
Australian cycling participation and injuries
according to the history books

Before considering Australian cycling participation trends as written in the history books, it’s worth 
reading a 1954 article from the Melbourne Argus newspaper in which cycling champion Hubert 

Opperman estimated there were 1,500,000 bicycles on our roads. 
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http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/23417219


The average participation rate of August and November was 6.85%, which was 895,502 of 
Australia’s 18yo+ population of 13,073,024 in 1993.

The next Year Book reference to cycling participation shows estimates for August and November 
1995, and February and May of 1996.

These four average 600,350, signalling a collapse in Australian cycling participation as increasing 
numbers of people realised they had to wear a helmet. The 1993 estimate above of 895,502 was 
surveyed in August and November, and the corresponding months in 1995 averaged just 589,150, 
a 34.2% reduction.

Adult cycling

The first record of adult cycling participation in the Australian Year Book series is for August and 
November 1993, a year after the final mandatory bicycle helmet law in Australia was enforced.
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Another two years rolled by and the ABS Participation in Sport and Physical Recreation survey 
then revealed a total of 626,000 in 1997/98. Australia’s cycling “boom” had begun with a 42.4% 
increase on 1995/96 participation.

The 626,000 participants in 1997/98 was 30.1% less than 895,502 in 1993.

It is important to note that unlike the previous surveys based on adult participation in the week or 
fortnight prior to interview, the 1997/98 results were based on participation at some time in the 12 
months prior to interview, an enormous difference that signals the decline was greater than 30.1%. 

Despite this discrepancy, the participation rate was 4.7% in 1997/98 compared to 6.85% in 1993.
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http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/CA25687100069892CA2568890021779A/$File/41770_1997-98.pdf


The recovery continued into 1998/99 with 795,800 Australian adults cycling, up 27.2% on the 
1997/98 estimate of 625,900.

The Year Book extract below shows that in 1999/2000 there was a participation downturn with 
679,000 Australian adults cycling, 14.7% less than 1998/92 and 24.2% less than the 1993 
estimate of 895,502.
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According to the Year Book extract to the right, 
the recovery was back in gear by 2002 with 
829,600 Australian adults cycling, just 7.4% 
less than in 1993. The population aged 18+ 
increased 12.8% from 13,048,816 in 1993 to 
1,4720,941 in 2002. 

Another four years passed into 2005/06 and 
Australia’s media and bicycle industry were 
rejoicing that bike imports had exceeded one 
million per annum, the highest ever.

The Year Book extract below shows cyclists 
aged 15+ had also cracked the million mark 
with participation up to 1,011,700 in 2005/06.

Among these, 963,400 were aged 18+, up 
7.6% on the 1993 level of 895,502. 

The Australian population aged 18+ increased 
21.1% from 13,048,816 in 1993 to 15,795,674 
in 2006.

The averaged adult participation rate in 
2005/06 was 6.35% who had cycled at some 
time in the previous year compared to 6.85% 
who had cycled in the week prior to survey in 
the winter and spring of 1993.
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By 2009/10, the Year Book extract below showed 1,140,700 Australians aged 15+ were cycling 
(6.5% participation rate), among whom 1,095,500 were aged 18+.

Despite the significant difference between cycling a week or a year prior to survey, it could be 
argued that adult cycling participation increased 22.3% from 1993 to 2009/10.

However, the Australian population increased 30.1% from 13,048,816 in 1993 to 16,972,406 in 
2010.
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Sport and Recreation: A Statistical Overview shows that by 2012 there were 1,306,400 Australians 
aged 18yo+ riding bicycles, with cycling/BMX participation at 7.4% of the 18yo+ population.

The 2011/12 participation of 1,306,400 Australians aged 18+ who had cycled at some time in the 
year prior to interview was up 45.9% on 1993 participation of 895,502 Australians who had cycled 
during the week prior to interview.

The Australian population aged 18+ increased 34.3% from 1993 to 2012.
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http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/6E28777ED2896A2BCA257AD9000E2FC5/$File/41560_2012.pdf


Child cycling

To compare child cycling levels before and since the introduction of mandatory bicycle helmet 
laws in Australia from 1990-92, the only survey results available are within Day to Day Travel in 
Australia 1985-86 (Report CR69) published by the Department of Transport’s Federal Office of 
Road Safety.

This data establishes that four years before the first helmet law was enforced, the number of bike 
trips per day among Australians aged 9-17 averaged 1,141,800.
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http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/roads/safety/publications/1988/pdf/Aust_Trav.pdf
http://www.infrastructure.gov.au/roads/safety/publications/1988/pdf/Aust_Trav.pdf


For a comparison of bike trips 
per day in Australia since 
helmet law enforcement, 
the only reliable source 
of information is the 2011 
National Cycling Participation 
Survey reporting for the 
National Cycling Strategy 
2011-2016 and published by 
the Australian Bicycle Council 
in conjunction with Austroads.

The population aged 10-17 in 
the 2010 year of survey was 
2,245,150, and 33.6% is 754,370 in this age bracket who cycled in the previous seven days. The 
CPS survey shows the average number of trips per week among all ages in Australia was 5.4.

754,370 x 5.4 / 7 = 581,943 daily bicycle trips per day in 2011.

As the age groups are 9-17 in 1985/86 and 10-17 in 2011, the 9yo daily trips in 2011 can be 
calculated as 49.1% of that age in 2011 (273,384) = 134,232 x 5.4 / 7 = 103,550.

This means 9-17yo day-to-day cycling in 2011 was 581,943 + 103,550 = 684,493.

The evidence shows there were 1,141,800 trips per day by cyclists aged 9-17 in 1985/86 and 
684,493 in 2011 - a 40.1% reduction. The Australian population aged 9-17 increased 5.8% from 
2,380,955 in 1986 to 2,518,534 in 2010.

That’s why you don’t see as many kids cycling on your street anymore.
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http://www.austroads.com.au/abc/images/pdf/AP-C91-11.pdf
http://www.austroads.com.au/abc/images/pdf/AP-C91-11.pdf
http://www.austroads.com.au/abc/images/pdf/AP-C91-11.pdf


Commuter cycling

What about commuter cycling to work? Census proportions and their corresponding cyclist 
numbers are charted below with further information here.
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http://www.cycle-helmets.com/cyclist-travel.html


However, the discouragement of mandatory bicycle helmet laws continued through the 1990s and 
by 2000 just 98,400 Australians rode a bike to work or to study - down 54.3%.

Alternatively, Australian Year Book tables can be considered for estimates of cycling for work and 
study in 1996, showing participation of 215,200.
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Environmental Issues: People’s Views and Practices published by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics shows the lower numbers riding a bike to work or study continued through to 2006, when 
an estimated 141,200 Australians used a bicycle.
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http://www.cycle-helmets.com/cycle-walk-2006.pdf


Environmental Issues: People’s Views and Practices also shows the cycling proportion for 
transport to work or study fell from 1.9% in 1996 to 1.6% in 2006, bearing in mind that the 
proportion was listed in the Year Book above as 2.8% for April 1996.
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http://www.cycle-helmets.com/cycle-walk-2006.pdf


Cyclist injuries

Cyclist injuries are also occasionally referenced in the Australian Year Book series, the first entry 
below showing 153 killed and 4,697 injured in road traffic accidents back in 1958/59.

The same Year Book provides alternative numbers with 141 cyclists killed and 4,396 injured, 
possibly related to the exclusion of the Northern Territory.
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The Australian Year Book shows that in 1968, road traffic accident cyclist fatalities had dropped to 
109 and injuries to 3,269.

Ten years later in 1977, cyclist deaths were at 101 and injuries at 3,297.
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Serious injury due to land transport accidents, Australia 2006-07, published by the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, tabulates road user injuries from 2000/01 to 2006/07.
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Serious injury due to land transport accidents, Australia 2007-08, published by the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare tabulates road user injuries.

http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=6442458863
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=10737421986


Serious injury due to land transport accidents, Australia 2008-09 published by the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare tabulates road user injuries.
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Hospital separations due to injury and poisoning, Australia, 2009-10 researched by Flinders 
University and published by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare tabulates road user 
injuries.

http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=10737421994
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=60129542180


It is difficult to determine whether injuries have fallen without knowing participation rates back to 
1958. However, it should be noted that since 1977 and based on the document extracts above, 
cyclists have a poor injury record compared to all other road users.

Cyclist 
injuries % change Car

injuries % change MC
injuries % change Ped

injuries % change

1958/59 4,697 - 51,713 - 7,353 - 8,274 -
1968 3,269 -30.4% 65,073 25.8% 4,198 -42.9% 9,565 15.6%
1977 3,297 0.9% 68,921 5.9% 10,305 145.5% 8,979 -6.1%

2000/01 3,056 -7.3% 13,840 -79.9% 4,642 -55% 2,916 -67.5%
2001/02 3,292 7.7% 14,804 7% 5,096 9.8% 2,901 -.05%
2002/03 3,591 9.1% 13,892 -6.2% 5,040 -1.1% 2,670 -8%
2003/04 3,676 2.4% 14,646 5.4% 5,385 6.8% 2,578 -3.4%
2004/05 4,038 9.8% 14,750 0.7% 5,861 8.8% 2,594 0.6%
2005/06 4,370 8.2% 15,099 2.4% 6,479 10.5% 2,644 1.9%
2006/07 4,789 9.6% 15,085 -0.1% 7,303 12.7% 2,824 6.8%
2007/08 4,814 0.5% 15,795 4.7% 7,524 3% 2,730 -3.3%
2008/09 5,264 9.3% 16,079 1.8% 8,197 8.9% 2,690 -1.5%
2009/10 5,340 1.4% 15,601 -3% 7,777 -5.1% 2,894 7.6%

Between 2000 and 2010, cyclist injuries increased by 74.7%, car injuries by 12.7%, motorcycle 
injuries by 67.5% and pedestrian injuries by -0.8%.

The high rate of cyclist injuries in Australia is further explored in Cycling injuries in Australia: Road 
safety’s blind spot? published in August 2010 by the Journal of the Australasian College of Road 
Safety.
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http://www.darebinbug.org.au/images/2010/JACRSV21N3_037.pdf
http://www.darebinbug.org.au/images/2010/JACRSV21N3_037.pdf

