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A report in the Press Democrat noted that San Francisco’s bicycle plan is being held up by the need to do an Environmental Impact Report before implementing the plan.  The city was sued for not doing the Environmental Impact Report and lost in court because the court thought the possible impact on the city’s transportation system could be significant. This caused me to look at Petaluma’s program.

While Petaluma’s plan is much smaller, some potential problems can be seen.

For example, is the city creating unsafe conditions by adding bike paths where it imposes road diets on the driving public?  A recent news article on police enforcement of bicycle use contained the information that bicycle use increased 14% over a one-year period while bicycle accidents increased 30% over the same period.

I’ve formed the opinion that the increase in bike lanes has encouraged increased bicycle use but has at the same time made bicycling more dangerous.  As more novice or new cyclists use the new lanes they are confronted with the lane ending and their being forced to complete their trip on streets without dedicated bike lanes.

This is compounded when bicycles on the streets increase beyond some tipping point where they begin to impede traffic. When motorists have to change lanes to accommodate only two or three bikes per hour on Washington St. there are plenty of openings in the left lane to do that.  But as motorists have to change lanes more frequently to get around dozens of bikes an hour, some will try to do it in the curb lane.

Now, although the cyclist is in the right, he is much more likely to be the one who suffers injury.  Are these casualties worth the benefits coming from encouraging people to bicycle on streets that aren’t designed for mixed traffic?

Are motorists being set up to be blamed for increased bicycle related accidents?  Thus justifying taking away even more lanes from autos to make bicycling safer.  

This could present the City Council with a dilemma, “Is the desirability of increasing bicycle use worth the cost of more accidents?”  

I’ve been sensitized to the council’s concern with safety regarding fireworks. While the council may not be willing to have its citizens suffer potential injuries from fireworks, is it willing to allow, even encourage, bicycle use at the risk of increasing injuries?

If the trends of bicycle use and bicycle accidents continue, the policy of encouraging bicycle use for environmental purposes will have be weighed against the potential danger to cyclists.

I hope the city will continue to enforce bicycle rules of the road citywide to determine if this trend between use and accidents was a one-time occurrence or an expected result from greater numbers of cyclists using our streets.

                         *****************************

As we go into another election cycle it’s appropriate to appreciate the work done by elected officials.  We berate them, question their ability and honesty, disagree with their decisions.  We even question the whole political process.  But how could we function without them?

Even given the availability of funds, how would we create a police department or select a police chief to provide safety for the community?  Without a sitting political body, who would evaluate potential candidates? Who would select a specific candidate? Who would tell him what was expected of him?

In a very small town we might look among our neighbors for advice.  But, still who would empower someone to act, and how would they be empowered?  The process, to me, seems like an election, a choice from the community.

On another level, we each think we could do as good a job.  If we could, why don’t we run for the office? What we end up with is someone who thinks he can do the job, has enough confidence and is willing to trade his time for a chance to act on his beliefs.

We end up with the government we deserve so we need to pay attention to our vote.  

