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Abstract: The ViaRhôna is an 815 km cycle route running along the Rhône River from Lake Geneva
to the Mediterranean Sea. We examine the influence of this type of cycle route on the relationship
between route users (including the local population, itinerant cyclists and foreign tourists) and
the river landscapes. This relationship is approached from the angle of the use of the riverbanks as
well as the perceived image, the value, and the knowledge associated with the river and its landscapes.
Our survey based on interviews (n = 16) and questionnaires (n = 546) produced the following
results. The features of the cycle route and the related activities that it makes possible drain a special
segment of the population that, in spite of its diverse sociological composition, shares similar tastes.
The creation of the cycle route has led to an increase in use of the riverbanks both by tourists
and local people. The experience that it offers contributes to enhancing the value that users place
on the river. This is due to a change in the image of the river following the (re)discovery of its
natural environments. On the other hand, knowledge of one’s natural environments is not modified.
These results raise the question of possible changes in the degree to which users support policies
targeting the preservation and restoration of the river.
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1. Introduction

The relationships between societies and rivers have been widely studied. The results show that
they have changed over time. Starting in the middle of the 1800s, a disconnection between societies
and rivers occurred due to the problems they caused (flooding, pollution, etc.) and to the work done
on rivers to protect against those problems or to make use of rivers. This weakening of relationships is
physical in nature (lack of access to riverbanks) as well as cognitive (less knowledge of the river and
its landscapes) and emotional (lesser value attributed). This situation is reinforced by the fact that
development work on rivers often results in more artificial landscapes and it has long been known
that this negatively impacts the value attributed to rivers [1]. This decrease in the value attributed
is not without consequences, notably given the current importance of environmental preservation.
The value placed on rivers strongly contributes to public support for policies to preserve environments
and landscapes [2,3]. It is with the above in mind that current public development policies encourage
stronger bonds with rivers. This is illustrated, for example, by efforts made starting in the 1960s
in North America to restore waterfronts [4–6]. More recently, it has been the case in rural areas where
rivers are seen as the backbone of local development projects [7]. These public policies, now firmly
established, better integrate the many components, the objective being to create bonds between people
and the river as well as to integrate the culture, economy, and environment of societies and pay greater
attention to the landscapes making up their area.
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Cycle routes, a common form of recreational infrastructure, are now widely used by local
governments to enhance the attractiveness of their area for tourists. That is the case for cities (Roman
and Roman, 2014), but even more so for large territories where cycle routes go through multiple local
governments and even entire countries. Routes such as the Route verte in Canada [8], the North
Sea Cycle Route from Scotland to Norway [9], the Danube Cycle [10], and the Loire à vélo route
in France [11] are now common and growing in number. The last two routes are also part of the EuroVelo
6 route, an itinerary spanning Europe and linking the Atlantic to the Black Sea along numerous rivers.
For now, research on large cycle routes is relatively sparse if compared to other fields in tourism or
to the study on links between territories and daily mobility. Among the existing studies, most have
focused on analysing the quality of projects in view of improvements [12] or on measuring the use
of infrastructures in an essentially economic approach [13]. A second category of study focusses
on identification of users [9]. This latter category of study has revealed that the users of these routes
are mainly, according to the EuroVelo classification system, day trippers (who cycle for a day or for just
a few hours), sports cyclists (for whom cycling is essentially a sports activity), and itinerant cyclists
(who cycle a number of successive days in a journey and lodge along the way). The percentage of users
for practical purposes (travel to work, to the grocery store, etc.) is small. Furthermore, users come
primarily from areas close to the routes. Other research has investigated the activities of cyclists,
their experiences on the routes [14], and their needs [15]. Once again, the approach deals essentially
with the economic and development aspects, and exclusively addresses the itinerant cyclists, not all
users, contrary to the study presented in this article.

Most of the work on cycle routes neglects the issues concerning the links with the surrounding
landscapes. That is, however, precisely the heart of this case study on the ViaRhôna, an 815 km cycle
route that follows the entire French part of the Rhône River from the Swiss border to the Mediterranean
Sea. We examine the influence of this type of cycle route on the relationships that route users—including
the local population, itinerant cyclists, and foreign tourists—create and maintain, through their practices,
with the river landscapes. Inspired by the social practice theory [16], we consider that the practices (here
cycling and other active mobility) arise from the meeting of “skills”, “materials”, and “meanings” [17].
For the social practice theory, materiality is both that of the object at the heart of the practice, here
the bicycle as a vehicle (its comfort, its speed, the posture it imposes), that of the immediate space, here
the cycle route (its coating, its layout), and that of the visual environment of the practice, here the Rhône
river and its landscapes. “Meanings” encompass mental images, values, and the way they are formed
by individuals, i.e., by sensorial perceptions. The landscape is therefore a key element of cycling
and other active mobility practices, notably through the materiality it embodies and the meanings it
represents [18]. This is why we are mainly interested, in this article, in the relationship between route
users and landscapes of the Rhone (it does not deal with “skills”, nor with the “materials” of the bicycle
and of the cycle route). This relationship is approached according to four main dimensions: By the use
of the riverbanks and the activities carried out there, by the sensory perceptions of the Rhone River
landscapes and the images mentally associated to them, by the values attached to them and finally
by the knowledge linked to them. The objective of this article is to understand the extent to which
the creation of a bicycle route affects the relationship between users and the river landscapes in these
four dimensions. Has the creation of the ViaRhôna enabled users to return to or increase their use
of the riverbanks? Has the increased familiarity with the river contributed to modifying perceived
images of the river, to increasing knowledge, and the values attributed to it? Is it possible to say that
by providing new access to the river, the ViaRhôna has resulted in greater value for the river and
its landscapes?
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Site

Our study focuses on the French part of the Rhône River, one of the main Mediterranean rivers,
which originates at the Furka Glacier in the Swiss Alps and flows into the Mediterranean Sea. The river
is 812 km long, with more than 500 km located in France. The history of the river and its relationship
with the riverside populations conform to the “classic” model mentioned above. Major development
work was undertaken in a first step (1860–1930s) to develop navigation and protect inhabitants and
infrastructure against floods and, in a second step (1950–1990s), to favour economic development,
especially energy production. These large engineering projects significantly modified the landscapes
(e.g., homogenisation of habitats, “artificialisation” of its banks). These changes, combined with
the evolution of lifestyles, contributed to modifying the relationship between the river and the local
residents. Over time, a reduction in the types of activities, and the time spent along the river were
observed and people attributed less value to surrounding landscapes [19]. Even up to the late 1990s,
the development of recreational activities was seen as competing with preservation issues for Rhône
ecosystems and landscapes [20]. The emergence of environmental concerns on the international level,
in conjunction with a local crisis (a highly destructive flood in 2003), incited the local and regional
stakeholders to implement a more sustainable development project for the Rhône River. This intent
took the form of two successive action plans called the Rhône Plan (2007–2013 and 2015–2020). In this
plan, the objective is to make the river“a link between inhabitants and their territory”. One of the most
emblematic projects is the ViaRhôna, a cycle route along the river linking Lake Geneva, in Switzerland,
with the Mediterranean Sea. The route serves as a link between rural and urban areas (Geneva, Lyon,
Valence, Avignon, etc.) and crosses through diverse landscapes that are highly anthropized. They result
from the mix between the natural dynamics of the river and the uses made of it by humans (navigation,
irrigation, hydropower, industrial uses, etc.) [21]. Some sectors may be perceived as “natural” whereas
others are highly impacted by human activities (highly visible canal, urban and industrial sites, etc.).
This diversity of landscapes was taken into account in selecting the three study sectors (see Figure 1),
among other factors (age of the cycle-route infrastructure, type of contracting authority) (see Table 1).

Table 1. Main landscape features of the study sites.

Upstream: Belley to Groslée,
via Saint-Genix-sur-Guiers

Midsection: Vienne to
Sablons, via Condrieu

Downstream: Rochemaure
to Bourg-Saint-Andéol

Link between
the ViaRhôna and

the river

Constant proximity to
the Rhône (alternating

between the old Rhône and
the channelised Rhône), with
the exception of a few detours

on country roads or behind
the dike.

Occasionally directly
on the bank

of the channelised Rhône,
but most often behind

the dike (rather monotonous
in the southern section). A
few sections farther from
the river (vegetable farms,

wooded areas).

One half along the Rhône
bypass canal, then directly

along the river. A few
sections on more distant

country roads or on paths
through wooded areas.

Main landscape features

Natural landscapes: cliffs,
wooded areas, wetlands.

Farming landscapes:
vegetable farms and orchards.
Landscapes blocked by far-off

mountains (Alps and Jura).

Farming landscapes:
orchards, vegetable farms

and terraced vineyards.
Industrial landscapes.

Open, hilly landscapes.

Natural landscapes: wooded
areas and cliffs.

Industrial landscapes in a
few spots.

Farming landscapes.
Open landscapes with cliffs

and hills in a few spots.

Industrial landscapes In some places: quarries,
hydroelectric plants.

In many places:
hydroelectric plants, nuclear

power plants, chemical
factories, warehouses.

In some places: cement
plant, hydroelectric plants.

Urban landscapes No urban landscapes (and few
villages entered).

Mostly urban and
peri-urban landscapes.

Villages perched above
the river in a few spots.
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A survey was run on the three river sections. Interviews (n = 16) were carried out in the spring 
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The semi-structured interviews served the double purpose of guiding the preparation of the 
questionnaires and providing in-depth knowledge on the uses of the ViaRhôna and perceptions and 
values of the interviewed persons concerning the Rhône River. The interviews were more specifically 
interested in qualifying the impact of the ViaRhôna on uses, perceptions, and values. The interviewed 
persons were selected to ensure a high degree of diversity. This diversity corresponds to the sections 
used (upstream, midsection, and downstream), activities (means of transport, type of travel, time 
previously invested in the activity, etc.) and the types of people interviewed (social and professional 
categories, age, gender, place of residence, etc.). The 16 interviews were carried out face to face, 

Figure 1. Map showing the position of the three study sites and the corresponding landscapes.
The photos in the column on the left show recurring landscape features, namely (a) bridges,
(b) hydroelectric plants, (c) industrial sites, (d) former channels, and (e) bypass.

2.2. Data Collection

A survey was run on the three river sections. Interviews (n = 16) were carried out in the spring
of 2017 and a survey using questionnaires (n = 546) took place in June and July 2017. The study targeted
all users of the ViaRhôna, whether walkers, cyclists, day trippers, sports cyclists, or itinerant cyclists.

2.2.1. Semi-Structured Interviews

The semi-structured interviews served the double purpose of guiding the preparation
of the questionnaires and providing in-depth knowledge on the uses of the ViaRhôna and perceptions
and values of the interviewed persons concerning the Rhône River. The interviews were more
specifically interested in qualifying the impact of the ViaRhôna on uses, perceptions, and values.
The interviewed persons were selected to ensure a high degree of diversity. This diversity corresponds
to the sections used (upstream, midsection, and downstream), activities (means of transport, type
of travel, time previously invested in the activity, etc.) and the types of people interviewed (social and
professional categories, age, gender, place of residence, etc.). The 16 interviews were carried out face
to face, generally in the home of the person interviewed. They lasted between 55 min and one hour
and 40 min.
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2.2.2. The Questionnaire

The questionnaire, comprising a majority of closed questions and a few open questions,
was structured in four parts.

• The first part looked at the activities of the person (type of travel, sectors visited, frequency
of activity, and years of practice). Some questions aimed to characterise the motivations of people
to use the ViaRhôna using a psychometric scale inspired by the work of Smith and Moore [22],
who used this scale to characterise demand for recreational activities and sites.

• The second part examined the perception of Rhône landscapes by the respondents and their
degree of familiarity with them. A photo-questionnaire depicting diverse river landscapes [23]
was used. Participants were asked to assess, using a visual scale, the degree to which 16 landscapes
were emblematic of the Rhône River. An open question was also asked in order to assess their
knowledge on those landscapes (and notably whether they were capable of naming it). Eight
categories of landscapes (each represented by two photographs) were selected in as much as
they were deemed emblematic of the Rhône by stakeholders in the Rhône Plan. The sectors seen
as emblematic by stakeholders were identified using qualitative analysis of interviews carried
out with those persons during another part of the research project (their opinions were gathered
in a previous phase of the scientific project).

• The third part studied the impact of the cycle route on the relationship of the respondents with
the river, in particular in terms of the image of and the values attributed to the river. To characterise
those values, we used the typology devised by Brown and Raymond [24].

• The fourth part aimed to characterise the respondent sociologically and based on where
the person lived.

Hard copies of the questionnaire were made available in French, English, and German. People
were encouraged to reply on the spot along the ViaRhôna. However, for those wishing not to reply
immediately, it was possible to send the questionnaire in by mail (a stamped envelope was provided).
The collection of data was highly empirical and targeted a maximum of respondents in that virtually
every person (walking and cycling) passing in front of the survey tables along the route was stopped.
The percentage of people stopped who accepted to respond to the questionnaire exceeded 50%.
This high proportion may be explained by the context, a recreational or vacation moment when
people are more inclined to “give freely of their time”, and by the chance given to take a break
in their activity. The return rate by mail was also exceptionally high at 68% for the upstream and
midsection (44 questionnaires out of the 65 distributed) and 63% for the downstream section (44 out
of 70). However, it was not easy to question all the user categories. In general, day trippers and
itinerant cyclists willingly accepted to devote some time to the questionnaire, whereas that was less
frequently the case for sports cyclists and particularly for “utilitarian” cyclists. Sports cyclists stopped
only exceptionally when they were in a group. The “utilitarian” cyclists were frequently in a hurry,
either because they had an appointment somewhere or, more often, because they were going to work
or were returning home for lunch. Finally, the persons most reluctant to take the time were those
travelling with children. For the most reluctant user categories, we often supplied an envelope with
the questionnaire in case they would eventually accept to respond.

2.3. Data Analysis

The interviews underwent qualitative analysis through content analysis. In other words, they
were systematically processed using a multi-criteria analysis system [25]. The questionnaires were
statistically analysed. All analyses (univariate descriptions, statistical tests, random forests, graphic
creation) were carried out using the R programming and statistical environment (R Core Team, 2018).
To test the significance of the link between two variables, we carried out various kinds of tests according
to the qualitative or quantitative nature of the response and predictor variables (Chi-squared tests if
both variables were qualitative, ANOVAs if one of them was quantitative). If p-values were ≤0.01 we
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rejected the hypothesis that the two variables considered were independent from each other. To model
response variables according to a variety of both quantitative and qualitative variables, we used
random forests [26]. These consist of a large number of decision trees built on varying, randomly
chosen portions of the dataset and are used to model either a quantitative response (regression)
or a categorical one (classification). Random forests enabled us to assess the relative importance
of descriptors to model the answer to a particular question. To analyse open questions, we performed
a statistical analysis of the textual data [27] using the open source software Iramuteq [28]. In particular,
to identify the words that were over-represented in the discourse of participants according to their user
profile of the ViaRhôna, we measured specificity scores [29]. We considered that a term was specific to
a category of respondents if its specificity index was greater than 2 [30].

3. Results

3.1. The Surveyed Population

The people using the ViaRhôna are highly diverse, particularly during the summer (see Table 2).
A total of 546 people responded to the questionnaire (191 upstream, 178 in the midsection, and 177
downstream). Among them, 46.4% were “tourists”, meaning they spent the night prior to the survey
in lodging other than their home. A full 77% of the users questioned were exclusively cyclists and 18%
were exclusively on foot, with approximately 5% alternating between the two or using other means
of travel (in-line skates, electric wheelchair). The day trippers (people there for a day or just a few
hours) were the most numerous (42% of respondents), followed by itinerant cyclists (34%), sports
cyclists (17%), and “utilitarian” users (7%). The geographical origin of respondents was varied, though
75% were French (n = 406). Among the 15 other nationalities represented, the most represented were
Switzerland (n = 46), Germany (n = 33), and the Netherlands (n = 18). The respondents living in a town
along the Rhône represented 43% of the total. They were often local people (37% of respondents who
lived less than 20 km from the survey site) or from adjacent French departments (18% of respondents).
Men represented 57% of respondents, a proportion that varied depending on the activity. For example,
men represented 65% of the sports cyclists, 55% of the itinerant cyclists, and 54% of the utilitarian
users. Women represented a majority only among the day trippers (51%). The respondents were
relatively old (median age 56). The most common socio-professional category was that of retired people
(34.7%). They were followed by executive personnel and professionals (22.6%) and by technicians and
equivalent staff (17.2%), which together represent 75% of the respondents among the active population
in the sample. School children (mid and high schools) and students represented 8.7% of the respondents
and other people with no professional activity (unemployed and home keepers) 3.6%.

Table 2. Main geographical and sociological criteria of respondents according to their user profile.

Itinerant
Cyclists

Day
Trippers

Utilitarian
Users

Sports
Cyclists Total

Median age (years) 46.4 56.4 42.4 51.7 51.6
Men (%) 55.7 54.9 57.9 70.3 57.3

Live along the Rhône (%) 14.9 63.2 60.1 58.3 44.2
Tourists (%) 87.3 24.4 24.3 32.1 46.4
Retired (%) 20.9 45.3 22.9 40 34.7

School children and students (%) 10.4 5.5 14.3 11.3 8.7
Executive personnel (%) 30.7 19.4 14.3 17.5 22.6

Technicians and equivalent staff (%) 23.3 12.9 22.9 13.8 17.2
Labourers (%) 1.2 1 5.1 3.8 2

Locals (%) 5.2 54.5 57.9 52.4 37.9
Regionals (%) 14.4 20.9 21.1 19.1 18.5

French (%) 29.3 12.3 10.5 11.9 17.9
Foreign (%) 51.1 10.9 10.5 16.6 25.7

In parallel to our study, a frequentation survey on the ViaRhôna was commissioned by
the promoters of the route and carried out from March to November 2017 [31]. On 29 sites, 2708 cyclists



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9311 7 of 16

answered a questionnaire. Our results are consistent with those of the frequentation survey. For example,
the results of the frequentation survey indicated that 68.1% of cyclists are male, 29.6% of respondents
are retired, and the average age is 50. The differences may be explained by the fact that our survey took
place during the summer and outside of urban areas. We recorded a higher percentage of foreigners
(25.7% vs. 3.9%) and of tourists (46.4% vs. 35.3%), and a lower percentage of utilitarian cyclists
(10% vs. 13%). These results hence comforts the validity of our user sample.

3.2. Survey Results

It is important to note the consistency of the answers about the motivations to use the ViaRhôna,
image of the river, and values attributed to it. The answers (variables) to the questions differ only slightly
and are not significantly affected by the study sites, the sociological traits or the place of residence
of respondents, nor the type of route use. The variables concerning motivations, the image, and values
are, in most cases, statistically independent of the above factors (p-value > 0.1). In the following
paragraphs, we comment only the statistically significant differences. However, they should not mask
the high degree of homogeneity in the responses collected.

3.2.1. The River Environment and Uses as Sources of Motivation

A number of questions dealt with the motivations of people to use the ViaRhôna. When asked
“What is the primary purpose of your visit to the ViaRhôna today?”, the respondents had to choose
one or more answers from a list. The three most common answers dealt with the activity itself, namely
“do sports” (23.2%), “go for a walk, fresh air” (20.6%), “hike/ride” (20%). The answer “spend time along
the Rhône” came in fourth place (14.2%). It was selected more frequently by itinerant cyclists (15.7%)
than by sports cyclists (14%) and day trippers (13.5%) (p ≤ 0.001). It was selected least frequently by
the utilitarian users (10.8%). The desire to discover the river itself is a strong motivation for the itinerant
cyclists. Even more remarkable is the fact that over a quarter of the foreign respondents (26.3%)
answered that their main motivation for using the ViaRhôna was to spend time along the Rhône
(p ≤ 0.001). That was the case for only 8.3% of the local people. Also, whereas 18.3% of people not
living along the Rhône indicated that the river was their main motivation, that was the case for only
10% of people living along the Rhône (p ≤ 0.001). The capacity to travel along the river, i.e., to discover
the river for most foreigners, is a major factor in attracting foreign tourists. As might be expected,
the river itself was a lesser motivation for people who come easily and frequently (even daily) into
contact with it and are thus accustomed to seeing it.

In response to the question “For your particular activity, why did you choose the ViaRhôna rather
than some other place?”, respondents were asked to select three answers (maximum) among the eight
provided, that included technical aspects concerning the route as well as its geographic location
and landscapes (see Figure 2). The answers most often selected fit into two radically different kinds
of motivation, namely the safety and comfort of the route on the one hand (e.g., “The ViaRhôna is a spot
that is safe and where I feel safe” (50%), “The ViaRhôna makes for easy travel (layout, road surface,
wind protection) (32.4%)) and the landscapes travelled through on the other, (e.g., “The ViaRhôna goes
through nice areas” (48.5%), “The ViaRhôna travels along the Rhône River” (36.8%)).

The psychometric scale used by respondents to assess “to what degree” (0 to 10) a total of 17 reasons
incited them to travel to the ViaRhôna filled out the above observations. The reason “to remain
in ‘contact’ with the Rhône” received the fifth best average assessment (5.9), following reasons related
to the activity (“for physical exercise” (7.4), “to physically relax” (6.6)) and those related to the site
(“to experience nature” (7.2), “for some time away from the city” (6.4)). Similar to the other indicators
concerning motivations, the psychometric scale revealed that the desire to spend time along the Rhône
is an important motivation, stronger than the collective reasons (“for a family activity”, “to spend time
with friends or ‘my group’”, “to meet new people”, etc.) and the personal reasons (“to take a step back
and think about life”, “to express my creativity by drawing, taking photos”, “to show other people
that I can do it”, etc.). Random-forest calculations showed that the assessment of “to remain in ‘contact’



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9311 8 of 16

with the Rhône” was influenced primarily by two other motivations, namely “to experience nature”
and “to learn about nature”. The fourth variable among those most predictive of the importance
attributed to the Rhône in the set of reasons inciting people to use the ViaRhôna was the perceived
value of the Rhône. Consequently, people motivated by the river tend to attribute value to it.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 16 
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3.2.2. More Frequent Use, New Activities

The respondents were asked to assess the frequency of their use of the ViaRhôna and that of prior
visits to the Rhône before the route existed. Excluding the 176 people who declared that they were
travelling along the Rhône for the first time, 57% of respondents who had previously spent time
on the banks of the river declared that they now came more often, 40% just as often, and 3% less
often. The cycle route has thus generated enhanced use of the river by both itinerant cyclists and
local people who can now more easily spend time on its banks. A full 71.9% of the itinerant cyclists
in the sample had never visited the Rhône before the creation of the ViaRhôna, which may signify that
the cycle route is an efficient means to attract this type of user and to provide them access to the river.
These conclusions are valid to a lesser degree for all types of use because, in each case, almost 30%
of the questioned users discovered the banks of the Rhône thanks to the ViaRhôna.
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What can explain the fact that 3% of respondents declared that they come less frequently to
the river since the creation of the ViaRhôna? These 12 people were regular visitors to the Rhône
(daily (2), weekly (5), or monthly (5)) and consequently had a relatively high “potential” for a decrease
in visits. Among them, 10 were over 50 years old (p ≤ 0.05). This decrease in frequency may be
linked to the living conditions of each person (ageing, failing health, moves, changes in schedules,
etc.) or to discontent with the cycle route itself and the changes incurred on the banks of the river and
in the number of visitors. For example, the interviews revealed that the increasing number of people
on the banks was seen negatively by some “regular visitors” who perceived the ViaRhôna as a source
of disturbances (other visitors, noise, etc.) and who felt deprived of areas that they had previously
enjoyed relatively exclusively. That is particularly the case for certain anglers (a typical case of conflict
between recreational uses) or simply for local people in areas where tourism was previously not
common. For example, that is the case of Marie-Anne, who lives in a house along the ViaRhôna
in the Bugey region, immediately near the Rhône. She did not hide her hostility to the cycle route.
She described the increased numbers of people and the fact that anglers and hunters had abandoned
the area. She now goes to the other bank of the river for hikes or walks with her dog, thus avoiding
the bank where she lives and where the ViaRhôna lies.

3.2.3. A Modified Perceived Image of the River

The increased number of visits contributed to modifying people’s image of the Rhône. Respondents
were asked to score, on a scale ranging from “not at all” (0) to “completely” (10), the degree to which
their “experience along the ViaRhôna modified [their] perception of the Rhône River”. The average
value of the responses was 5.4 out of 10. That indicates a real, but moderate change. We asked
the people who felt their perception had been modified to present the reasons for the change. A total
of 300 people responded (using 2849 words). The most frequently mentioned terms were “nature”,
“river”, “natural”, and “landscape”, followed by “discover”, “discovery”, and “know” (see Figure 3).
The discoveries made by the respondents thanks to the ViaRhôna concern primarily the landscapes
and the naturalness of the Rhône. The absence of terms specific to the different categories of users
would indicate that these discoveries are experiences shared by all users.

The interviewed persons also noted a change in their image of the Rhône in that they now see it
as more natural than before.

For example,

“Yes, I found that there was much more... There was more nature, more real countryside than I
imagined after having travelled on the highway so many times.” (Pierre, 53, Swiss, itinerant cyclist
and sports cyclist)

It is, however, not possible to conclude that the image of the Rhône has undergone a complete
change. The interviews showed that the man-made features of the river are still an integral part
of its identity and of the image held by people, even if the diversity of the different sections is also
a major element.

“Interviewer: What constitutes the identity or the specificity of these different Rhône landscapes?
Interviewee: In this section, it is the use made of the river and of its force. The hydroelectric
installations, the nuclear plants are not the same, but they do use the water to cool the reactors. It is
the use made of the river.” (Emmanuelle, 42, French from the region, itinerant cyclist)

In addition to the natural image of the river, the analysis of the interviews revealed a common
trait among the interviewees, namely they think they discovered the diversity of Rhône landscapes
thanks to the ViaRhôna and they see that diversity as a remarkable feature of the river. This change
in the perceived image may be due to the specific conditions created by the ViaRhôna in people’s
experience along the river.
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“You can take the time, you have the time to really experience where you are, time that you do not
necessarily have in a car. In one hour in a car, you can travel 100 km, but that is not the case
on a bicycle. You have the time to take in the ambience, the noises, the landscapes.” (Élise, 30, French,
itinerant cyclist)Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 16 
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3.2.4. Greater Value

The value attributed to the river by people increases thanks to the ViaRhôna. When selecting
three reasons why they “attribute value to the Rhône”, the respondents frequently choose aspects
linked to the environment and to nature, e.g., because “the landscapes, views, sounds and odours are
agreeable” (59%), “it maintains natural areas” (38%), and “it is home to a wide variety of plants and
wild animals” (28%). The natural environment is in competition with “recreational activities” (34%),
but it far outweighs economic and spiritual considerations, highlighting the importance of the natural
environment in the minds of ViaRhôna users. The analysis showed that the value attributed to
the Rhône following a trip along the ViaRhôna (measured using an analogue visual scale ranging
from “less important” (0) to “more important” (10)), rose to an average score of 6.9, with 57% of scores
higher than 5. Random-forest calculations revealed that the predictors having the greatest influence
on the change in value are the modification in the image of the river and the attributed value itself (see
Figure 4). The modification in the image of the river leads to a modification in the attributed value,
i.e., the change in the first induces an increase in the second. People who attribute a high value to
the Rhône also think that value is enhanced by the ViaRhôna.
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3.2.5. Only Slight Changes in Knowledge of the River

Though the image of the Rhône and the values attributed by the general public have changed,
can the same be said for the knowledge of landscapes deemed emblematic by ViaRhôna stakeholders
(developers, people in the water field)? The results of the photo-questionnaire are clear, particularly
concerning former channels (locally called “lônes”), a particularly emblematic environment along
the Rhône. These are channels that have been cut off from the Rhône and are supplied with water from
the water table or during floods. Since the 1990s, they have been and remain the targets of ambitious
restoration projects. Former channels are elements of the natural heritage of the Rhône on which
the ViaRhôna stakeholders place particularly high value. Given the average assessment of 5.5 out
of 10, they are seen by respondents as relatively representative of the Rhône. However, former
channels received one of the lowest scores among the proposed features of the Rhône, far behind
the channelised Rhône (7.2), bridges (7.5), and the vineyards (7.3). What is more, respondents had
difficulties in identifying and naming former channels. Only 70% of respondents answered the question
“In your opinion, what do the two photos represent?” and, among them, only 27% (i.e., 19% of the total)
used the French term “lône” or “former channel”. People living along the Rhône see former channels as
more emblematic of the river than people living farther from the river (average assessment 5.8 compared
to 5.1) and the use of the precise French term is specific to them (specificity index 9.4). Consequently,
though the ViaRhôna facilitates access to the Rhône by different types of people and modifies its image
and enhances its value in their eyes, the cycle route has limited impact on enhancing knowledge
of the river. The fact that “former channel” is a term specific to the mid-section (index 3), i.e., where
the Île-du-Beurre nature observatory is located, an information and observation centre where people
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can learn about the natural environments of the river, would indicate that this type of centre is effective
in transmitting knowledge.

4. Discussion

4.1. The ViaRhôna, a Project that Modifies the Perceived Images and Values of the River

The results show that people’s experience on the ViaRhôna creates greater familiarity with the river
and induces a change in its image that is highly prevalent among the various categories of users,
whether those categories concern sociological or geographic aspects or the activities undertaken.
Visitors to the ViaRhôna discover a river that is more diverse and natural, less consistently industrial
and developed than they initially imagined. Travel along the cycle route generates a shared experience
that modifies perceptions and the values attributed to the river. The easier access to the Rhône provided
by the ViaRhôna and the possibility to travel at moderate speeds, i.e., speeds enabling people to
truly observe the landscape, both play a role in these changes. The ViaRhôna, in direct contact with
the Rhône, thus creates a possibility for a large and diversified public to access nature. By contributing
to developing and diversifying mobility and recreational possibilities, it effectively provides access to
Rhône landscapes that are often unknown to the people on the cycle route. For this reason, the project
has resulted in significant new opportunities for people, whether they are local day trippers or foreign
itinerant cyclists on the route.

The gamble by the developers and river stakeholders (in this case, the participants in the Rhône
Plan) has therefore been a success. The hypothesis that greater “social connectivity” with the river [32]
results in recreating bonds has been demonstrated. It is clear that the ViaRhôna creates greater affinity
with the landscapes. It is possible to hypothesise that this greater affinity is likely to increase support
for policies to preserve nature [2,3]. However, what nature is at issue here [33]? When they speak about
rediscovering the natural Rhône, respondents are referring to a highly aesthetic nature that has little to
do with the actual functioning of the environment, including the dynamic processes of ecosystems.
Emblematic environments of the Rhône such as former channels are not well known and the fauna
and flora are only rarely and partially mentioned by respondents. Though progress has been made
in providing users with a more complex image of the river than they initially imagined, the aspects
concerning the ecological functioning of the river remain absent. This deeper form of knowledge
will require other transmission channels in addition to the existing. For example, the existence of an
environmental training centre along the Rhône in one of the study sections (the Île-du-Beurre centre)
would seem to have enhanced the knowledge of some respondents encountered during the survey.

4.2. Users “Selected” by the Project

The minimal variations in motivations and values noted in the three study sectors are similar
to the results obtained by other studies using the same psychometric scale of values applied to
other large areas, nature parks [24], and forests [34]. However, contrary to these other studies that
noted significant differences in the motivations and values of residents (people living along or near
the river in our study) on the one hand and visitors (people from other areas and foreigners in our
study) on the other, the results here indicate general similarity between user categories, whether
those categories concern sociological characteristics (age, gender, revenue level), geographic aspects
(local, French, foreign), or their activities on the route (day trippers, sport cyclists, itinerant cyclists).
The homogeneity of opinions on the river may result in part from the experience of the people
on the ViaRhôna, however other mechanisms are likely involved. In particular, it seems that the cycle
route itself plays a major role in “selecting” its users in that its characteristics enable and elicit a certain
type of activity. This is particularly the case when looking at the motivations to use the ViaRhôna, which
concern primarily the safety and the comfort of the cycle route. In addition to offering access to nature,
the ViaRhôna provides an approach to activities integrating both safety and comfort. This double
offering, combining a safe and comfortable cycle route, on the one hand, and a means to discover
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the areas travelled on the other, sums up the two main features of the ViaRhôna and explains its
attractiveness. This interpretation is in line with the findings of Smith and Moore [22], for whom
the affective and emotional ties of people with recreational sites and their desires in terms of recreational
activities have significant influence not only on their demand for activities, but also on the degree
to which they are attracted to a place and/or to a structure such as the ViaRhôna. The perception
of the place (the Rhône River in this case) acts as a strong attractive force that pulls in users [34,35].
This attractiveness results in selection of users by the infrastructure. The people who travel along
the ViaRhôna are motivated by similar tastes and it is their “motivation profile” that is the common
characteristic among them. Conversely, their experience as users is likely to be influenced by their
tastes. This link between activities and tastes is in line with standard observations of sociological
research on cultural practices [36,37]. Having shared tastes, these users are likely to express similar
opinions on their perception of the river and the values attributed, even if they have fairly different
activities (itinerant cyclists, day trippers, etc.). This moulding of users’ expectations by an infrastructure
is in line with a central component of the social practice theory [17], which has established that users
are selected by activities.

4.3. The Limits to Attractiveness

The new attractiveness of the Rhône, visible in the results of this study, may, however, encounter
certain limits. In particular, the higher number of visitors may bother certain people living along
the river who had for years frequented the banks of the Rhône, but are not interested in using
the ViaRhôna. These negative impressions were expressed by certain persons early in the study
during the exploratory interviews. The new attractiveness of the Rhône banks for certain segments
of the public, due to the ViaRhôna, may lead to the exclusion of other segments. This risk is all
the greater given that the cycle route was only recently finished. The number of visitors should increase
massively in the months and years to come given the launch of promotional efforts for the ViaRhôna
(publicity campaign, publication of the popular Guide du Routard tourist guide in February 2019,
etc.). This spring (2019), there were already signs of excessive tourism (press articles mentioned
trains jammed with bicycles along key parts of the route). Compared to the results presented here,
it is probable that the numbers of tourists and itinerant cyclists will increase, particularly during
the summer, and that the resulting problems will only worsen. It follows that the new attractiveness,
though it will produce considerable tourism revenues and clearly constitutes an important factor for
local development, may also deprive people living along the river of an area that they often used
and appreciated. This may result in usage conflicts along the river that are much more severe than
those observed today and comparable, at least in their general configuration, to the competition
between tourists and local people observed in certain large cities [38,39], in protected natural areas [40],
and along coasts [41]. Just as development work and tourism infrastructure reduce, on a seasonal
basis or year round, the right to the city of some residents in certain particularly attractive cities [42]
and disrupt the fragile equilibria of spatial justice [43], the cycle route may well have negative effects
on the access rights and the use of environmental amenities of people living along the river.

5. Conclusions

This study throws new light on the issues of territorial development by looking at how a cycle
route can create or recreate links with the surrounding landscapes. It fills a gap in the existing
international literature. It is based on a case study of the ViaRhôna, a cycle route along the Rhône,
an extensively developed river in France, particularly for hydroelectric power. The ViaRhôna route
constitutes a physical and long-term modification of the areas where it passes. This study reveals that
it also transforms the relationships between users of the cycle route and the surrounding landscapes.
The ViaRhôna offers to users (walkers, cyclists, people living along the river and tourists, day trippers
and sports cyclists, etc.) new and/or renewed access to the river. The analysis here confirms that
this has led to an increase of activity on the riverbanks on the part of both tourists and local people.
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New activities have emerged and pre-existing activities have been reinforced. This study suggests that
the features of the ViaRhôna route and the activities that it makes possible drain a special segment
of the population that, in spite of its diverse sociological composition, shares similar tastes. Finally,
even if the growing success of the cycle route portends the emergence of conflicts and the potential
degradation of usage conditions, its creation has also resulted in an increase in the value that users
attribute to the river. By enabling people to approach the Rhône, the cycle route has reinforced the social
connectivity of the river and modified the image held by users. They discover a river that is more
diverse and natural, less consistently industrial and developed than they initially imagined.

It follows that a cycle route and its itinerary are not a neutral element in the landscape and they have
a visible effect on the relationship between a territory, the river, and society. In terms of the management
of natural areas, these results raise the question as to the degree to which the rediscovery by users
of the river’s natural environments and the increase in the attributed value can enhance their support
for policies intended to preserve the river. Travel along the ViaRhôna creates a specific set of conditions
for the discovery of environments and contributes to producing superficial knowledge that clearly
differs from that of an expert on rivers. Our results show that the ViaRhôna has not yet developed
in users new knowledge on the natural environments of the Rhône, at least not in the sense understood
by water professionals. That knowledge is, however, indispensable for any real understanding
of a complex situation with conflicting issues. The participation of users, at least local users, in debates
concerning development projects impacting the river highlights the need to imagine other transmission
channels for knowledge in addition to a simple recreational itinerary. It also highlights the need to
create centres of dialogue where the different forms of knowledge, lay and expert, can interact.
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