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Before my senior year of high school, I obtained my first part-time job at my local

supermarket. As I did not own a car, my most convenient method of transportation was to ride

my bicycle to work; however, the only path available was the exposed shoulder of a busy

roadway. As cars whizzed by within inches of my tires, I rode with the fear that my life could be

ended by even a split-second jerk of a steering wheel. Over 130,000 Americans are injured or

killed in bicycle accidents on roads each year1, including my Uncle Rohan, who suffered severe

brain damage and near-paralysis when his bicycle collided with a swerving truck. In order to

better protect a growing population of bicycle commuters from the same fate, the construction of

protected bike lanes represents an essential measure in providing a safeguard against

traffic-related bicycle accidents.

In 2019, approximately 870,000 Americans commuted to work by bicycle, a figure that

appears set to rise over the coming years2. During a period of economic recession from 2001 to

2009, the number of bicycle trips taken by 16-to-34-year-old Americans increased by

twenty-four percent3. With the cost of automobiles and fuel skyrocketing, a similar increase in

bicycle transport is expected among the expanding young working class, and a safer

infrastructure with designated and protected lanes is required to handle the uptick in cyclists.

Each year, the United States Federal Highway Administration (FHA) drafts an updated

series of guidelines for the construction of specialized bike lanes. The latest laws require each
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lane to possess a five-to-seven foot width with distinct markings indicating the traffic direction4.

Recommended protections include a buffer of three feet that includes a physical barrier, such as

an elevated post or curb, that prevents motor vehicles from crossing over into the lane5. Bike

lanes with these parameters offer riders greater separation from motor traffic in addition to

precious time to react to instantaneous hazards.

Recent studies reveal that cities who invested in FHA-regulated bike lanes significantly

reduced their number of bicycle accidents in turn. Seattle has become one of the largest

proponents of protected bike lanes, spending as much as $2 million per mile on construction and

recently securing a grant of $25.6 million for improvements. From 1990 to 2010, their

investments resulted in a sixty percent decrease in total bicycle crashes6. According to a

University of Colorado-Denver study, other cities such as Portland, Denver, and Chicago saw

their traffic-related bicycle crashes decrease by an average of fifty-one percent from 1997 to

2012 via improvements to barriers surrounding their existing bicycle paths7.

In the modern era, no citizen should have to risk their life just to earn a living. As bicycle

traffic increases due to socioeconomic factors, leaders of American cities face an obligation to

protect their riders from dangerous motor vehicle collisions. Investing in protected bike lanes is a

proven strategy that provides those without access to a motor vehicle a greater opportunity to

enjoy a safer commute.
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