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Introduction  
 
In April and May 2008 members of Southwark’s refugee communities participated in a programme of 
cycle training organised by Southwark Cyclists in partnership with the Southwark Refugee Communities 
Forum (SRCF). The SRCF was keen to promote this training to its members so they could take 
advantage of the very positive health, transport and financial benefits of cycling.  
 
“I wanted to cycle to get more exercise as I used to cycle three times a week in Bolivia, but stopped 
when I came to London. I might even start cycling to work and back if I feel confident enough” Anon. 
trainee 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Project background 
 
In the spring of 2006 Southwark Cyclists had created and managed a very successful cycle training 
project for black African women as a direct response to a phone call from a Nigerian grandmother. The 
woman said that her doctor had just told her to get more exercise, and so she wanted to learn how to 
ride a bike - but had no idea where to start. A full report on Peckham Cycle Training can be found here:  
http://www.southwarkcyclists.org.uk/campaigns.shtml  
 
In early 2007 Transport for London's Community Cycling Fund grants programme was launched and 
mention was made of interest in reaching London's refugee community. Southwark Cyclists applied for a 
£5,000 grant to create just such a programme - and got the full £5,000.  
 
After several false starts and numerous meetings with various Southwark refugee and community 
groups, Southwark Cyclists, and training partners Cycle Training UK (CTUK) had an extremely 
productive meeting with the two managers of the SRCF. That meeting established the training concept, 
useful ground rules and the working relationships. SRCF were to recruit the trainees, and Southwark 
Cyclists were to make the arrangements.  
 
Before the meeting, SRCF asked its hugely diverse 52 member groups which wanted to be involved in 
getting such training, 28 groups expressed an interest.  
 
Ten three-hour sessions for beginners were set up using Burgess Park Bike Tracks flat tarmac training 
area. There was no venue-hire cost, Southwark Cyclists funded the track's first phase and opening so 
get special access. In addition, the track’s manager was very supportive of the scheme aims. Bikes were 
hired in from GoPedal.  
 
The SRCF allocated places to their Southwark based members on a first come first served basis. 
Sixteen individuals quickly took up the places, representing six different groups: World Remix (Refugee 
Youth in Southwark), Eritrean Youth, Somali Youth Action, Ahwazi Community Association, Refugee 
Women Association and the Bolivian Dance Group.  
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Aims  
 
The SRCF viewed the cycle training programme as an exciting taster or trial that could lead to an 
ongoing programme of cycling activities for their members. They saw that it could be of immediate 
benefit to individuals within the management committees of the organisations they represented. This 
would help these people to be more involved in their groups – providing cheap and convenient transport 
– and also provide a positive role model to others in these communities to encourage future participation.  
 

Their long term aims for the cycle training programme include: 

�  Assisting members of refugee communities to access the benefits of cycling, especially health, 
transport and financial  

�  To provide those that may not have considered cycling in London with the option to try cycling 
within a safe and supportive environment 

�  Helping those that are unfamiliar with UK road regulations and driving and cycling practices to 
gain the skills and knowledge to cycle safely and with confidence  

 
”I thought it was important to learn to ride and good experience”.  
Isatu – Refugee Women Association 
 
“My husband and children all ride and I wanted to be able to ride with them, I didn't learn to ride until I 
got to London.”  Sadigheh  - Ahwazi Community Association 
 
“I want to cycle as I don't get enough exercise, also, I gave up my car as it was too expensive and so 
being able to cycle would help me to get around London. I think that the programme is important for the 
refugee community as many people don't have a culture of visiting a gym and need a means to get 
exercise.”  Anon. trainee 
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The training 
 
Trainees covered a range of cycling skills with CTUK instructors, following the National Standard 
Bikeability cycle training syllabus. Everyone that took part was extremely positive about the experience. 

 
“The best thing about the course was 
learning to cycle on big roads that I would 
never have dared to cycle on otherwise”   
Sadigheh - Ahwazi Community Association 
 
 “Everything was good!”  Anon. trainee 
(talking about what he liked best about the 
training) 
 
“All the training was very useful. Starting, 
stopping, using brakes, signalling, emergency 
stopping. The trainers were very very good. 
Thank you!” Trainee feedback form          
 
 

 
The cycle training programme ran for five weeks, from the 25th April to the 24th May 2008. Sessions were 
run for three hours on Friday afternoons and Saturday mornings. The training was free and every 
attempt was made to keep it flexible, allowing that trainees might need to prioritise work, childcare and 
other aspects of their lives.  
 
The Burgess Park Kart Track was used for practising control skills, trainees could then be taken on local 
roads when the instructor saw they were ready. A team of CTUK instructors returned each week, female 
instructors were chosen to ensure that women would feel comfortable taking part. Helpfully, GoPedal 
were able to deliver the hire bikes the day before, they could be stored at the track overnight and then 
collected after the Saturday training.  
 
The training was publicised as being a course for a group of regular participants covering a series of 
topics in each session. However, the number of participants meant that one-to-one training on a drop in 
basis was able to be given instead, allowing for the different competencies of those participating.  
 
Trainees were able to mix and match between the Friday and Saturday courses. Three people attended 
four or more sessions each, and two others attended one or two sessions out of the ten. Two of the 
trainees were complete beginners, and concentrated on their control skills in the cart track space, the 
other three had cycled before and were delighted that they both improved their skills and then went on 
road to gain experience cycling safely with other traffic. Two trainees gave written feedback, saying that 
they enjoyed the training, they would like more and that if they had bikes they would ride them more now. 
The trainers reported that trainees enjoyed the one-to-one training, and that it made them feel safe and 
more comfortable. 
 
“'I remembered how it was riding a bicycle. My confidence improved and I am very enthusiastic with the 
idea to ride again. I need a bicycle urgently!” Trainee feedback form 
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Programme barriers 
 
Despite the seeming high level of interest and full booking of the cycle training courses, the turnout at the 
sessions was low. It was anticipated that people within the refugee community might have greater 
barriers to attendance than average (hence the need for the project), and a number of measures were in 
place to help encourage attendance: 

·  The SRCF tried to contact all trainees the day before each session to remind them  

·  The SRCF programme manager and outreach worker each went to one of the first sessions to 
help familiarise the trainees and assist with any cultural issues  

·  The Saturday session was deliberately over-booked 

·  No financial commitment was asked - many schemes ask trainees to pay a small proportion of 
the costs, this was seen as inappropriate for this community as many are on very low incomes, or 
may not have the option of choosing to attend (and may feel this prevents them signing up at all). 

·  Trainees were given flexibility to attend sessions as and when they could  
 
Allowing trainees flexibility was an important feature of the programme, as it was understood that many 
refugees have chaotic lives compared to the average Londoner. Short notice jobs, lack of stability, 
conflicting demands and worry about relationships with authority of all sorts can mean that other things 
might have to be prioritised over training. While this flexibility was necessary, it may have meant that in 
some cases the value of the course was not fully communicated.  
 
“Really nice idea, a really good thing to do. However, with no incentive or requirement to turn up it 
becomes the lowest priority and other things will most often win out.”   Valerie, Cycle Trainer 
 

All those that signed up were contacted after the course, four people that didn't attend participated in a 
short phone interview. The following explanations for not coming to the course were given:  

�  I wanted to go, but there was always some reason that I couldn't – I was sick the first week, then I 
had a class, then I was running late and so didn't think it was worth going...   

�  I went along once, but was also working part time and was asked to work at those times.  

�  I couldn't come to the first session as I had exams, then I had to visit the physio and was worried 
that cycling might make things worse.  

�  I tried to come the first week but couldn't find it, then I got really busy preparing for exams. 
 
A number of trainees had trouble finding the training site, and at least three people that failed to find it on 
the first day didn't manage to return to any of the other sessions. Other possible explanations for people 
not turning up include; the site being unknown to the trainees and outside of their comfort zone, not 
knowing or having anxieties about the other people in the groups, and not owning a bike.  
 
Initial discussions about the course anticipated low levels of bike ownership, and all trainees were to be 
entered in a prize draw to win a bike. However this was understood to have changed at a later meeting, 
due to funding requirements. There was some concern that people then felt they had no chance of 
having a bike to ride afterwards, meaning there was little purpose in training. However, it is difficult to 
judge the effect this had, as while it is true that none of those interviewed owned bikes, they didn’t raise it 
as a reason for not attending. If this was a reason, it seems particularly unfortunate, as there may have 
still been the capacity to offer bikes to those participating, be they recycled or bought through Southwark 
Cyclists at a discount rate on completion of the course, however this was not communicated to all 
involved.  
 
Bike storage was also a particular issue mentioned by two of the trainees, one having had their bike and 
two other family bikes stolen from their public garden just before the course. Neither trainee had 
anywhere secure they could store bikes.  
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Recommendations for the future 

·  Ensure there is continued funding for SRCF to find and support trainees to attend. While 
attendance has been low this time, their links and enthusiasm offer an excellent opportunity to 
improve this in the future. 

·  Set up courses based around existing groups/gender/ethnic background. Members of the same 
community may be able to support and encourage each other, and many of the communities 
have a large active membership. Training within gender and ethnic based groups may help if 
there are socially based barriers to attendance. 

·  Run Dr Bike, bike try-out or information sessions prior to the course so that people can meet the 
trainers and find out more about what they will get out of it.  

·  Overbook and create a waiting list.  

·  Allocate places more strictly, making sure there is a strong commitment and trainees honestly 
think they will be able to get to a majority of the sessions - including a policy that at a mutually 
agreed point, places will be given to others if they don't turn up. 

·  Make sure there is a means of assisting trainees to get their own bikes after the training (at least 
providing advice on buying a bike), or target those with access to a bike, as these people might 
see more immediate value in cycle training.   

·  Consider incentives that might encourage trainees to prioritise the training where circumstances 
are not of themselves prohibitive. These might include giving trainees points towards bike 
accessories (if they have bikes), vouchers or entry in a prize draw.  

·  Allocate staff time to supporting trainees at the start of the course. 

·  Meet trainees at a more familiar location to take them to the site for the first time. 

·  Make sure trainees are reminded the day before the training, perhaps with a clear commitment to 
turn up at a specific time to meet with a specific instructor. This could be done by the instructor, 
as a one to one agreement may be more effective. 

·  Consider providing advice and funding to assist trainees to find bike storage solutions. 

·  Ensure communication on key issues remains clear between all involved in the programme. 
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Conclusion 
 
Those that attended the course gave very positive feedback, and the one-to-one training had real 
benefits in terms of quality of delivery. All those that participated wanted to cycle more as a result, some 
being confident to cycle for longer journeys, others keen to attend further training to get to this point. 
Unfortunately the low level of bike ownership and issues around affordability, and storage of bikes, could 
be real barriers to these people starting cycling. All those involved in organising the course agreed that 
despite best intentions more could have been done to offset the effects of the low level of bike 
ownership.  
 
While the course content was fantastic and obviously it was a great experience for all who took part, the 
low attendance is disappointing and seems a missed opportunity. This has prompted the course 
organisers to evaluate what could have been done differently. Both Southwark Cyclists and SRCF have 
said they could have devoted more time to ongoing promotion and support, and that creating a waiting 
list is key to maintaining course numbers.   
 
Reflecting on the challenges many refugees face, it seems important that there is greater support at the 
start of the course – for instance in booking, providing directions and escorting trainees to the training 
site. In addition, regular and honest assessment by trainees of their capacity to attend sessions (based 
on an understanding of the value of the scheme) might help organisers to judge when their place might 
need to be passed to another individual.  
 
Southwark Cyclists, the SRCF and CTUK can all see the benefits of organising further courses with 
these hard to reach communities, especially as those that took part have been so positive about their 
experience. Future training will need to be clearly planned so that a much greater level of attendance 
can be guaranteed and the course can provide better value for money. 
 
Other activities, including more one to one training, Dr Bikes and an easy ride are also in the pipeline, 
these may assist in promotion of future training courses. 
 
 
 

 

Key contacts 
 
Barry Mason 
Southwark Cyclists 
www.southwarkcyclists.org.uk 
07905 889 005 
 
Eltayeb Hassan 
Southwark Refugee Communities Forum 
www.southwarkrefugeecommunities.org.uk/srcf/ 
020 7277 4400 
 
Jane Stables  
Cycle Training UK 
www.cycletraining.co.uk 
020 7231 6005 

Brenton Smith 
Burgess Park Bike Track 
285 Albany Road 
London SE5 0AH 
020 7582 9191 
 
Sarah Slater 
London Cycling Campaign 
www.lcc.org.uk 
020 7234 9310 
 
GoPedal 
www.gopedal.co.uk 
07850796320 

 
 
 


