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It is a great privilege and an honour for Grant Thornton to be associated with the Sean 

Kelly Guide to Cycling.  I first met Sean many years ago when we were both competing 

in underage cycle races but our paths took very different journeys over the following 

years.  I went on to compete at international level for Ireland with a very moderate degree 

of success, both at home and abroad, while Sean became a household name throughout 

the world as one of the greatest cyclists ever seen. Sixteen years after his retirement he is 

still recognised as a leading sportsman and his valuable opinions in the world of cycling 

are in constant demand.  Having returned to Ireland several years ago he is now investing 

a considerable amount of time and energy in promoting up and coming cyclists through 

the Sean Kelly Cycling Academy and the highly successful An Post Grant Thornton M. 

Donnelly Team.  

Grant Thornton has been involved in sponsoring cycling now for many years, and we have 

been lucky to be associated with the sponsorship of the Irish Junior Cycling Team which 

included such notable names as Philip Duignan, Nicolas Roche and Mark Cassidy, all of 

whom have gone on to major success.  More recently the Sean Kelly Academy has been 

associated with Daniel Martin whose successes must mark him down as a future top-ten 

contender in the Tour de France.  

We are very pleased to be involved in the sponsorship of the Sean Kelly Cycling Academy 

and the An Post Grant Thornton M. Donnelly Team in order to give emerging riders an 

opportunity to exploit their talent to the maximum. We support a number of initiatives 

in both education and sport aimed at helping young people achieve their potential, such 

as the Trinity and DCU Access Programmes and NFTE.  As business advisors we work 

very closely with our clients to help them achieve their business goals and it seemed like a 

logical progression for us to get involved in supporting young talent in a similar fashion.  

Leisure cycling has become hugely popular in the last number of years. This guide is an 

attempt to assist cyclists of all levels to understand a little bit more about their equipment, 

improving their performance, and for those of you who are interested in a more 

professional approach, there are additional sections on nutrition, recovery, and higher level 
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training.  Whatever your level of interest be it leisure, sportive events, or indeed occasional 

racing, improved knowledge will also improve your enjoyment of the sport.

I would encourage young people to take up the sport at some level even to supplement 

your main sport.  I am aware of members of the Munster Rugby Team who regularly 

turn to cycling to assist recovery where they have suffered an injury.  It is also a sport that 

can be enjoyed at a competitive level in advancing years and there are many household 

names in cycling who continue to ride their bike on a weekly basis into their seventies and 

eighties.  

Cycling is a sport that one can take up at an early age and return to again and again over 

the years, provided a basic level of fitness is maintained.  For those of you who have “fallen 

by the wayside” and have not been on a bike for some years, I would encourage you to 

take the plunge and borrow or rent a bike and get back out on the road. I have no doubt 

after a couple of spins you will be down to the bike shop to purchase a new machine.  

Finally, the idea for this booklet came from our Managing Partner, Paul Raleigh, who is 

himself a keen cyclist. Paul’s idea was to make information available to a wide audience and 

I believe  it has achieved this goal. 

I would like to thank my colleagues Andrew O’Carroll and 

Róisín Grant, and Iain Cameron of Bike to Work – all of whom 

worked with Sean to create this guide. Also, to the members 

of the An Post Grant Thornton M. Donnelly Team who made 

contributions to the individual articles. We will of course be 

eternally grateful to Sean Kelly, not only for this guide, but for 

giving us all many years of enjoyment in his competition years 

and more recently with his very incisive commentary on TV. Gearoíd Costelloe
Partner,	Grant	Thornton
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Irish cycling is currently going through a period of significant growth. From commuter 
cyclists making their way to work to the more eager leisure cyclists taking part in various 
long distance sportive events throughout the country.

The Grant Thornton/Bike to Work cycling guide provides cyclists of all levels with a 
comprehensive insight into the key principles that need to be applied in order for the great 
sport of cycling to be enjoyed as it should be.

Having spent most of my life involved in the sport of cycling I know only too well the 
important part training, nutrition and recovery play in the day-to-day life of a cyclist. This 
guide addresses each of these aspects of the sport - providing useful information and tips 
which can be taken on board by cyclists of all levels.

Throughout my cycling career I have always been very thorough and exact when it comes 
to my bike - my life and livelihood depended on it. It is therefore vital that all cyclists look 
after their bikes and equipment and also pay adequate attention to the rules of the road.

Grant Thornton has provided invaluable support to Irish cycling over the last number 
of years through the sponsorship of Irish Olympians, National Teams, The Junior Tour 
of Ireland and now the An Post Grant Thornton M. Donnelly team and the Sean Kelly 
Cycling Academy. This support has provided many young Irish cyclists with the platform 
to showcase their talents and pursue careers in professional cycling.

Bike to Work are doing a great job in terms of providing a service which encourages more 
people to get on their bikes and cycle to work. Cycling is not just a mode of transport but 
it is also a healthy activity so the more people taking part the better.

I hope you enjoy reading this cycling guide and that some of the 
information contained in it is of benefit to you, whether it means 
completing that sportive in better shape or making it to work that little 
bit earlier! 

Sean Kelly

Foreword



4 5

Introduction
The first and most important step in choosing a bike is identifying what kind of cycling 

you want to do and how often you intend to use the bike.

There are four main types of bike:

• road bikes;

• mountain bikes;

• hybrids; and

• folding bikes.

Road bikes
These have drop handlebars and are faster on the road. The position of 

the rider is lower than on a mountain bike and these bikes are generally 

used for competitive cycling although there are some exceptions. They 

are designed to handle smoothly, climb and accelerate rapidly and 

corner at speed. There are two main types of road bikes:

Touring	bikes	
Touring bikes are designed for carrying luggage and for providing comfort during a long 

day in the saddle. Touring bikes are equipped with a wide range of gears to cope with 

carrying extra weight and particularly when cycling in the hills. They have a more relaxed 

riding position and are more comfortable than competitive racing bikes.

Racing	bikes
Racing bikes are designed for competition as the position is more stretched than on a 

touring bike. Racing bikes are kept as light as possible for climbing and the stiff frame 

ensures that the rider’s power output is maximised.

Road bikes generally come with either a double or triple chain ring at the front but most 

race bikes have just the double chain ring. If you are planning on carrying loads, riding a 

lot of hills or just doing some general fitness a triple chain ring allows you a wider range of 

Equipment
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gears which makes cycling on steeper hills that bit easier.

Mountain bikes
Mountain bikes are designed to handle all types of terrain but are much 

slower than road bikes. There are two main types of mountain bikes:

Cross-country	
Cross-country mountain bikes are also known as hard tails. These only have front 

suspension and are typically lighter making climbing easier. These bikes have less travel 

than the full suspension bikes as the emphasis is on speed not comfort.

Full	suspension
Full suspension bikes are, as the name implies, fitted with suspension on both the front and 

rear. These are intended for heavy usage and more extreme trail riding and downhill racing. 

Full suspension can make the experience more comfortable and more exciting. It allows 

you to push your technical skills further.

Mountain bike suspension has been designed to absorb the shocks from riding over uneven 

terrain. It aids traction over difficult loose surfaces and helps you to control the bike.

Hybrid bikes
A cross between a road bike and a mountain bike is the hybrid. These 

generally have flat handlebars, a wide range of gears, 700c road sized 

wheels and wide tyres. This makes the hybrid a good choice for all-

round cycling and they can be used on both roads and on cycle trails. 

These bikes are the most popular for commuting as the upright position gives you a clear 

view of the road and the flat bars inspire confidence in traffic, and promote good bike 

control. Hybrids are also ideal for leisure and fitness cycling as the lower gears allow you 

to tackle gradients at your own pace and the position means that they are comfortable for 

all levels of cyclist.
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Folding bikes
Folding bikes are designed for commuters who use their bike in 

combination with a train, car or bus. They are designed for cycling 

shorter distances and the emphasis is on ease of folding and lightweight 

frame, as opposed to speed and comfort.

Modern folding bikes can be equipped with up to ten gears or more and have a proper 

cycling position so feel natural to ride. They can be folded into a carrying position within 

seconds. They are also becoming increasingly popular with urban living where storage may 

be a problem, as folding bikes take up a fraction of the space of normal bikes.

Accessories
The accessories you use will again depend on the type of riding you plan on doing and the 

style of bike you have chosen. The correct type of clothing is covered in more detail in the 

next section of this booklet.

General equipment
Helmet: Top of the list is a good quality helmet. This is one of the most important 

purchases you will make and therefore should be chosen carefully to make sure it is a good 

fit and also manufactured to the correct quality and safety standards.

Tubes: Spare tubes are another important accessory as there is nothing worse than a long 

walk home with a punctured tyre. Two tubes should be carried for longer journeys.

Repair kit: A tube repair kit and tyre levers are also a good addition to any toolbox.

Pump: A small pump can be mounted to the bike frame to reduce the items you need to 

carry and a larger track pump will make the job easier at home.

Commuting equipment
Lock: A good bike lock is a valuable piece of kit and will prevent any would-be thief from 

making off with your new bike. Your local bike shop will recommend a suitable lock and 

you should always choose a lock that will adequately secure your bike. This will be money 

well spent.
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Mudguards: To ensure you remain dry when you arrive at the office, a good set of 

mudguards will prevent rain from spraying up onto your clothes. Removable mudguards 

can be used if you do not need them on all the time. 

Carrier/rack: This is a good idea if you plan on carrying items and do not want to use a 

rucksack.

Lights: A minimum of a front and rear light should be used to ensure you can be seen on 

the road. Reflective clothing is also a good idea.

“Having the right bike and equipment is 
vital to your enjoyment of the sport and will 
improve your performance. If you’re not 
sure what to buy make sure to get advice 
from somebody more experienced than 
you.”

Matt Brammeier
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Clothing

Introduction
The most important factors when considering what clothing to wear when cycling are both 

comfort and practicality.

Keeping warm in the winter and cool in the summer are also important considerations and 

cycling clothes generally contain specific materials for this purpose. A more breathable 

material is used for summer jerseys and many of these jerseys have the option of a full zip 

for added ventilation.

In the winter thermal and wind-stopper garments are probably the most popular choices 

for keeping warm. 
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Essential clothing for comfortable cycling
Cycling shorts are the most important and possibly the only 

absolutely essential item of clothing required for cycling. A good 

pair of cycling shorts with a padded insert will help eliminate saddle 

soreness and allow the rider to cycle happily all day if necessary.

There are many types of cycle shorts such as baggy shorts with 

an internal padded chamois liner worn by mountain bikers, slim fitting Lycra models and 

cheaper padded under shorts that fit with any pair of loose fitting pants.

It may be wise to try as many styles of bike shorts as possible before purchasing in order 

to get the best fit as everyone’s tastes and requirements are different and what fits one 

person perfectly can be very uncomfortable for another.

The most effective way to stay warm and dry when cycling is to use layers. As you get 

warmer layers can be removed to stay comfortable.

A base layer should be worn next to the skin with either a short-sleeved 

jersey for summer or long sleeve over it for winter. Base layers are 

specially designed to ‘wick’ sweat away from the skin – this means they 

carry the moisture through the fibres to the next layer of clothing to be 

dispersed to the air.

Whilst a proper cycling jersey is not absolutely necessary, most riders will appreciate the 

technical fabrics that filter sweat away and will find features like back pockets for energy 

snacks and a long zip for ventilation a godsend after several tough hours on the bike.

During changeable weather a gilet (type of sleeveless jersey) is a great accessory – it 

protects your chest from wind and rain but without being as warm as a full jacket.

Many recreational cyclists never purchase cycling gloves yet these usually 

inexpensive items offer both protection if you fall off and also stop your 

hands getting sore through heavy braking or vibration on bumpy roads. 

Look for gloves with padded palms for added protection and shop around 
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in discount stores, which often stock cycling gloves at a lower cost.

Eyewear is important to protect eyes from both the sun and nasty 

insects and debris flicking into the eye during a bike ride. The 

advantage of cycling specific glasses is the wraparound design, which 

literally keeps flies out of sight not to mention looking pretty cool 

around town.

Some styles of glasses allow lenses to be changed for different conditions and are one of the 

best choices if you are riding daily.

Cycling shoes are special shoes designed to attach to the bike’s 

pedals via a clipless system. Attaching shoes to the pedals improves 

the efficiency of the pedal stroke, by allowing the cyclist to pull on 

the upstroke as efficiently as they push on the downstroke, resulting 

in a constant application of force through the entire 360 degree pedal 

rotation. 

Beginner or inexperienced cyclists don’t need a clipless pedal system or special cycling 

shoes. However, as you begin to ride longer distances more frequently, most cyclists will 

begin to appreciate the added efficiency clipless pedal systems will provide. 

Almost all clipless pedal systems work in the same way. There is a 

cleat attached to the sole of your bike shoe that fits onto, or into, a 

part of the pedal on your bike. To snap the shoe cleat into the pedal, 

the cyclist applies downward pressure. To release the shoe, the cyclist 

twists their heel outwards. 

Understanding how the clipless pedal system works will provide a better understanding of 

what to look for in a cycling specific shoe.



12 13

How cycling shoes should fit 
A properly fitted cycling shoe should be comfortably tight. The 

heel should fit tightly enough to hold the heel in place through the 

entire pedal rotation. There should be even pressure on the instep 

when the shoe is laced and/or buckled up. You should have a little 

toe room at the end of the shoe, and the shoe should hold your forefoot stable without 

pinching. 

Shoe width 
Cycling shoes come in three widths:

•	 narrow;

•	 standard; and

•	 wide. 

If you have extremely narrow, or extremely wide feet, look for manufacturers that offer 

shoes specifically designed to fit a narrow or wide foot.  

Cycling shoes designed for specific types of riding
Road cycling shoes are designed for speed. In general they have a 

very narrow profile designed to hold the foot, especially the heel, in 

place to maximise the power output from each pedal stroke. Road 

cycling shoes are lightweight, aerodynamic, and have extremely stiff 

soles. 

Bicycle touring is all about taking a trip on your bike and enjoying 

it. That means that you need to be able to carry all the equipment 

and clothing that you intend to bring with you, on your bike. 

Touring cyclists ride a lot of miles on their bikes each day, and will 

benefit from the performance of a clipless pedal system. However, 

they also need to be able to walk comfortably when they are not cycling, and have a pair of 

shoes that don’t necessarily look like a cycling specific shoe. There is an extensive selection 

of cycling shoe options available to the touring cyclist from tennis shoes to hiking boots 

and even sandals, all designed for style, comfort, and performance both on and off the bike. 



12 13

What not to wear on a bike
There are some items of clothing that are preferable not to wear on a bike. Tight fitting 

jeans, for example, will cause huge discomfort after a short time in the saddle and will 

become sodden with water in heavy rainfall. Flip flops or shoes without a covered heel are 

also not advised. Wear training shoes unless you own a pair of cycling shoes.

Clothing for summer cycling
No matter where you ride, the Irish weather is going to catch you out at some time. 

Whether it’s a typical summer shower or a chill settling in on a warm evening the correct 

cycling attire will always provide a reasonable level of comfort. Good quality cycling 

clothes are produced using fibres that are designed to retain body heat while allowing 

perspiration to filter out and disperse quickly on the surface, keeping you both dryer and 

cooler. Whilst there is no way to completely avoid getting wet in the odd summer shower, 

wearing this style of clothing means you will dry many times quicker than the equivalent 

garment produced in say a cotton fibre.

When the sun goes down and the chill sets in, you will again find that the fibres used in 

quality cycling wear will retain your body heat, particularly when you are on the move. 

Because the clothes are light and compact it is fairly easy to pack an extra base layer, jersey 

or gilet. These items can be folded into one of the pockets on the back of your jersey.

When it comes to leg wear the preferred summer attire for the cyclist is shorts. The leg 

length of the shorts is down to preference, so whether they are above the knee or below 

the knee, wear the cycling shorts you feel most comfortable in. Quality cycling shorts 

fibres have the same heat retaining and perspiration filtering properties mentioned earlier.

Clothing for winter cycling
Cycling in the wintertime can be an enjoyable experience if the cyclist is adequately 

prepared. It’s often surprising how quickly you will warm up even on the coldest of days 

once you start turning the pedals. It is however, vital that you put some careful thought 

into the clothes you wear.

Many people are surprised to find they don’t need as much clothing as they might think. 
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The rule of thumb is to be slightly cold when starting off. As long as you keep moving the 

core of your body will always be warm.

Fabrics
There are many choices for the fabric of cold-weather clothing. One type of fabric deemed 

unsuitable is cotton. Cotton retains a lot of moisture that it then holds against your skin, 

rapidly drawing heat away from your body. Nice in the summer, but hazardous in rainy or 

cold weather. Instead choose fabrics such as nylon or polyester.

Head
It is very important to cover your head with something but don’t 

overdo it. It is well known that a cyclist will lose most of their 

heat through their head. Try wearing a thin polyester hat that just 

covers your ears. When it’s particularly cold, wear a thin balaclava 

that also covers your face and neck. Forget a thick hat as it won’t fit 

comfortably underneath a bike helmet. 

Chest
Your upper body will rapidly heat up after a few minutes of cycling. Wear 

a thin base layer and a loose-fitting, thicker layer over that. Wear two to 

three layers. The first is a long sleeve, thin polyester shirt. You will want 

something that will breathe and not hold sweat against your body. 

If it is raining hard or really windy, wear an unlined rain jacket, often called a hard-shell. 

Rain and wind will quickly rob heat from your body, especially if you are standing still. 

You will also sweat a lot more when wearing a rain jacket so try not to leave it on any 

longer than necessary.

Another option is a fleece top. This is a good compromise of an extra layer without being 

too much. Also, choose clothing with zippers and vents to help control overheating.

Arms
Arms generally don’t get that cold. In most cases, long sleeves are enough. 

Another popular choice is pull-on arm warmers. These nylon or polyester 

sleeves can be taken off and quickly stashed in a backpack or back pockets 
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once you warm up.

Legs
Your quads and hamstrings do the majority of the work when cycling, so 

it is therefore very important to keep your legs as warm as you can in cold 

weather. Nylon tights are enough for many mountain bike riders where 

trees offer wind protection. Riding on the open road, where wind gusts are 

more common, may require thicker polyester tights.

Some tights have a built-in chamois pad. Others will need to be paired with regular bike 

shorts, either over Lycra shorts or under baggy mountain bike shorts. Instead of shorts, 

some riders wear rain pants over their tights. These hold in heat during wet rides, but make 

sure they aren’t baggy enough to get caught in the chain or on the back of the saddle.

Face
When the wind is howling or snow is falling, wear a thin balaclava to protect the face and 

neck. If you don’t always want it over your face it’s easy enough to pull it down under 

your chin. However, when your mouth is covered, the air that you breathe in is already 

warmed from your body heat so your throat and lungs won’t dry out as much from the 

cold.

Hands
At the beginning of a winter training spin your hands may get cold, 

sometimes numb. Hands are a trickier area to cover because gloves must 

be flexible enough to manipulate the shifters and brake levers, but thick 

enough to keep out the cold.

There are a number of winter bicycle gloves in varying thicknesses. Use 

a thinner pair for cool autumn and spring cycles, but for true winter conditions you will 

want thick gloves. Also, pack an extra pair of gloves in case the first set gets wet when 

going on longer spins.

Final thoughts
When cycling in the colder winter months the hardest part is always leaving the house to 

get started. Once you start pedalling you generally warm up in no time, as long as you 
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keep moving that is. It is strongly advised not to ride alone in the winter, to carry a mobile 

phone, and have a spare layer of clothing to throw on in the case of emergency.

“Be prepared for weather changes. I 
remember racing in Austria in 2005, we 
started in warm sunshine and ended up in 
snow showers!! My advice is always to bring 
something extra in your pocket such as a 
raincape or jacket.”

Paidi O’Brien
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Technique and bike position

The importance of having the correct bike position
Under the control of an experienced cyclist a bicycle can cover 

hundreds of miles in a day and can reach speeds of up to 80kms 

on downhill stretches. The bicycle is one of the most efficient 

machines invented, but this efficiency can be greatly reduced if the 

cyclist adopts the wrong bike position.

Getting your position right before you start cycling can make a 

real difference to your comfort. More importantly it can prevent 

injury and ensure that as much of your energy goes into forward 

motions as possible.

Saddle height
The correct way to set this position is by putting your heel on the pedal while it is as far 

from the saddle as is possible, with the crank arm in line with the seat tube. This is best 

done in soled shoes or socks. The correct height is found when your leg is fully extended. 

You need to make sure that the saddle is level and that your hips are not being rolled from 

one side of the saddle to the other. On putting your foot in the correct position on the 

pedal (with the ball over the axle) your leg should have a noticeable bend at the bottom of 

the pedal stroke. It is worth doing this with the saddle positioned quite far back in the seat 

post as being too far forward will put too much weight on your hands.

Saddle position
By positioning the saddle further towards the back 

wheel, you are able to bring the larger muscle groups 

into play. You will also find that you are able to spread 

your weight more evenly between the saddle, pedals 

and handlebars. As your arms will be stretching 

towards the handlebars, pushing your rear end 

backwards it will keep your body balanced, helping 

you to control your bicycle, and protecting your neck, 
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shoulders, arms and hands from stress. If you find that you are having to stretch too far to 

reach the handlebars, especially if you feel forced to drop your head, you may need to fit a 

smaller handlebar stem, or at worst, your bicycle may be either too big or the wrong style 

for you.

Handlebar position
The correct handlebar position is a vital component in ensuring comfort, strong 

aerodynamics, control and efficiency. By having your handlebars high, you are transferring 

more of your weight onto the saddle area. What may feel more comfortable on a shorter 

cycle may prove to be less so after 20 to 30 minutes. In addition, by sitting more upright 

you will need to work harder to push you and your bike along, and you will be less able 

to use your arms and legs to absorb bumps or vibrations. If you only do short rides then 

set the handlebars wherever you feel comfortable. For longer or more energetic cycling it 

becomes more important to find an efficient balanced position. At first you should try to 

avoid having the handlebars higher than the saddle, but as you gain fitness and experience 

you will normally benefit from lowering the height of your bars slightly. For road bikes 

with drop handlebars you should start with the bars around 2-5cm below the saddle.

Foot position
The best way to find the correct angle for your feet is to sit on the edge of a table with 

your feet loosely hanging down and note the degree to which your feet point in or out. 

You may find that you will be able to replicate this position more easily with proper 

cycling shoes. These will also help your pedalling efficiency as they have a firm sole which 

will not bend or squash as you pedal. You should aim to have the ball of your foot more or 

less over the pedal axle.

“A good bike position allows you to 
get the best possible performance out 
of your body and bike. It also prevents 
the usual problems with knees, tendons, 
back and neck.”

Kurt Bogaerts
Team	manager
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Bike maintenance

Introduction
Keeping your bike in good working order is important for your safety. It’s also smart 

because regular maintenance can save you money by preventing bigger problems. Plus, it 

gives you more time on the bike and less time in the repair shop. 

Maintenance and servicing
A clean, well maintained bike is a pleasure to ride. Regular cleaning and maintenance will 

influence how long components last and help them to function to their optimum.

Cleaning
After regular use a weekly clean ensures that dirt and grime never build up 

on your bike. If carried out regularly it will take a lot less time and ensure 

your bike remains in good working order. Regardless of the type of bike 

you have the basic principals of cleaning generally remain the same.

The majority of your efforts should be focused on the chain, cassette, chain 

rings and rear derailleur (jockey wheels). This area is constantly moving and will lead to 

excessive wear if not cleaned regularly.

The chain should be thoroughly cleaned before lubricating otherwise the 

dirt will simply combine with lubricant and leave you with a thick, black 

mess. This will wear away your chain and sprockets at an alarming rate.

There are numerous tools and cleaning products available from any good bike shop to 

make cleaning your bike simpler and faster. Invest in a good set of brushes. This should 

include a wide, soft brush for cleaning large areas, a stiffer brush is good for working 

round rims and tyres and smaller brushes for getting into tight spaces.

Cleaning products break down the grime on your bike and allow it to be washed off more 

easily.

Chain cleaners are small devices that attach to the chain and when used with degreaser 
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remove the majority of dirt making the job much easier. Water soluble degreasers can be 

rinsed off with plain water to remove any residue. Any degreaser left behind on the chain 

after cleaning will begin to break down the new oil that is applied. 

It is strongly recommended that household or car cleaning products are not used for 

cleaning your bike as these can contain strong cleaning agents that can harm paintwork and 

cause loss of performance. ‘Bike specific’ cleaning products help protect the components of 

the bike. 

After cleaning it is vital that you dry and lubricate your bike. Chain lube comes in many 

different forms. Modern oils are synthetic and generally Teflon-based and are either dry 

lube, which prevents the chain picking up grit, or wet lube. Any good bike shop can 

recommend a lubricant best suited for the type of cycling you do. Road bikes typically use 

a Teflon-based lubricant while mountain bikes will require a heavier lubricant to cope with 

mud. 

General maintenance
The majority of people just want to jump on their bike and ride but for your own safety 

and to keep your bike in good working order, it’s important that you perform some simple 

checks frequently.

1. Wheels and tyres 
Check your tyres to make sure they are properly inflated. You should also conduct a visual 

check of the tyre to ensure there are no cracks, tears or holes. 

The wheels should be checked to ensure the nuts or quick release mechanisms that hold 

your wheels in place are tight. If the wheel is out of alignment you should visit your local 

bike shop to conduct a repair.

2. Brakes
Cables should be checked to ensure there are no problems with fraying or stretched cables. 

Squeeze your brake levers to make sure that they apply enough pressure to stop your bike. 

The brake pads in the front and back should also be checked to ensure they are correctly 
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aligned on the rim. If your brake pads are squeezing the tyres when applied, not only can it 

wear or damage your sidewalls, but it can also cause an accident. 

3. Seat post and handle bar stem 
Check to make sure that your handle bars and stem are fastened tightly and that your 

saddle is at the correct height. 

4. Helmet
A helmet is a good addition to your cycling accessories. This should be checked frequently 

to ensure there are no cracks on the outer shell or inner surface. The helmet should fit 

snugly and the straps should be adjusted to ensure a tight fit. A common mistake is to 

wear a helmet that rides up too high, which won’t protect your forehead in the event of an 

accident. 

5. Chain and gears
The last thing to check is that your chain turns cleanly through your front and rear 

sprockets and doesn’t rub against the front or rear derailleur. You can do this as you pedal 

when you first set off. At the same time, quickly run your bike through its range of gears 

to make sure there are no problems with rough shifting, chain slippage etc., and that the 

drive train is free from excessive grime and doesn’t need lubrication. 
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Tools 
Here is a list of essential tools that every cyclist should take with them no matter how 

short their journey:

Multi-tool  - With a range of Allen keys and screwdrivers

Tyre	levers - To remove tyres from the rim to fix punctures

Mini	pump - Many come with frame-fitting brackets

Spare	tube - To quickly swap over in the event of a puncture

Patch	kit - To repair punctures

“When cleaning your bike after rides 
keep an eye on the frame, fork and 
chain. Look for scratches and marks 
and don’t forget to lubricate the chain, 
derailleur and gears.”

Michel Bogaerts
Mechanic
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Training

Introduction
Cycling has many health benefits that can be built into your everyday life. As little as 

30 minutes of moderate exercise a day can help improve and maintain good health, also 

reducing the risk of serious health conditions.

Training for cycling can be undertaken at various levels of intensity based on the 

capabilities of the cyclist in question. It is important to gradually increase levels of training 

and to be patient with the results. The worst mistake a cyclist can make is to do too much 

too soon; it is very important that the body is given adequate time to recover after training 

cycles.

When you’ve performed a hard training ride, your body will have to recover before it gets 

stronger. How much time you need for recovery depends on the type of training and your 

overall fitness and nutritional status. 

There are also some other factors that influence your recovery time, but to begin with it is 

important to know that hard training takes more time to recover from than light training. 

When you have trained for a while you start to notice that your legs feel sore the day after 

a hard training spin and might feel fresh the day after a light training session. To get the 

best level of progression you will need to find a good combination of training sessions and 

recovery.

Frequency, intensity and duration
There are three ways to change the total workload in a training week: 

•	 frequency; 

•	 intensity; and 

•	 duration. 

For example, if you train more frequently, ride with a higher intensity (more climbs, more 
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speed training) or simply just ride more miles, you will force your body to adapt to these 

challenges. 

The important thing for a cyclist is to be able to combine each of these methods and to 

integrate an adequate amount of recovery time to your schedule to maximise the benefits 

of the efforts being made.

Remember that it is consistency that makes you a strong cyclist, not just one hard week 

of training. Small adjustments over time will help you to become a better cyclist. It is 

also important for a cyclist to listen to their body and to amend their training schedule 

accordingly.

Training principles
Below is a list of general training principles which may be applied to any plan or routine. 

These principles will help to shape your training plan and will also remind you of the 

importance of monitoring the amount of training you do and the amount of recovery time 

you allow yourself.

1. Train moderately
Your body has limits when it comes to endurance, speed and strength. Muscles will only 

contract forcefully a certain number of times before they refuse to pull hard again. A 

common mistake that many athletes make is to go too hard on the easy days and too easy 

on the hard days. 

By progressing carefully, especially with intensity, you’ll gradually get stronger and there 

will be time and energy for other pursuits in life. An athlete who enjoys training will get 

more benefits from it than one who is always on the edge of overtraining. 

2. Train consistently
The human body thrives on routine, and regular activity brings positive change. This does 

not mean that you should do the same workout every day, week after week. Variety also 

promotes growth. This is not to say that you shouldn’t do hard workouts or that it isn’t 

necessary to push the limits on occasion and experience fatigue as a result. 

The key to consistency is moderation and rest. 
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3. Get adequate rest
During rest, the body adapts to the stresses of training and grows stronger. Without rest, 

there’s simply no improvement. As the stress of training increases, so does the need for 

rest. When we sleep, our body releases human growth hormones, and it mends and grows 

stronger. 

If our time spent sleeping is shortened, it takes us longer to recover and our consistency in 

training suffers. Damaged cells take longer to heal, raising the risk of injury and illness. If 

the training workload remains high despite decreased sleep time, overtraining becomes a 

real threat. The risk of burnout is also greatly increased. 

4. Train with a plan
This is fundamental to improvement in almost any endeavour of life, yet few self-trained 

athletes do it. Realise that all plans can be changed. It is important that you can adapt your 

training routine to suit the other responsibilities in your life such as work and home life. 

It takes some flexibility to cope with the many factors that will get in your way. These 

may also include a bad cold, overtime at work, unexpected travel, or a visit from family or 

friends. 

5. Improve weaknesses
It is important to try and identify your weaknesses and to dedicate some extra training 

time towards making improvements. For example, if you struggle on climbs try to factor 

some extra climbing into your routine. If you find you struggle to keep pace on the flatter 

parts of a course, you should try to add some extra speed training to your routine. Address 

your weaknesses, work on them and don’t shy away from them.

6. Trust your training
When the time comes to take part in an event, few of us trust our training. There’s a great 

fear as the big event approaches that we haven’t done enough, so we train right up to race 

day. It is important to taper down the training load in the lead up to an event. Do not go 

out on a long training ride the day before the event.

It takes 10 to 21 days of reduced workload for the human body to be fully ready to 

compete, depending on how long and hard the training has been. 
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7. Listen to your body
If you listen to what the body is saying, you’ll train smarter and get faster. Cyclists who 

train intelligently always beat athletes who train hard. It is important to monitor how you 

feel and to adjust your training schedule accordingly. The body will tell you when it needs 

a rest or a lower workload through pain, fatigue and illness.

8. Commit to goals
After you set your goals, take a look at them and determine how they relate to your 

lifestyle and training. Determine whether change is needed. Eat nutritious food to not only 

fuel the body for training, but also to help speed recovery, replenish depleted energy and 

nutrient stores, and provide the building blocks for a stronger body. 

Keep a training log. Record workout details, stress signals, signs of increasing or decreasing 

fitness, equipment changes, and anything else that describes your daily experience. Most 

athletes also find that keeping a log provides them with a sharper training focus and more 

rapid growth toward their goals. 

Training for cycling sportives
Cycle sportives are one of the fastest growing areas of cycling. They provide one day 

challenges of both distance and climbing. Some of the hardest cycle sportives can be as 

difficult and demanding as a stage of the Tour de France. Many who want to ride a 100km 

to 200km+ cycle sportive will be anxious to consider the best way of training for that 

distance, especially as most people have limited time to train.

Weekly longer ride
Once a week it is necessary to find time for a longer ride. This doesn’t have to be four-six 

hours every week of the year. One tip is to try every month to get a good distance ride in. 

This monthly ride should try to be 70-80% of the target ride. So if you are planning to 

do a 200km ride, it is good to aim to have done at least a 150km ride in training. A long 

ride once a month will be sufficient for getting you used to riding the longer distances. 

Obviously, if you can do it more frequently, that is better, but it is not essential to cycle 

300kms every week.
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Quality of training
For the other rides during the week, it is important to give priority to quality training 

sessions. In these sessions, the aim is to improve and stretch your fitness; it is training that 

will make you able to ride faster. If you can ride faster at 10kms, you will be able to ride 

faster for 100kms. Just riding a bike at a comfortable pace, doesn’t really improve your 

fitness. What will improve your aerobic fitness is training at near your aerobic threshold. 

This training should be at or just below the pace you could maintain for a 25km time 

trial. Training at this intensity will increase your lactic threshold* and enable noticeable 

improvements in your overall fitness levels. This will give you greater ability to ride up 

hills in the sportive challenge.

The day after intense lactic threshold training, it is good to have an easy day, either a day 

off the bike, or a cycle at low intensity. A long steady ride can interrupt recovery. 

* The lactate threshold is the exercise intensity at which lactate starts to accumulate in the 

blood stream leading to a reduction in performance.

Hill sprints
Another good training session is to ride fast up hills at a pace, even higher than your lactate 

threshold; a pace higher than you could maintain for an hour. This will improve your 

fitness and power.

Shifting your training from ‘easy’ base training to shorter higher intensity efforts will lead 

to improved performance in many areas:

•	 increased blood plasma volume;

•	 higher performance of fast twitch fibres;

•	 accumulate lactate at a higher percentage of VO2 max; and

•	 increased ability to ride quickly. 

Note: VO2 max may be defined as the highest volume of oxygen a person can consume 

during exercise. It is often used as a predictor of potential in endurance sports.
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In short don’t be deterred from entering cycle sportives, even if you can’t commit to a 

lengthy training schedule. The important thing is to make the most of your limited training 

time and give focus to your training efforts.

It means some of these intense efforts should be done on your own. Riding in a group 

often leads to slow moderate efforts; the kind of riding that doesn’t do much to improve 

your fitness.

If you enjoy comfortable riding and you have the time to ride all day, it will be of some 

help. But, to make the fastest improvement, it is important to stretch your ability; this 

means riding out of your comfort zone.

Sample training plan for 100km cycle

Training concepts
The main principle of training for a long distance event is to increase your mileage 

gradually over a number of weeks. By doing it that way, you help avoid injury, burnout 

and over-fatigue. Plus you will also be able to detect any issues with your body or your 

bike that you want to rectify before the big day. 

To set in motion your training plan, pick a known date for your 100km ride and count 
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back from there to determine your start point. This ten-week training plan below assumes 

you are in shape at the start to be able to ride 20 km comfortably. That’s a two-hour ride at 

a very easy 10-12km/h pace. 

The best way to learn training, hydration and eating tips is to ride with people who have 

done it before, but you can certainly do it on your own. 

As you prepare, aim for the targets as laid out in the table below to get you ready. It shows 

the distance of your longest ride each week (typically on a Saturday or Sunday) plus a 

cumulative mileage total for the week that you reach with your other riding. 

100km event training plan

Week Length of long ride Total km/week

1 25 55
2 30 65
3 35 73
4 40 81
5 45 90
6 50 100
7 60 110
8 65 122
9 50 75
10 100km	event

“Just like the riders in our team it’s 
important to have a progressive training 
plan. Start with slow rides on easy routes/
courses for a couple of weeks. Move on then 
to harder circuits and more intensive work.”

Mark Cassidy
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Nutrition

Energy for training
The key to getting the energy you need for training is to get the most from the food you 

eat.

A specialised training diet is not necessarily needed but a healthy balanced diet will help 

you get the most back from your hard work. The foods mentioned in the food pyramid 

below are all important. For a balanced diet, the important thing is to eat food at each level 

in the right proportion. 

The largest section at the bottom of the pyramid includes pasta, wholemeal bread, 

potatoes, rice and cereals. The smallest section at the top includes food high in fat, sugar 

and oil. These are the foods that should be kept to a minimum.

Tips for healthy eating in training
When in training it is important that 

the foods at the bottom of the pyramid 

make up at least half of your daily 

intake and are the basis for your main 

meals. These are the foods that will 

give you the energy for training.

It is extremely important that a cyclist 

eats regularly when in training or 

when preparing for a particular event. 

Imagine a steam train: to travel fast, 

you need to refuel frequently. If you 

let the fuel levels in the train’s boiler 

drop too low the train will grind to a 

halt. 

The quality of the food you eat is also important. Only the best of fuel will do and 
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anything less will lead to a reduced performance.

Your body’s metabolism (the rate at which your body converts food into energy) works in 

exactly the same way. If you let it burn out:

•	 you get low blood sugar levels;

•	 you feel tired and lethargic;

•	 you get food cravings for snacks that are high in sugars and calories, such as chocolate 

bars or crisps; and

•	 your concentration levels suffer.

To avoid these issues and maintain adequate blood sugar levels you should try and eat 

every three hours, eat foods that release sugar slowly and eat enough protein to counteract 

the effects of carbohydrates that are high on the glycemic index.

The glycemic index or GI ranks carbohydrates according to their effect on our blood 

glucose levels. Choosing low GI carbs - the ones that produce only small fluctuations in 

our blood glucose and insulin levels - is the secret to long-term health, reducing your risk 

of heart disease and diabetes and is the key to sustainable weight loss. 

Carbohydrates
Carbohydrates essentially consist of sugars (fruit, sweets, 

chocolate, jam, biscuits, etc.) and starches (potatoes, bread, rice, 

pasta, etc.). These foods release sugars at different rates. For basic 

meals and everyday snacks you should try to eat more foods that 

are lower on the GI scale to release energy slowly. If you eat too 

much of the high GI foods you are likely to gain weight.

Examples of fast releasing high GI foods include honey, sugar, croissants, white pasta, 

dried fruit, potatoes, chocolate, french bread, white bread, bagels, crisps, pastries, bananas, 

carrots and white rice.

Examples of slow releasing low GI foods include beans, fruit, eggs, turkey, chicken, cheese, 

whole grain rice, nuts, milk, oily fish, white fish, red meat and most vegetables.
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Fruit and vegetables
Fresh fruit and vegetables are natural sources of energy and eating a sufficient amount is 

important. They are carbohydrates, but unlike processed sugary foods, fruit and vegetables 

provide a slow release of energy to the body. 

It is important to have at least five portions of fruit and vegetables every day. One portion 

can be fruit juice (look for juice that says 100% juice). An alternative example can be red 

peppers which have the highest content of vitamin C compared to any other fruit.

Protein
Protein is generally made up of meat, fish and eggs (including chicken, beef, lamb and 

pork). Proteins help to stabilise our blood sugar levels and give us longer lasting energy. 

Protein also counteracts the effect of carbohydrates on blood sugar levels, and helps 

muscles to repair. The more muscle you have, the higher your metabolism will be which 

results in carrying less excess fat.

Fats
Not all fat should be avoided; its just important to eat the right sources of fat. 

Monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats are better than saturated fats. Examples are 

given below:

•	 monounsaturated fats - olive oil, almond oil and avocado oil;

•	 polyunsaturated fats - fish and vegetable oils; and

•	 saturated fats - meat, eggs, cheese, cream, butter and cakes.

Tips	for	eating	fatty	foods:
•	 eat lean meat and cut off any visible fat;

•	 eat oily fish containing unsaturated fats;

•	 choose low-fat varieties of dairy products;

•	 limit the use of margarine and butter;

•	 avoid chocolate, cakes and biscuits;

•	 avoid pre-packed foods and eat fresh meat and fish over the counter whenever possible; 

and

•	 use natural oils when cooking.
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The importance of hydration
A lack of water leads to dehydration, an increase in core temperature, an 

inability to concentrate, mood swings, headaches, an inability for muscles 

to recover after exercise and an increased risk of certain cancers and heart 

disease.

Your body is made up of 70% water so it is very important to maintain 

adequate levels of hydration. If you wait until you are thirsty before you drink then you 

are already dehydrated. It is important to try and drink at least one and a half to two litres 

of water a day.

Energy drinks containing electrolytes may also be used when cycling to maintain salt and 

mineral levels. When cycling, a general rule would be that you need one litre of water for 

every hour you are riding.

Healthy snacks
You can use a lot of energy when cycling so taking along a few snacks for the road and 

having some more at home for when you finish is also a good idea.

Most chocolate bars are high in fat and sugar and give you an energy burst, which runs out 

pretty quickly. For training though, the snacks that give you a ‘slow release’ energy are 

best.

Suitable	examples	would	include:
•	 fruit (bananas are very popular);

•	 oat or wholemeal biscuits or muffins;

•	 dried fruit and nuts (without salt);

•	 100% fruit juices;

•	 fruit scone; and

•	 low-fat cereal bars.
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Food labels
Always check the labels on foods or snacks that you wish to buy. A lot of foods that look 

healthy are also packed full of hidden sugar, fat and salt. Labels give full amounts of sugars, 

fat and saturated fat per 100g.

Try to opt for food with the following amounts or less for every 100g:

•	 2g of sugars;

•	 3g of fat; and

•	 1g of saturated fat.

“Eating the right foods allows you to 
control your weight making cycling easier 
– definitely on the climbs! A good selection 
of foods after training makes recovery easier 
so avoid stocking up on chocolate bars and 
fizzy drinks.”

Connor McConvey
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team



34 35

Injury/stretching/recovery

Introduction
To perform and train consistently it is vital that the muscles used when cycling are allowed 

to recover and repair themselves after each effort. The quicker the muscles are allowed 

to recover the better a cyclist is likely to perform. It is therefore important that paying 

adequate attention to recovery should be an integral part of any training programme.

A cyclist should carry out the following on a regular basis to ensure muscles recover as 

quickly as possible when training or cycling long distances:

•	 active recovery – following a tough training session or long distance event a cyclist 

should undertake a period of cycling on a low gear for approximately 20 minutes at a 

slow pace. This exercise will help to speed up the recovery process by increasing blood 

flow, accelerating the circulation of nutrients, reducing muscle soreness and relaxing the 

mind with some quiet, stress free time on the bike;

•	 replenish fuel stores – the recovery process should begin the moment you step off the 

bike. A priority is the replacing of glycogen (blood sugar) that has been used up over 

the course of a cycle. Consuming carbohydrate rich foods and drinks in the immediate 

aftermath of a training ride/event will significantly improve the recovery process. If you 

have difficulty consuming foods straight after a tough spin many of the recovery drinks 

currently available will also aid recovery;

•	 hydration – it is very important to re-hydrate the body after cycling. A cyclist should 

make sure to drink plenty of water and/or recovery drinks containing electrolytes in the 

immediate aftermath of a cycle to ensure the recovery benefits are maximised;

•	 adequate levels of sleep – when you sleep your body re-channels all the energies 

usually reserved for daily tasks into helping your body repair itself. This repair job 

obviously takes more time when involved in significant cycle training regimes or taking 

part in sportive events. You should therefore aim to get as much sleep as possible (at 

least eight-ten hours) when undertaking significant levels of cycling;
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•	 hanging the legs - elevating the legs above the heart (e.g. lying on your back with your 

feet up against a wall) helps eliminate by-products out of the legs, which is one of the 

primary causes of swelling and extended fatigue; and

•	 stretching – see below.

The importance of stretching
Stretching regularly will help you avoid tight muscles and injuries. But it can be a double-

edged sword. The wrong type of stretching can lead to injuries. 

Cycling has many benefits. But, as with any exercise activity, it is not a complete exercise 

in itself. When you cycle, the muscles you move over and over to pedal the bike become 

stronger, tighter, and shorter. Often described as a “mid-range” activity, cycling involves 

a limited, repeated motion. During each stride, the leg is never fully straightened (locked) 

or bent to its fullest, so the muscles are never fully contracted or extended. This causes 

tightness, which contributes to any number of overuse syndromes such as pain in the 

lower back, hamstring muscles and knees. 

Muscles commonly used for cycling
•	 the quadriceps – the muscle on the front of the thigh, which is used to start the 

downward pedal stroke;

•	 the gluteus maximus – the biggest muscle in the buttocks, critical to the extension of 

the knee from the hip joint in the downward stroke and in the reverse process in the 

upward stroke;

•	 the hamstring – cyclists have quite inflexible hamstrings because the pedal stroke 

doesn’t stretch that muscle. The hamstrings, the long muscle on the back of the thighs, 

combine with the quadriceps, calf muscles and gluteus maximus to propel the knees 

through the pedal stroke;

•	 the calf muscles – these help to push the front part of the foot down at the bottom of 

the pedal stroke, and to bend the knee, assisted by the hamstrings; and

•	 the tibialis anterior – the muscle used to pull the front of the foot upwards on the 

upstroke.
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Stretching for cycling 
Stretching helps you adapt to the rigors of cycling. Unfortunately, one of the curses of 

hard riding is gradual loss of muscle elasticity and an overall decrease in joint flexibility. 

Stretching, which requires no special skill, enables cyclists to make their muscles and joints 

more adaptable to the rigors of cycling. 

Since stretching improves flexibility and increases range of motion, well-exercised muscles 

and joints will undergo less severe stress in competitive conditions. The longer that 

muscles and joints can perform without failure under stress, the longer you can cycle 

at your optimum speed. Muscles will last longer during activity before tightening up if 

prestretched correctly. 

The stiffness and tightness that are frequently felt after a ride can be brought under 

control, and even eliminated, with proper stretching after a workout. Stretching keeps the 

body fine-tuned and hastens recovery. 

Stretching is a form of preventive medicine, and all of the points mentioned thus far 

for reducing stress, improving flexibility and aiding in recovery, serve to prevent the 

breakdown of your system, which manifests in discomfort or pain. 

One of the best ways to stretch is with static stretching, in which you stretch each muscle 

group slowly and gently, until a mild amount of tightness (not pain) is felt in the muscle. 

Then maintain this position for about 30 seconds or until the muscle begins to relax. As 

you hold the stretch, the feeling of tension should diminish. If it doesn’t, just ease off 

slightly into a more comfortable stretch. 

After holding the easy stretch, move a fraction of an inch farther into the stretch until 

you feel mild tension again. This, the developmental stretch, should be held for another 

5-30 seconds. This feeling of stretch tension should also slightly diminish or stay the 

same. If tension increases or becomes painful, you are over-stretching. Ease off a bit to a 

comfortable stretch. The developmental stretch reduces tension and will safely increase 

flexibility. Repeating this process a few times for each muscle group will give the best 

results. 
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Examples of stretching exercises
Quadriceps	stretch
•	 touching a chair or wall for support, bend your left knee, grab your left foot with your 

right hand; 

•	 keeping your knees together, pull your foot up so that your heel presses against your 

buttocks; and

•	 hold for 20 seconds, then repeat with your right leg.

Hamstring	stretch	#1
•	 sit on the floor with both legs out straight;

•	 extend your arms and reach forward by bending at the waist as far as possible while 

keeping your knees straight; and

•	 hold this position for 10 seconds.

Hamstring	stretch	#2
•	 sit on the floor with one leg out straight;

•	 bend the other leg at the knee and position the sole of that foot against your opposite 

inner thigh;

•	 extend your arms and reach forward over the one straight leg by bending at the waist as 

far as possible; and

•	 hold this position for 10 seconds.

Hamstring	stretch	#3
•	 stand and cross your right foot in front of your left;

•	 slowly lower your forehead to your right knee by bending at the waist;

•	 keep both knees straight;

•	 hold this position for 10 seconds;

•	 relax; and

•	 repeat by crossing your left foot in front of your right.

Calf	stretch
•	 face a wall and stand 12 inches away from it;

•	 extend one leg behind you, keeping both feet flat on the floor and your rear knee 

straight; 
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•	 lean toward the wall until you feel tension in the calf muscle of the extended leg (You 

can put your arms on the wall for support.); 

•	 hold for 10 seconds; and

•	 repeat with the other leg. 

Times not to stretch
There are times when stretching can do more harm than good. For example, when: 

•	 injury is present – stretching can lead to further injury if done to torn muscles or 

tendons. What they need is rest, not stretching exercises, to heal properly. Return to 

stretching once the injury has healed.

•	 muscles that are cold – while proper stretching will aid in warm-up, caution must 

be taken when muscles are cold. Wear tights while warming up in cool or cold weather 

and, maybe, warm-up by jogging or riding the bike for a few minutes before stretching. 

A cold muscle can be compared to a dry sponge. Trying to stretch is usually ineffective 

and can even result in small tears in the muscle cells. A warm muscle can be compared 

to a wet sponge, it has more flexibility and is more supple.

“Stretching before cycling warms up the 
muscles and prevents injuries particularly to 
the neck, shoulders, legs and back. You will 
also feel more comfortable on the bike from 
the start.”

David O’Loughlin
An	Post	Grant	Thornton	M.	Donnelly	team
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Cycling etiquette/rules of the road

Before you start
Things you should practise:

1	 Looking	behind: Practise doing this over either shoulder until you can do it without 

wobbling. It should become second nature to do this before any significant position 

change or other manoeuvre.

2	 Braking: Practise using your brakes both together and separately. Be aware of the 

different braking styles needed in different situations. For example, in wet weather do 

not use your back brake only as this will cause you to skid.

3	 Hand	signals: Practise giving these without wobbling or losing control.

4	 Changing	gear: It should become an automatic reaction to change down quickly 

through the gears before stopping: this allows you to get moving quickly when traffic 

restarts.

5	 Patience: Practise being patient. Cyclists frequently get themselves into awkward 

situations simply because they won’t wait. Some patience, courtesy, and good sense 

leads to faster, smoother journeys.

Standard cycling etiquette
There are certain basic principles of cycling etiquette that should be adhered to when 

setting out on the road:

•	 you should always try to make sure that your bicycle is in a roadworthy condition 

before setting out on your journey.

•	 when cycling in a group you should not cycle more than two abreast and you should 

always revert to single file when the road narrows or when the level of traffic increases 

significantly.
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•	 you should maintain your line when cycling on the roads. Do not swerve in front of 

vehicles or any other cyclists on the road.

•	 a cyclist should also try to leave about a half a bike length of space to the rider in 

front. Maximise the energy saved from the tailwind and also to ensure that you do 

not touch wheels causing an accident.

•	 a cyclist should always call or point out hazards on the road so that the cyclists 

behind are made aware of them. Cyclists at the back of a group are often unable to 

spot these hazards so it is important they are made aware of them.

•	 signal when you are slowing down, stopping or turning right or left so that drivers 

and other cyclists are made aware of your intentions. 

•	 if cycling in a group and you have a puncture or technical difficulties you should 

shout out to let the other riders know so that they can make arrangements to stop 

and provide assistance if required. Also, you do not want to be left behind on your 

own if people have not realised your situation.

Cycling in context
1 Legal situation: A bicycle is legally a vehicle and a cyclist is a driver, so you are 

required to obey all the standard rules of the road. If you don’t know them, now is 

a good time to look them up. Under the Roads Act your overriding duty is to avoid 

injury to yourself and to others. You are not required to endanger yourself or your 

property to satisfy the whims of other road users.

2 Your right to use the road: Cyclists and pedestrians have traditionally enjoyed a 

common law right to make lawful use of public roads. Motorists have no such right 

and must obtain permission (a licence) under the Road Traffic Acts. So don’t be afraid 

to reasonably assert your rights, but try not to be too pushy or self-righteous either.

3 Speed benefits: In modern congested city traffic, cycling often represents the fastest 

mode of transport. Cyclists can expect to travel at 12-18 km/h at all times. Cars may 

actually have lower average speeds, especially at rush hour. Cyclists waste far less time 

finding somewhere to park.
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4 Health benefits: Regular cycling boosts your health, fitness, strength, mood, sense of 

well-being and life span. In 2009, research suggested that if everyone spent 15 minutes 

cycling to and from work or education, it would save the Irish Health Service €815m 

annually.

5 Safety in numbers: The more cyclists there are, the safer it becomes to be on a bike. 

Using your bike is your most important contribution to cycling safety.

Your bike
Handling traffic effectively requires a bike that is properly adjusted and has working brakes 

and gears and properly pumped tyres. If necessary have your bike serviced professionally or 

learn to do it yourself. Always use lights at night and keep your reflectors clean.

Understanding the risks
Cycling is inherently safe. As cyclists we feel more exposed to risks created by others, but 

adult commuter cyclists live longer than their non-cycling peers. The risks cyclists face are 

real but they do not exceed the benefits, and we can learn to manage them.

You should treat traffic speed as a bigger threat than traffic volume, particularly if combined 

with poor light conditions or wet weather. High traffic speeds can be encountered 

anywhere, even on residential streets. Be prepared to adapt your cycling tactics or even 

dismount if necessary.

Cycle helmets
Irish traffic law does not require cycle helmets. Compared to other road user groups, 

cyclists are not at particular risk of serious head injury. Motorists and pedestrians who 

incur head injury have higher levels of severe brain injury, and have worse outcomes. Cycle 

helmets are designed only for simple low-speed falls and provide this limited protection 

only if they fit well and are worn properly. They are not designed, intended or expected to 

offer protection from impacts with moving motor vehicles – the cause of most fatalities. So 

if you wear one, try not to let it affect your behaviour in traffic. Visit www.cyclehelmets.org 

for more information.
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Relying on “rules”
Relying on simple “rules” such as “use hand signals”, “always keep left” or “always use 

helmets” does not give a cyclist magic protection or right of way. Equally, don’t assume 

others will obey the rules or signal their intentions. Instead, learn to read other road users 

and anticipate what they might do. Skilled cyclists actively ensure adequate time and space 

for any manoeuvre. They read the traffic in advance, communicate with others, yield if 

necessary, and position themselves appropriately and in good time.

Positioning
Learning the two basic road positions is an important traffic skill.

1 The primary position                                                                                                                
The normal riding position is in the centre of the leftmost lane. This maximises your 

ability to see, be seen and communicate with other road users. Adopt it when you can 

keep up with traffic, or when you need to emphasise your presence or to deter risky 

overtaking. You may not impede others unnecessarily, but you are not obliged to let 

someone pass if you think there is any risk to yourself. Let experience and common 

sense be your guides.

2 The secondary position                                                                                                             
To yield to following traffic, adopt the secondary position: usually at the left of the 

leftmost traffic-stream but without getting too close to the road edge. The edge is 

where broken glass collects, the road surface is worst and has other hazards such 

as drainage grates. Aim to keep at least 0.5m from the road edge. Hugging the kerb 

increases your chances of having a fall, may encourage motorists to get too close, and 

risks collision if someone steps off the path.
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Stopping in traffic
Use the primary position for stopping in traffic or when the traffic is moving at cycling 

speed.

Allow adequate braking distance, especially in wet weather. 
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When following other traffic, particularly large vehicles, try to stay in view of their 

mirrors.

Going ahead 
When passing side roads, the biggest risk is from vehicles turning out or across without 

yielding to your right of way. Some motorists may come from behind and try “overtake 

and turn” manoeuvres. Having assessed the nature and speed of following traffic, one tactic 

is to take a prominent position on the road in the vicinity of any junction – but be prudent, 

particularly at night and in poor visibility. As you gain experience you will learn to read 

these situations automatically and develop a range of responses.

A

A B
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Pinch points 
These are places that are too narrow for motorists to overtake safely: traffic/pedestrian 

islands, build-outs, narrow lanes, turning lanes, etc. Plan your approach well in advance 

and if possible use prudent positioning to deter unsafe overtaking. Some motorists may 

try to race you to any gaps, but if you have taken adequate space you will have more room 

for evasive action. If there is only one following vehicle it may be better to stop pedalling 

briefly and let it go ahead.

Overtaking
General
It’s up to you to check in advance and confirm there is time and space to pass any obstacle 

safely. Resist overtaking just because you see a gap; it’s often better to wait for traffic to 

start moving again. Unlike other countries, Irish traffic law does not explicitly provide for, 

or protect, cyclists passing on the left to go straight (“undertaking”), and Irish motorists 

are not formally obliged to allow them free passage. Overtaking on the right is legal and 

can also be faster and more convenient.

If you pass left, it is safest if the traffic is completely stopped. Even then, other vehicles 

may still turn out or across through gaps at junctions. Never try to overtake inside turning 

traffic (See Buses/HGVs).

Parked and stationary vehicles
Beware the “door zone”. Aim to pass parked or stationary vehicles with a full door’s width 

to spare. Avoid ducking into gaps between parked cars but hold your road position until 

others have space to pass safely. Watch out for pedestrians stepping between parked or 

stationary cars to cross the road.

Buses/HGVs
HGVs have blind zones where the drivers are not able to see cyclists. Cycling alongside 

turning buses and HGVs at bends or junctions is a dangerous manoeuvre (see overleaf). 

The risk exists wherever large vehicles might cross your path and particularly where cycle 

facilities run inside the turning path. Don’t rely on indicators.

B
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Learn to recognise the warning signs: HGVs often move right first to clear the corner as 

they turn left. When overtaking cyclists, HGV and bus drivers can find it hard to judge 

when to pull back in. Stop pedalling and prepare to brake, if necessary, to help them get 

past as quickly as possible. If stopped and a HGV pulls up directly behind, or alongside, 

consider moving if the driver can’t actually see you from the cab.

		

Sharing with pedestrians
Respect pedestrians and pedestrian crossings. As vulnerable road users, cyclists should 

not threaten those who are more vulnerable. If using a space shared with pedestrians, be 

considerate and adapt your cycling style and speed accordingly. Cycling on most roadside 

footpaths is illegal; cycling on them at speed is unsafe for everyone and creates very bad 

publicity. If you feel forced to use footpaths then you are there to take refuge, not to take 

over: try to behave accordingly. (See advice on Roadside cycle facilities.)

Turns (1): Leaving main roads
Begin planning any turn as soon as you are aware of the junction.

Left turns 
The main risk when turning left comes from motorists overtaking in the turn. If you sense 

this is likely, the best option is to move to the primary position for the turn. It is also a 

good habit at other times. If using a left turn lane hold a prominent

C
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position so as to deter risky overtaking by motorists. 

Right turns 
These are one of the most problematic manoeuvres for any cyclist, especially at night. You 

have to negotiate your way across one or more traffic streams to take up the appropriate 

position. If there are already cars waiting to turn, take up a central position behind them. 

Use a turning lane the same way. When on the move, never turn right from the left hand 

side of the road. Trust your own common sense. If conditions seem too hostile, stop and 

reassess. At traffic signals a two-step “hook” or “indirect” turn is an option. 

(See diagram pg 50)

With any turn maintain a prominent position on the new road until you are sure there are 

no obstacles. Watch for, and yield to, crossing pedestrians.

Turns (2): Entering main roads 
Stop means stop and yield means yield, especially if you’re turning left. Collisions caused 

by your failure to yield are entirely avoidable. The main risk is from unsafe overtaking 

by following motorists; proper positioning will deter this. Don’t endanger yourself by 

squeezing inside a turning vehicle – waiting might reveal a way to use it as a shield in the 

turn.

D
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Signalised junctions
These tend to be cycle friendly but don’t assume that green lights are any protection. 

Do assume that red means stop. As with other junctions, adopt a prominent position on 

arrival, and always transit the junction by preference in the main traffic stream. Do not try 

to “creep up” inside turning traffic.

Queues
Filtering past queues of traffic is a benefit of cycling, but don’t jump the entire queue just 

because you can. Sometimes it is better to wait near the top and use other vehicles for your 

own protection. Always have a clear reason for your decision.

Advanced stop lines (ASLs or Bikeboxes) 
ASLs give cyclists a waiting area at traffic lights, but their safety record is mixed. Be critical 

and use common sense. Don’t put yourself at risk trying to reach an ASL simply because it 

is there. (See advice on buses/HGVs, overtaking and queues.)

G G

H
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Left-turn lanes 
At lights lacking a green left-filter arrow you can stay here if going straight, otherwise use 

the leftmost straight-through lane.  

	

Roundabouts
Roundabouts can be tackled effectively but require skill, judgement and a trustworthy 

bicycle. Roundabouts of the type common in Ireland can expose cyclists to much greater 

risk of injury than motorists. The challenge they pose varies depending on your intended 

direction, the time of day, traffic volume and speed. If you judge conditions unsuitable for 

your skill level, dismount and walk.

A cyclist negotiates a roundabout in exactly the same manner as a car and all the same rules 

apply. You should always travel in the main traffic stream for your desired exit. As with 

other junctions the primary risk is from entering vehicles that fail to yield, so position 

I
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yourself prominently while passing any entries. Don’t try circulating outside the main 

traffic stream. 

Take a lane at the approach to a roundabout and try to hold a similar prominent position as 

you ride around, to deter motorists from overtaking. Watch for motorists in your lane who 

might try to overtake. This requires watching left as well as right. In the exit, maintain a 

prominent position until well clear of the junction. 

Roadside cycle facilities
Deciding when or how to use cycle facilities is an advanced traffic skill. Cycle path/

footpath cyclists face much greater collision risk at junctions and driveways, particularly if 

cycling on the wrong side of the road, and tend to suffer more falls and punctures. Using 

cycle paths safely can impose significant delay and inconvenience. Experienced cyclists 

often choose to just stick to the road, or switch between path and road as the situation 

dictates. (The Government has stated that compulsory use laws will be revoked.) 

Painted cycle lanes also hold pitfalls but are theoretically less conflict-prone if marked on 

suitable roads and well designed and maintained. In reality their implementation is often 

poor, their widths too narrow (<2m), or both. Try not to let them affect your behaviour. If 

a cycle lane takes you somewhere it would normally be unwise to cycle, such as the “door 

zone”, or too close to “yield” markings at side roads, be cautious or consider avoiding 

J K
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it. When deciding whether to use or avoid a cycle facility, have a clear reason for your 

decision.

	

Road cycling for children
This information is intended for adult cyclists, but children need to develop the same road 

cycling skills. What differs from adult cyclists is the ability of children to assess their own 

skills relative to the traffic conditions. A responsible adult should assess the ability of each 

child and decide what roads are suitable for that child. The Dublin Cycling Campaign is 

producing cycling maps that can inform these decisions.

“When you are riding with a group on open 
roads, be just as alert as if you were cycling 
alone. Make some good personal rules for 
the group e.g. know the signals for turns and 
hazards. Never forget the normal rules of the 
road and don’t forget your helmet!!”

Sean Kelly
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Cycling to work

Introduction
Cycling to work is a fantastic way to include exercise into your daily life and has a number 

of benefits: 

•	 time saved – Cycling to work will reduce the time you spend commuting as short 

journeys in most towns are quicker by bike. People who cycle know exactly how 

long a journey will take door to door unlike cars where traffic and parking can be 

unpredictable.

•	 money saved – Cycling to work saves money on Luas, train and bus passes, fuel, 

parking and car running costs. After you’ve bought your bike and kitted yourself out, 

the cost of running a bike is almost nothing. 

•	 exercise – Cycling to work allows you to incorporate regular exercise into your daily 

routine. It boosts your amount of daily exercise without eating into valuable leisure 

time whilst eliminating other costs such as gym fees. Best of all cycling is a great way to 

help lose weight and stay fit. 

•	 enjoyable – Cycling to work can change your daily commute from something you 

hate to something you love. Fresh air, exercise, and the chance to take in your environs 

means that you will often arrive at your desk refreshed and revitalised. 

Choosing a bike
For a comprehensive guide to the most popular types of bikes to buy please refer to the 
equipment section earlier in this booklet.

What to wear 
What you wear depends on how far your journey is, what facilities your 

employer provides and if you are going to spend some time on public 

transport. In wet weather a set of waterproof trousers and jacket will 

protect your clothes. 

If you have a longer commute the best and most comfortable solution is 

to wear cycling clothing. To remove the need to carry a bag of clothes for work each day 
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a good idea is to wear clothing that allows you to keep warm and dry in winter and cool 

in summer. These clothes should fit properly and in the winter, a good, brightly coloured 

jacket with reflective patches should be worn. Helmets are entirely a personal choice but 

are highly recommended. 

Rucksacks and panniers 
When commuting people generally need to carry extra items of clothing 

and a rucksack is the obvious but not always the best solution. Carrying 

weight on your back can be uncomfortable for longer trips and can affect 

your sense of balance. An alternative is to carry the items you need on 

your bike. The most common option is to fit a carrier or rack to the 

back of your bike and fit a set of panniers to the rack. These are bags 

specifically designed to fit to a bike. Panniers are the best option if your 

commute is more than 15-20 minutes. 

Health and safety
When cycling a good set of lights is essential to ensure you are fully 

visible to other road users. Various types of lights are available from 

any good bike shop and should always be used. Reflectors should also 

be fitted to the wheels to ensure you and your bike are visible from the 

side. Reflective clothing and a light on your rucksack or panniers also 

improve visibility.  

Planning your route 
Unless you live next to a cycle path you will have to mix with traffic at some point. The 

best route for a cyclist is one with fewer cars and heavy goods vehicles. Look for quiet side 

roads, cycle lanes and routes through parks or residential areas. 

When you are cycling in traffic be aware of what’s going on around you and obey the rules 

of the road. See the section on the rules of the road in this booklet. For people new to 

cycling it is also a good idea to sign up to some safety training classes. Further information 

on these can be found at www.biketowork.ie

Security and insurance
Many people assume that bikes are covered within their home insurance policy in the case 
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of theft. This is not always so and even when it is covered it is generally only up to a very 

limited value. In most cases bikes should be insured on a specific policy like those offered 

by Bike To Work Ltd. 

Regardless of how well insured your bike is it is best not to have it stolen in the first place.

Locks
A bike left unattended should always be locked, even for a 

short time. When buying a lock do not skimp on quality to save 

money. Not all locks are equal in strength even though they may 

look similar. You should always buy the best you can afford. A 

good quality D-lock or heavy duty chain will provide maximum 

protection for your bike. 

Cycle to Work scheme
The Cycle to Work scheme is a recent Government initiative offering tax free bikes for 

cycling to work. Using the Cycle to Work scheme, a company can purchase a brand 

new bike and safety equipment worth up to €1,000 tax-free, for an employee. A salary 

sacrifice arrangement is then used to allow the employee to pay for the bike on a weekly or 

monthly basis. This means that the employee can save up to 51% of the retail price of the 

bike and equipment but the company also makes a saving of 10.75% on employer’s PRSI.

Bike to Work Ltd
Bike to Work Ltd is Ireland’s number one provider of tax free bikes for the Cycle to 

Work scheme. Bike to Work Ltd helps employers of all sizes to set up and run the scheme 

supplying bikes to employees through a nationwide network of over 200 independent 

Irish bike shops. Bike to Work Ltd provide a one-stop-shop for employers and provide a 

customised microsite for companies on a secure online system. 

Employees submit quotes directly online and agree to terms and conditions. The employer 

is then e-mailed an invoice. On approval and payment, the employee is emailed a voucher 

code and collects the bike from the shop. 

Full details can be found at: www.biketowork.ie
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Calendar of events/useful sites

There are many different events to aim for every year. See below a list of the regular events. 

Further details including dates can be found on the relevant websites.

www.biketowork.ie – Cycle to Work Scheme facilitators

www.cyclingireland.ie – Governing body of Irish cycling

www.irishcycling.com – Informative website

www.bikescheme.ie – Government site for the Cycle to Work scheme

www.womenscycling.ie – Informative website

www.dublincyling.com – Cycling safety campaign

www.cyclist.ie – Cycling safety campaign

How to lock your bike: www.youtube.com/watch?v=r6xnkEkP2WY

April
Rás	Chonnemara
Burren	Tour
Tour	de	Foothills
Tour	of	Carlingford
3	Peaks	Challenge
Copper	Coast	Sportive

May
An	Post	Series	-	Tour	of	Sligo
Tour	of	the	Glens
Tour	de	Cure
Mount	Leinster	Challenge
Tour	of	the	Heartland
Tour	of	Lough	Derg
Marble	City	200
Dublin	Bay	Cycle
Sperrin	Sportive

June
An	Post	Series	-	Tour	de	Burren
Blackstairs	150
Wicklow	200
West	Cork	200
Chernobyl	Cycle

July
An	Post	Series	-	Heritage	Cycle	Tour	of	Meath
Twin	Peaks	Challenge
Trip	to	Tipp	2	day
The	Iveagh	200
Tour	of	the	Lakes
Causeway	Challenge
Tour	de	Malin	Head
Western	Hills	Century
Tour	de	Kilkenny

August
An	Post	Series	-	Sean	Kelly	Tour	of	Waterford
Tour	of	South	Wexford
Five	County	Challenge
Tour	of	Clare
The	V	Challenge
Kingdom	Challenge

September
An	Post	Series	-	Cork	Rebel	Tour
Sperrin	Challenge
Super	Sperrin	Sportive
Into	the	West	Challenge
West	Wicklow	100
Conor	Pass	Challenge
The	Leinster	Loop
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Grant Thornton

Grant Thornton is a leading firm of business advisors, helping people achieve their ambitions. 

Find out how we can help you and your business by visiting www.grantthornton.ie 
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