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Growing Momentum for Cycling
By Lesley Cassidy

HAPPY TRAILS

 A bicycle. Two wheels, a seat and 
handlebars and as a kid you could pedal it 
and go anywhere. Across town, along the 
hard-packed trail or over to the beach to 
hang out with friends. Then, as we became 
teenagers, our attention was turned to a driv-
er’s license, car, all-terrain vehicles and our 
bicycles sat abandoned, unused in garages 
and barns. And somewhere along the way we 
forgot that wonderful feeling of riding a bi-
cycle we enjoyed as a kid. 
 Participation in cycling is increas-
ing, as a choice for transportation, to run er-
rands, to enjoy a ride through town with the 
family or to explore new countryside. Volun-
teer organizations, municipal governments, 
cycling clubs and public health units are 
working on making cycling safer in the Prov-
ince of Ontario through the paving shoulders 
of roads, designating cycling routes with 
signs, developing cycling route maps and 
promoting “share the road” campaigns. 
 Ontario recently developed a cy-
cling strategy, however, most cycling in-
frastructure and changes are found in large 
urban areas. These urban centres typically 
enjoy support from a larger tax base, more 
volunteer resources and numerous multi use 
paths, canals and streets that connect differ-
ent neighbourhoods together. Rural areas 
have tougher choices with a limited tax base, 
hundreds of kilometres (or thousands) of 
roads connecting communities and towns, 
and many competing demands. The good 
news is that numerous rural areas in Ontario 
are making cycling safer for residents and 
visitors and promoting cycling to bring tour-
ism dollars to their communities. 
 Not far from the Ottawa Valley, 
in another County with many lakes, sum-
mer tourism, rolling quiet country roads 
and spectacular scenery is Haliburton. It is 
nestled just to the west of the Ottawa Val-
ley and through the dedication of a team of 
volunteers working with public health, local 
businesses and governments, they developed 
a Cycling Strategy in 2008 for the area. Their 
Strategy outlines realistic ways to improve 
safety for cyclists and attract cycle tourism 
to the region. As Sue Shikaze from the Hali-
burton, Kawartha, Pine Ridge District Health 
Unit states: “the Master Plan sets the vision 
and it was a way to engage the community 
and council in a discussion about cycling”.  
 Haliburton’s work in cycling is 
unique because it was led by volunteers who 
secured funding through two grants to de-
velop the Plan and moved it forward – it was 

ahead of its time for a large rural area.
 And the cycling plan is working for 
Haliburton. There are more visitors coming 
to the area with their bikes to cycle as part 
of their vacation. Cycling maps for Halibur-
ton are updated regularly and a “Share the 
Road” campaign, with signage and spring ra-
dio announcements remind cars and cyclists 
to share the roads. The County has paved 
shoulders on over 60km of roads, somewhat 
intermittently, and has a plan in place to pave 
shoulders on roads that are being redone as 
part of their infrastructure spending pro-
gram. A commuter challenge is also run each 
year. As well, the Ontario by Bike website 
lists several bike friendly accommodations, 
attractions and restaurants in the Haliburton 
area. Ontario by Bike is an important net-
work that works with the tourism industry 
to certify and promote bicycle friendly busi-
nesses in Ontario. 
 In the Ottawa Valley, there are well 
over a thousand kilometres of quiet forested 
rolling roads, several rail trails, lakes, less 
traffic and numerous communities with in-
teresting attractions including museums, 
craft breweries, fishing, white water rafting, 
artist studios and restaurants. In many local 
communities, cycling or active transporta-
tion plans are in place or being developed, 
cycling maps and routes are being planned or 
are already complete and shared online with 
important information about length of route 
and cyclist level, and kilometres of shoulders 
are being paved. 
 Mississippi Mills (Almonte) has 
made significant progress in developing a cy-
cling friendly town. Starting with an Active 
Transportation Strategy that has been en-
dorsed by council and is being implemented 
through the dedication of an active volunteer 
base and several committed staff and coun-
cil members. By the end of 2017, 175 kilo-
metres will have both shoulders paved out of 
561 kilometres of County roads. Mississippi 
Mills also has an active bicycle month (June 
every year) with numerous rides and activi-
ties focusing on promoting and encouraging 
cycling, parking for bicycles at schools and 
libraries and some government and business 
buildings, and painted bike lanes. Honour-
able mention was given to Mississippi Mills 
by the Bicycle Friendly Community Award 
Program in 2014 that is part of the Share the 
Road Cycling Coalition in Canada. Feedback 
received noted: “The encouragement and ed-
ucational efforts taking place in Mississippi 
Mills are exceptional for a small community.” 

Time flies along the trail as we regain the feeling of freedom and escape that we felt when we learned to “fly” on our bikes.
Progress is slower in Renfrew County. It is the 
largest county in Ontario and it is responsi-
ble for 810 km of arterial roads. It has an ap-
proved Trails Strategy that addresses cycling 
as part of trail management. Active trans-
portation policies have been developed and 
the County has over 170 kilometres of paved 
shoulders which are interspersed throughout 
the County. The Ottawa Valley Recreation 
Trail, a partnership with Lanark County and 
the Township of Papineau-Cameron, is a for-
mer rail line being acquired from Canadian 
Pacific with 218 kilometres within the Ren-
frew County boundary which will connect 
numerous communities within a few years. 
Ron Moss, Secretary of the Ottawa Valley 
Active and Cycling Transportation Alliance 
(OVCATA) shares that as “more cycling in-
frastructure is in place in the County, more 
visitors will come”. 
 Building infrastructure is critical 
to cycle tourism success. A recent Cycling 
Tourism Plan developed by the Provincial 
government just released in 2017 indicates 
that: “Cycling and trails tourism was identi-
fied by stakeholders as a crucial area for both 
government and industry to work together. 
There is an opportunity to build on existing 
cycling products, experiences and infrastruc-
ture to position Ontario as a premier cycling 
tourism destination”. 
 Cycling Tourism is one area the Ot-
tawa Valley could really benefit from. This 
Tourism Plan and other past studies high-
light that cycle tourism is increasing as ar-
eas become better known as bicycle friendly 

destinations. It is still a small industry that is 
starting to show economic promise with 1.7 
million cycling visits, accounting for 1.2% of 
total tourism visits to Ontario. Cycling visi-
tors spent $428 million, or 1.8% of total visi-
tor spending in Ontario. Two new bed and 
breakfast associations that cater specifically 
to cyclists have formed. As well, cyclists gen-
erally spend more money per trip than other 
visitors, spending $255/trip compared to 
$171/trip for total visitors. 
 Recently, the Province of Ontario 
announced $50 million dollars towards mu-
nicipal cycling programs. More importantly, 
the funding is not simply geared to urban ar-
eas, there is a rural component as well. One 
stream is geared to smaller municipalities 
with populations of less than 15,000 of which 
there is up to $25,000 available on a first 
come basis to be put towards new cycling in-
frastructure or enhancing what a community 
has already started to establish. The funding 
will pay 80% of the approved projects costs.
This is good news for Renfrew and Lanark 
County residents and tourism. As Ish Thei-
lheimer, a Director of the OVCATA said 
about the future: “I hope my grandchildren 
can take advantage of good cycling infra-
structure to ride safety and happily in Ren-
frew County”. 
 And no doubt if we pulled out our 
rusty bike, dusted it off, added a little oil to 
the chain and took it for a ride, we might be 
able to remember that happy feeling we had 
as a kid riding a bicycle. 




