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Kuala Lumpur quite different from 
my ‘kampung Copenhagen’

Copenhagen
Princess Mary cycling with her kids

Kuala Lumpur
Videos of me cycling through the city (link)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfCr71eT9TY&t=256s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfCr71eT9TY&t=256s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfCr71eT9TY&t=256s


Aspiration

3D rendering of vibrant car-free street by KL architect



Streets BEFORE cars
Roads were seen as a public 

space, which all citizens had an 

equal right to, even children at 

play. 

“Common law tended to pin 

responsibility on the person 

operating the heavier or more 

dangerous vehicle, so there was a 

bias in favor of the pedestrian.” 

Since people on foot ruled the 

road, collisions weren’t a major 

issue: Streetcars and horse-

drawn carriages yielded right of 

way to pedestrians and slowed to 

a human pace. 

The fastest traffic was around 15-20 km/hour



Streets AFTER cars
National Conference on Street 

and Highway Safety conference 

(1924), with it’s biggest players all 

represented the auto industry, 

recommended to prioritized 

private motor vehicles over all 

other transit modes.

A whole generation of kids grew 

up being trained that the streets 

were for cars only.” The public 

was educated on the dangers of 

cars, but mostly focused 

on changing pedestrian habits 

or extreme driver behaviors, like 

drunk driving.

The average traffic is around 15-20 km/hour = bicycle speed



Semantics BEFORE cars became common

Derogatory names for car drivers: o Joyrider

o Death driver

o Speed demons

o Vampire driver

o Motor madness

o Motor rabies



Semantics AFTER cars became common

Derogatory name for pedestrian:  Jaywalker
Originally referred to a clueless person unaccustomed to 

busy city life (“jay” was slang for a hayseed or country 

bumpkin)



If a kid is hit by a car in the street

Year 1914 Year 2017

“What evil bastard would 

drive their speeding car 

where a kid might be 

playing?”

“What parent is so 

neglectful that they let 

their child play in the 

street?”

A shift in reactions by 

the common man



“The real battle is for 
people’s minds, and 
this mental model of 
what a street is for”

Pedestrians’ experience of the street



High Transport Energy in Kuala Lumpur
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“Freedom” of the Car

Danish cartoon (1984) still relevant today 

For example, 80% of bicyclists in Manila quote cost savings for choice of transport



1 million hours wasted per day
in the traffic congestions of greater Kuala Lumpur

Infographic by IEN Consultants

RM4.50

per liter

The real cost 

of petrol





Malaysia, the fattest nation in Asia
according to The Lancet Medical journal, that also found 14% of the Malaysian population to be obese

Overweight pervalence (%)



Why is Malaysia 
the fattest nation in Asia?

1. Physically inactive lifestyles (less 
than 150 minutes of exercise per 
week) 
More than half of Malaysian are physically 
inactive, whereas the global average is only 20%

2. High car ownership
80% of KL inhabitants use car for daily commute, 
hence, reducing walking

Some answers in this article (link)

By IEN Consultants, The Star, Dec 2016

Malaysian’s don’t even like to drive
40% of Malaysians say that stress from 

traffic congestion is their primary 

frustration (Source: Frost & Sullivan)

http://www.star2.com/living/living-environment/2015/12/12/traffic-jams-cost-us-billions/


Malaysia, the fattest nation in Asia
Local press coverage in The Star newspaper



Malaysia, the fattest nation in Asia
International press coverage (February 2016)



Obesity statistics ring alarm bells 
because….

The Malaysian Health Ministry of Health says there is 

an epidemic of non-communicable diseases (NCD), including diabetes.

(medical condition or disease that is

non-infectious or non-transmissible)



Slow Traffic, Faster Death

Kuala Lumpur traffic. Cartoon by IEN Consultants, 2016



What can be done?

1. Make it easy and/or cheaper to 
run/bicycle/walk to work
- Implement shower/changing/locker facilities
- Implement bicycle parking
- Give incentives, e.g. ”Bicycle & Makan”

2. Urban planning to improve 
alternative transport options 

3. New technology
- electric bicycles 
- travel apps (real-time schedules)
- self-driving cars?

4 folding bicycles (2 of 

which are electric) 

made available to  staff 

of IEN Consultants

Video (link)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=it8_FGqW56Y


Ongoing initiative

Kuala Lumpur Pedestrian and 
Bicycling Masterplan

2017-2019   Study period

2019-2021   Implementation



Concluding remarks

Reclaiming the Streets would:
1. Make cities more livable

2. Reduce energy consumption

3. Reduce noise pollution 

4. Improve public health

People always tell me:

“You are going to die young from cycling in Kuala 

Lumpur!”

And I always answer:

“Wrong. Quite on the contrary, I’m adding 2-3 years 

to my life by getting exercise from bicycling”

Cycling with 

colleagues 

through KL 

(2015)
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Thank you

Commuting in Kuala Lumpur

(video link)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=it8_FGqW56Y

