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The conditions for a successful Car Free Day 
 

1. Introduction 
1.1. The European Car Free Day  
The Car Free Day is without any doubt a successful initiative in terms of participation. In  
2001 the Car Free Day was organised in over 1.005 cities in more than 30 countries in 
Europe and elsewhere. 
 
The origins of the Car Free Day can be found in the French town of La Rochelle, where a car 
free day was organised on September 9th 1997. On the basis of the experiences in La 
Rochelle, the then French Minister for Spatial Planning and the Environment Dominique 
Voynet took the initiative to organise a Car Free Day in 35 towns in France on September 
22nd 1998. On Wednesday 22 September 1999 the first European edition of the Car Free Day 
was launched with the participation of  66 French towns and 92 Italian towns in addition to the 
canton of Geneva. On Friday 22nd September 2000, 760 European towns jointly organised 
the "In town, without my car!" day. 
 

1.2. The Car Free Day in Belgium and Flanders 
The Car Free Day was organised in Belgium for the first time in 2000: 9 towns and 
municipalities participated, among which 2 Flemish. In 2001 the number of participants rose 
to 19. 5 of them were Flemish towns: Gent, Hasselt, Kortrijk, Mortsel and Mechelen. 

 

2. The Car Free Day and The Public Transport Week 
In Flanders (and Belgium), the European Car Free Day is linked with and integrated in The 
Public Transport Week, organised by Komimo, a consortium of 6 Flemish environmental and 
mobility organisations: 
• Bond Beter Leefmilieu (League for a Better Environment) the federation of 120 nature 

and environment organisations in Flanders.  
• Bond van Trein-, Tram- en Busgebruikers (League of Train, Tram and Buspassengers). 
• Fietsersbond (Cyclists League) 
• Langzaam Verkeer (Slow traffic), a non-profit research centre for mobility management.  
• The Voetgangersbeweging (Pedestrian Movement) 
• Taxistop, a non profit organisation offering services dealing with "different mobility” 

(carpooling, carsharing, …) 
 
Since 1996 Komimo and the 6 Komimo member-organisations organise annually two large-
scale awareness campaigns promoting sustainable mobility in Flanders: 
• The Week of the Soft Road user 
• The Public Transport Week 
 
During the Week of the Soft Road User (May) soft transport modes (walking and cycling) are 
promoted, whereas during the Public Transport Week (September), the focus is more on 
public transport modes and other forms of collective transport. The main message of both the 
Public Transport Week and The Week of the Soft Road User is that every actor involved has 
a contribution to make to a more sustainable mobility: the authorities at different policy levels, 
companies, intrestgroups and the individual citizen. 
 
This message is reflected in two ways. It is crucial for both campaigns that in the design and 
the preparation of the campaigns a large number of actors are involved. The campaigns are 
not only co-ordinated by the 6 Komimo member-organisations, but also in close co-operation 
with other actors. One of the main partners is the Flemish Authority, which finances the weeks 
to a large extent and provides logistical aid. Also both public transport companies (De Lijn and 
NMBS) are important partners and develop own activities during the campaigns. And during 
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both weeks an important number of organisations, intrestgroups (e.g. unions), schools, 
companies and local authorities contribute to the campaigns by organising their own activities.  
 
Secondly, both campaigns are designed in a way that guarantees that every actor involved in 
mobility issues is targeted. During the campaigns three types of activities are organised: 
 
1) Activities aimed at the general public 
 
During each campaign one or more large-scale events are organised in order to raise the 
awareness of the general public on mobility issues and to increase the social basis for a more 
sustainable mobility policy. The Car Free Day is one of these activities. 
 
2) Activities aimed at target groups 
 
A second type of activities are more aimed at changing the transport behaviour of individuals 
through participation in 'try-out' activities. By stimulating pupils, employers etc. to try 
sustainable transport modes for one day or one week, they might be convinced to change 
their travel behaviour. Also the other actors involved: employers, local authorities, schools, 
etc. can learn from these experiences how they can improve the conditions for sustainable 
transport modes. 
 
These activities can be subdivided in four subcategories: 
− House – work traffic 
− House – school traffic 
− House – shop traffic 
− Recreational traffic 
 
3) Public Debate  
 
During each campaign at least one seminar or roundtable is organised during which 
policymakers, politicians, civil servants, … debate on a subject related to mobility. The aim is 
to stimulate innovative concepts and to initiate new initiatives. 

 

3. The objectives of the Car Free Day 
The main objective of the Car Free Day is to promote an awareness of the need to change 
travel behaviour. The environment is the central focus of the campaign. In the concept of the 
Car Free Day the primary motive for limiting car use in city centres is the reduction of the 
negative impact of car use on the environment, more precisely the reduction of air and noise 
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
The operation to promote the awareness of the need to change travel behaviour, is centred 
on three types of measures designed to: 
− encourage the use of alternative forms of transport and travel other than private cars; 
− raise awareness and inform city-dwellers of what is at stake so far as concerns long-term 

mobility in towns and the risks connected with pollution; 
− show the town in another light thanks in particular to reduced motorised traffic within 

restricted areas. 
 
A second main objective of the Car Free Day is to provide an opportunity for local authorities 
to pilot new transport modes. It is an opportunity for all the participating towns to show how 
much environmental issues concern them. The operation will allow them to express 
themselves on the matter and at the same time give citizens an opportunity to show their 
support, by their interest and involvement, for measures for a better quality of life in the urban 
environment.  
 
Finally the European co-ordinators of the Car Free Day stress that the Car Free Day should 
be more than a one day-event. Participating towns are asked to integrate the Car Free Day in 
a broader mobility policy aimed at sustainable mobility. Towns are therefore encouraged to 
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launch permanent sustainable mobility measures on the Car Free Day or to use the Car Free 
Day to inform and consult the public on the local mobility policy. 
 

4. The concept of the Car Free Day 
The starting point of the Car Free Day-concept is simple: ban the car out of a restricted area 
in the city centre for one day and give the opportunity to inhabitants and visitors to 
(re)discover the possibilities of other transportmodes and the positive effects of a car free city 
centre. 
 
Of course, banning the car out of a certain area for one day isn’t enough. The guidelines for 
organising a Car Free Day can be divided into 6 categories: 
− the implementation of a car free zone; 
− the upgrading and the promotion of the accessibility of the city centre by public or soft 

transport modes; 
− the involvement and mobilisation of  a broad range of actors in the preparation and the 

organisation of the event; 
− the setting up of a communication campaign; 
− the organisation of a set of activities during the day (both educational and convivial); 
− the monitoring and the assessment the event. 

 

5. The survey 
In order to examine the criteria for a successful Car Free Day, a survey was conducted in 
both participating and non-participating towns. 
 
The main objective of the survey in the participating towns was to examine the framework in 
which the organisation of a Car Free Day developed by interviewing the main initiators in 
each participating town. The objective here was to examine which actors were involved in the 
organisation of a Car Free Day, how the Car Free Day was organised, what the objectives of 
the local initiators were and how the Car Free Day was evaluated. Since the European Car 
Free Day 2001 took place on a Saturday, in particular the role of the shopkeepers was 
examined. 
 
A second part of the survey was conducted in a sample of towns that didn't participate in the 
Car Free Day 2001. The objective here was to detect the arguments behind the decision not 
to participate in the Car Free Day. 

 

6. The conditions for a successful Car Free Day 
What makes the organisation of a Car Free Day successful is a complex matter. The 
personality and capacities of the local co-ordinators, the work climate within a local 
administration, political factors, the decision making process, external factors like weather 
conditions, etceteras, all play a role in whether or not the organisation of a Car Free Day will 
be successful. 
 
But in general 5 conditions have to be fulfilled in order to have a successful Car Free Day. A 
first condition is that a local government is motivated to organise a Car Free Day. Secondly 
the different actors that can be involved have to be mobilised. Also a good communication 
strategy, the choice of the car free zone and the activities organised on September 22nd are 
important. 

6.1. Motivation 
An absolute condition for a successful Car Free Day is a positive motivation. The initiators 
within a local authority have to be themselves fully convinced that the organisation of a Car 
Free Day makes sense and that it can be part of the local mobility policy. This isn't however 
always the case. Local authorities can decide to participate because they feel a moral 
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obligation to do so (they don't want not to participate) or because there is external pressure to 
participate. 
 
Towns with a leading role in the field of sustainable mobility policy can feel that they owe it to 
the image of their town to participate, even when they consider the concept of the Car Free 
Day to be outdated for the local situation. Of course this risks triggering off a vicious circle: 
because city administrators don’t believe in the concept, they don’t invest the necessary 
means in the preparation and organisation of the event. Inevitable this leads to a failure and 
even to a negative result. People aren't properly informed about the event before or even 
during September 22nd, so they can't take the necessary precautions. The Car Free Day is 
sometimes hardly or not visible, because the restricted area is too limited. In one case even 
just a part of a single street was closed off for traffic.  
 
External pressure can come from intrestgroups, ngo’s or even from politicians at other policy 
levels who support the Car Free Day and put pressure on their party-members to participate. 
But this external pressure isn’t always translated into a positive internal motivation.  
 
In this sense, the European character and of the Car Free Day works in both ways: it can both 
provide an extra motivation for a local authority to participate, but it can also put extra 
pressure on local authorities to participate even when they don’t believe in the concept of the 
Car Free Day.  
 
Secondly, it is important that this positive motivation is present at both the political and 
administrative level. Without political support the means necessary for organising such a large 
scale-event won't be available. And without the active support and know-how from a city 
administration the Car Free Day risks becoming an empty box. 
 
In Flanders concern for the environmental impact of the car use in town centres is rarely cited 
as an important motivation for organising a Car Free Day. Most participating and non-
participating name accessibility, traffic-safety and quality of life as the main reasons for 
organising a Car Free Day. 

6.2. Mobilisation 
The most determining factor for the success of a Car Free Day is the extent to which a local 
authority succeeds to mobilise a broad range of actors in the preparation and the organisation 
of the Car Free Day, both within and outside the local administration. 
 

6.2.1. Within the local administration 
In order to be successful, the organisation has not only to be supported on the political level 
by the deputy mayor responsible for mobility, but also needs the active support of the other 
members of the local government. The support of the organisation of a Car Free Day by the 
broad political majority provides a powerful signal to the population and lowers the chances of 
a successful boycott by groups who object to the organisation of the event. The most 
successful participating cities were those where the event was supported by local politicians 
by their presence at, or their personal involvement in, activities. 
 
Secondly the involvement of decisionmakers with competencies in the field of spatial 
planning, commerce, environment, can also deliver a useful input for the Car Free Day, 
especially in the organisation of educational activities during the Car Free Day. 
 
Finally the local administration can also be regarded as a specific target group. By involving 
the departments responisble for the environment, spatial planning, education, …, these 
departments can become aware of the role they can play in a more sustainable mobility policy 
and of their own responsibilities. 
 



 

European Conference on Mobility Management, 15 – 17 May 2002, Gent 6 

6.2.2. Outside the local administration 
Since the Car Free Day 2001 took place on a Saturday, shopkeepers were a major target 
group and a major concern for the local authorities. Fear of opposition from the shopkeepers 
stopped some local authorities from submitting their candidature. Traditionally shopkeepers 
show a negative attitude towards car free initiatives because they fear that their turnover will 
be affected. It is however remarkable that in most non-participating towns the negative 
attitude of the shopkeepers was taken for granted and the shopkeepers or the organisations 
that represent them weren't consulted about the possible organisation of the event. 
 
Whether and how a local government succeeds to conquer the opposition from the 
shopkeepers, depends to a large extent on the history of the relations between both the local 
administration and the shopkeepers. In towns were these relations are traditionally good, it is 
much easier to reach a consensus about the event. In towns where the local administration 
and the local shopkeepers' organisations have a rather negative perception of each other, the 
organisation of a Car Free Day (or even the mere possibility of it) can worsen the relationship. 
 
It is therefore crucial that both parties recognise each other interests and competencies in 
order to built up an efficient working relationship. On the one hand a local government has to 
anticipate to the shopkeepers objections about the possible impact of the event on their 
trading turnover. It is crucial that local authorities show that they find it important to involve 
and consult the shopkeepers as early as possible on the preparation of the event.  
 
Also the way in which the shopkeepers in a particular town are organised, matters. In towns 
with good structured shopkeepers' organisations and where the local administration can 
negotiate with a powerful and representative shopkeepers association, it is far easier to reach 
a consensus. In towns where the shopkeepers are loosely organised and where the 
shopkeepers associations and their spokesmen are less representative, the co-operation 
between with the local authority easily develops into a frustrating experience for both parties.  
 
Finally the attitude with which the shopkeepers are approached is of great importance. On the 
one hand, the shopkeepers shouldn't get the impression that they are confronted with a fait 
accompli and that they don't have a say in the working out of the Car Free Day. On the other 
hand the local government must make it clear that the message and the organisation of a Car 
Free Day is important to them. Any hint of internal discord within the local government can be 
used to undermine the organisation of the event. 
 

6.3. Communication 
Since the Car Free Day is a large-scale awareness raising campaign, it is evident that much 
attention has to be paid to an efficient information and communication strategy. Crucial is that 
the tone of the communication campaign remains positive. One of the main obstacles for the 
Car Free Day is that it is often perceived as an event directed against the car. Not only were a 
number of towns that didn’t participate put off by what they called the ‘negative connotation' of 
the name and the slogan of the event. The local authorities that did participate also made the 
same objection. They felt that the campaign was aimed at banning the car out of the city 
centre rather than the promotion of sustainable transport modes. One local authority even 
went so far not to use the communication tools provided by the European and the federal co-
ordinators, but to design an own publicity campaign with a different slogan which focussed on 
the alternatives for the car: 'Re-discover the city by bus or bike'. 
 
Rather than stressing the negative aspects of the car use, the information and the 
communication has thus to be focussed on the possibilities durable transport modes provide.  
Rather than stressing the fact that one won't be able to the city centre by car, the information 
campaign should focus on the alternatives for the car and the facilities that ware put in place 
for going to the city centre. 
 
It is also important that the communication campaign is differentiated for different target 
groups. In general, 3 main target audiences can be distinguished: 
− the inhabitants and the users of the city centre; 
− the visitors of the city centre; 
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− the inhabitants of the town. 
 
These different target groups need different information and have to be approached with a 
different communication strategy. Especially the inhabitants and the users (businesses, 
shopkeepers,…) of the car free zone need to be informed, apart from the objectives of the 
campaign, about the practical implications and provisions for them and have to be as 
individual as possible targeted.  
 

6.4. The Car Free Zone 
Since the banning of the car out of a particular zone is the starting point of the Car Free Day, 
the success of the Car Free Day will also largely depend on the choice of the carfree zone. 
The choice of the car free zone must be at the same time logical, practical and realistic.  
 
The choice of the carfree zone must be logical in terms of awareness raising objectives or 
policy measures. When the positive effects of the banning of the car clearly exceeds the 
discomfort that is inflicted, people will react in a more positive way and will object less. There 
must be a clear distinction between the 'normal' situation and the situation on September 
22nd. Another good argument for the choice of a particular argument is the intention to make 
that particular zone permanently car free in the future. The Car Free Day can then be used as 
an experiment to look at the possible effects. 
 
The choice of the Car Free Zone must also be practical in terms of the monitoring of the 
access to the zone. Since public transport is admitted to the car free zone, not all routes 
leading to the car free area can be closed off simply by installing barriers. On the routes used 
by public transport, the access to the car free zone has to be monitored by personnel. 
 
Finally, the choice of a car free zone must also be realistic. One of the risks is that the size of 
the area that becomes available is underestimated. It is not always simple to make a correct 
assessment of the space that becomes available and towns tend to exaggerate the size of the 
car free zone, especially when the Car Free Day is organised for the first time. 
 

6.5. Programmation of activities 
Empty streets are the last things one needs on a Car Free Day. It is therefore necessary to 
organise activities in order to entice people to visit the car free area. The Car Free Day is 
primarily an educational and awareness raising exercise. It is therefore useful to set up 
activities on issues like durable transport modes, spatial planning or the environmental 
aspects of mobility. Towns can also schedule convivial activities as concerts, sport events, 
picnics, etc.  
 
In order to guarantee the mobility-aspect of the day, it is crucial to keep at all stages the 
objectives of the event in mind and avoid transforming the initiative into a huge market place. 
One of the main risks is that towns, out of fear that not enough people will be present in the 
car free area on September 22nd, will invest too much energy and means in the organisation 
of the convivial activities and neglect the educational aspect of the event.  
 

7. Why towns don't participate 
A first remark is that the debate on the participation at the Car Free Day rarely went further 
than a discussion inside the local government. Only in one case the discussion about the Car 
Free Day was held publicly, even on a national level. Due to the internal disagreement and 
the high sensitivity of the mobility-issue for the different coalition parties and even personal 
differences, the decision on whether or not to participate at the Car Free Day turned into a 
symbolic issue and a power struggle within the coalition. 
 
The most quoted reason behind the decision not to participate is the expectation that the 
organisation of a Car Free Day on a Saturday would encounter too much resistance from the 
shopkeepers' side. But on the other hand the shopkeepers were rarely informed and 
consulted. Most local authorities said that they preferred to organise the Car Free Day for the 
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first time in 2002, when the event would be held on a Sunday and would encounter less 
opposition. 
 
Shortage of resources in terms of time, money and personnel were also frequently 
mentioned. The organisation of a Car Free Day was in most local authorities perceived as a 
task for the mobility department (and not for the environmental department). Since only a 
small number of local authorities already have a well developed mobility department, most 
local authorities considered the extra workload for the organisation of the event too heavy and 
preferred to allocate the available means to other priorities. 
 
As stated above, the (perception of the) negative connotation of the name and the slogan for 
the event was another obstacle for participation. Some local authorities were also the 
concerned that the closure of certain roads would cause traffic nuisance in neighbouring 
municipalities. Finally, local authorities complained that they were informed too late about the 
event (beginning of May) and that there wasn't enough time left to organise the Car Free Day. 
 

8. Conclusion 
The organisation of a Car Free Day is a complex and difficult operation. The organisation of a 
successful Car Free Day can only be successful when the initiators within a local authority are 
convinced of the added value of a Car Free Day for the local mobility policy and when they 
are able to involve a broad range of actors in the organisation and the preparation of the 
event. 
 
The Car Fee Day is an awareness raising campaign, but in order to be successful 
organisations and citizens mustn't be regarded as a passive target audience, but must be as 
actively as possible involved in the preparation of the event. A bottom-up approach is crucial: 
the Car Free Day must be considered as an opportunity not only to inform the public, but also 
to consult them about mobility issues.  
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