Cycle ABC for immigrant woman

Hassina Sakher and Ithelma Nicolaas are two of 4000 immigrant woman who have joined a bicycle course in the Netherlands this year. The aim is that they will be skilled enough to ride with the Dutch flow.

Tilburg:

“It’s hard to stop!”, Hassina Sakher cries out. The front wheel of the bike waggles while one of her legs hops to kill the speed. Ithelma Nicolaas steps onto her bike, but doesn’t manage to move it forward before she steps down again. 

“My problem is that I turn the peddles the wrong direction and get out of balance”, she laughs.

The two women are wearing blue vests with huge white L’s on the front and back. Both the women have lived in the Netherlands for three years now, Hassina is from Algeria and Ithelma is from the Antilles. The first time they ever sat on a bike was in September this year.

“It felt strange, and I was so afraid of falling”, Ithelma says. Hassina felt like a child.

“I was so happy, I never thought I would manage it!”

Hassina and Ithelma are in the first stage of a bicycle course arranged by the national bicycle support organisation “Landelijk Steunpunt Fiets”. First they will learn the basic technique, start – cycle – stop, and gradually they will move towards the traffic. When they are considered skilled enough they will get a certificate and can be let loose by themselves. 

“It was immigrant women who took the initiative and asked for courses”, says coordinator in LSF Angela van der Kloof. The organisation was founded in 1996 in Tilburg, but bicycle courses for immigrant women have existed for 25 years and now there are about 300 local places with courses across the Netherlands. 

“They see how practical it is and that it actually is a basic need to get around”, Angela van der Kloof says. She has no statistics on how the number of course participants who actually rides a bike, in the traffic is growing.

“Off course there might be some who are scared of biking alone when they are finished here, I do see more and more immigrant woman in the bike lanes. The local authorities also say that the number of immigrants on bikes is increasing. 

“I will bike a lot when I’m finished. It will for example be more convenient to cycle my son to the kindergarten”, Hassina says. 

“I also think I will feel more integrated on a bike”. The coordinator also points out that there are more than practical reasons for teaching immigrant women to ride a bike.

“This is important because it stimulates woman to develop themselves and take part in society. One of the participants once said to me “I want to learn to cycle because I am the only one walking”. It also make them more self confident. They hear “You’ll never mange to ride a bike, but then they discover that they can do it step by step.”
