is greater than men’s, and women are more likely 

to avoid using public transport as a result. People from black and 

minority ethnic communities also tend to have more fears for their 

personal safety.
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As with fear of crime generally, the problem is worse at night than 

by day, when:

53% women and 23% men feel unsafe waiting on a train 

platform

44% women and 19% men feel unsafe waiting at a bus stop

47% women and 21% men feel unsafe walking from the bus 

stop/station

46% women and 24% men feel unsafe walking in a multi storey 

car park

(Crime Concern/Transport and Travel Research, 1997)

These are not unfounded fears. Statistics published by the British 

Transport Police, the national police force for the railways, reveal 

a disturbing picture.  During 2006, they report:

10,405 violent crimes (+2.6%)

1,138 sexual offences (+7.5%)

1,980 robberies (-9.9%)

6,689 public disorder offences (+35.4%)

(Source British Transport Police Statistical Buletin 2006-7)

PTWs offer a low cost alternative to public transport, enabling 

vulnerable user groups in particular to travel where and when 

they want without exposing themselves to the risk of crime.

Conclusions

Powered two wheelers are a powerful, adaptable, sustainable and 

safe solution to many of the UK’s transport problems.  They are 

part of a ‘transport toolbox’ approach that gives travellers a range 

of transport options to choose from, allowing them to choose 

the most appropriate for any given journey.  This toolbox needs 

to include reliable and effective public transport, cycling and 

walking options - but a PTW as a transport tool offers massive 

scope for reducing car use, pollution and increasing sustainable 

transport choices.
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Of course, well-funded, cost-effective and reliable public 

transport is sadly, for many people, a dream.  Those in rural 

areas, market towns (where the mass of the UK’s population lives) 

and those who cannot afford bus and train travel could benefit 

massively from PTW transport.

But the myths about PTWs continue - even at relatively high levels 

in local authorities and in government.

In fact, as the authors hope this report goes some way to showing, 

PTWs are very much part of the transport solution the UK needs.  

Supporting two wheels 
better

Two-wheelers are the solution to many 

modern transport problems.

Not only are they a solvent for 

congestion, they are clean, quick and 

efficient too. But at the moment, few 

realise their potential to cut congestion, 

decrease pollution, increase road 

safety awareness and promote social 

inclusion. 

TWB exists to put that right. But we can’t 

do it without help.

We are looking for companies, 

organisations and groups to help fund 

our projects.  If you are interested in 

helping us develop our initial three 

framework studies, either financially or 

with information and data, please get in 

touch.

Call us on 01993 899000 or email our 

Director of Operations, Dan Sager, at 

dan@twowheelsbetter.org


