
A Law Officerôs Guide to Bicycle Safety

Increasing safety through traffic enforcement

Section One: 

Introduction and Overview

1



Program Goals

ÅHelp law enforcement officers 

enforce traffic laws for bicyclists 

and motorists.

ÅDiscuss the rules of the road. 

ÅProvide data showing the 

importance of enforcement to 

reduce injuries and deaths.
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Program Notes

ÅNot an all-encompassing course 

about all bicycle/motorist traffic 

laws.

ÅFocuses on the most important 

rules: those relating to vehicle 

operation and safety

ÅEmphasizes the need for equitable 

bicyclist and motorist enforcement
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ñA nation of travelers with 

new opportunities to walk 

or ride a bicycle as part of 

their everyday life.ò

ñhelp law enforcement 

officers enforce bicycle-

safety traffic laws aimed at 

bicyclists and motorists.ò

Relationship to US Govôt 

National Strategies
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Comprehensive Bicycle 

Planning

ÅEngineeringof roads and paths

ÅEducation of bicyclists and 

motorists

ÅEncouragementof bicyclistsô rights 

and responsibilities, and of safe and 

lawful bicycling

Åand Enforcement
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84 million bicyclists in 

the country

Å37% under age 16

ÅMany infrequent riders

ÅMost ride for 

recreation or fitness 

ÅAlso - commuters, 

touring, utilitarian, 

package delivery

Statistics Source: G. B. Rogers, 

Bicycle and Bicycle Helmet Use 

Patterns in the United States in 1998. 

Journal of Safety Research, 31:3, 

2000.

Section Two:

Crash Data and Statistics

www.pedbikeimages.org / Dan Burden
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Bicyclists Follow the Same 

Traffic Laws as Other Vehicles

Section Three:

Traffic Laws
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Do Motorists Respect 

Bicyclists?
ÅDo motorists 

understand 

cyclistsô rights 

and respect 

them?

ÅAre traffic laws 

regularly 

enforced when 

it comes to 

bicycle safety?

Section Four: Laws in Action
8



Do Bicyclists Act Like 

Drivers of Vehicles?

ÅDo bicyclists 

know how to 

drive on the road 

and respect other 

road users?

ÅAre traffic laws 

regularly enforced 

for bicyclists?

Section Four: Laws in Action
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Why be Aware of Bicyclists?

Why Enforce the Traffic Laws?

ÅAll road users 

should be respectful 

of othersô rights.

ÅMany people are 

unaware of the law.

ÅMost bicycle 

crashes are caused 

by unlawful 

behavior.

Section Five: Enforcement
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ÅDetermine the 

cause of the crash

ÅHelp prevent 

future crashes

Section Six: 

Crash Investigation
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Key Violations: Cyclists

ÅOperating against the flow of traffic 

ÅFailure to yield when entering roadway or 
at a stop or yield sign

ÅFailure to obey traffic signals

ÅFailure to yield when moving across the 
road or turning left

ÅRiding at night without required equipment

ÅRiding on sidewalk unsafely or where 
prohibited

Remember These Points!
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Key Violations: Motorists

ÅFailure to yield 

ïwhen entering roadway 

ïat a stop or yield sign

ïwhen turning left

ÅUnsafe passing

ÅImproper right turn (immediately in 

front of a cyclist)

ÅDriving too fast for conditions

ÅOpening a car door into traffic

Remember These Points!
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Be Aware 

of Bicyclists

ÅObserve how cyclists 

and motorists behave

ÅAre both bicyclists and 

motorists respecting all 

road users, including 

pedestrians?
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A Law Officerôs Guide to Bicycle Safety

Increasing safety through traffic enforcement

Section Two: 

Crash Data Overview
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The Bicyclist Injury Problem in 

the U.S.

Å500,000 emergency 
room visits, 

10% involve motor 
vehicles

Å25,000 
hospitalizations, 

30% involve motor 
vehicles

Å700 fatalities, 

Emergency Dept Data Source: CDC, 

WISQARS, 

Fatalities Data Source: Traffic Safety Facts 

2002. NHTSA, U.S. DOT.

80% involve 
motor vehicles
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Motor Vehicle-Bike Collision, 

Bicyclist Under 16

Source: Tabulations by Paul Schimek from NHTSA's 1998 -2002 General Estimates System survey of police -

reported crashes.

Car-Bike Collisions by Type, Bicyclist 15 or younger, 1998-2002 average
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Motor Vehicle-Bike Collision, 

Bicyclist 16 or Older

Source: Tabulations by Paul Schimek from NHTSA's 1998 -2002 General Estimates System survey of 

police - reported crashes.

Car-Bike Collisions by Type, Bicyclist 16 or older, 1998-2002 average
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Most Frequent

Fatal Crashes

ÅIntersections

ïMotorist or Cyclist
failure to yield

ÅIntoxication

ÅCyclist driving the wrong 
way

ÅCycling driving at night 
without proper lights and 
reflectors

20



Motorist Failed to Yield 

to Cyclist, Daylight
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Motorist Overtaking, 

Daylight
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Cyclist entering roadway or riding 

with traffic and did not yield
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Subtotal is 46%
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Cyclist was in the roadway 

riding against traffic
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Cyclist was riding on a 

crosswalk or sidewalk
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Night Time

Å43% of all bicycle fatalities 
are in non-daylight hours.

Å17% of all car-bike collisions 
happen at night.

Source: U.S. DOT NHTSA, Fatal Accident Reporting System, 2002, and tabulations from 1998 -2002.
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The Need for Improved Data

ÅAll the tables in the above slides add 
up to 89% of all motor vehicle-
bicycle crashes

ÅThe circumstances of 11% of all 
motor vehicle-bicycle collisions 
remain unknown.

ÅImproved crash reporting and 
investigation can counteract this 
trend.

Source: U.S. DOT NHTSA, Fatal Accident Reporting System, 2002, and tabulations from 1998 -2002.
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A Law Officerôs Guide to Bicycle Safety

Increasing safety through traffic enforcement

Section Three: 

Safe Bicycling and the Traffic Law
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Bicyclists 

are Drivers

ÅThe same set of traffic rules 
applies to all drivers of vehicles 
ð bicyclists and motorists.

ÅWhen we say ñdriverò we mean 
bicyclist or motorist; when we say 
ñvehicleò we mean bicycle or 
motor vehicle.
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You Already Know Most Traffic 

Laws that Concern Bicyclists!

All drivers of vehicles must:

ÅDrive on the right side of the roadway

ÅPass other traffic slowly and safely

ÅYield to traffic with the right of way

ÅObserve traffic signs and signals

ÅObey speed limits

ÅEt cetera!
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1. Bicycle Law

ÅWhat is the legal defnition 

of ñbicycle?ò

ÅWhat section of the law 

covers bicycle-specific 

traffic laws?
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2. Same Roads

ÅOn which roads can 

bicycles be legally 

excluded?
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3. Direction, Lane 

Positioning and Merging

ÅWhere should a bicyclist be 

positioned for normal travel?

ÅWhat is the law for staying 

to the right side of the right 

lane?

ÅWhat are the legal reasons 

that a bicyclist should be 

expected to leave the right 

side of the right lane?

Graphics compliments of Oregon DOT 

Bicyclistôs Manual
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4. Turning

ÅWhere should a bicyclist be 

positioned for:

ïRight turns

ïLeft turns

ïContinuing straight ahead?
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5. Signaling

ÅBicycles have no automatic turn 

signals; cyclists use hand signals. 

ÅRight hand, right turn signal is best 

understood.

ÅContinuous signaling is not safe. 

Both hands are often needed to 

control the vehicle.
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6. Safe Passing on the Left

ÅWhat are the rules for motorists 

passing other vehicles, including 

bicycles?
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7. Safe Passing on the Right

ÅUnder what circumstances are 

bicyclists permitted to pass on 

the right?
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8. Sidewalk Bicycling

ÅAre bicyclists permitted 

to drive on the 

sidewalk?

ÅWhat are the rules for 

bicycles driving on 

sidewalks, paths, and 

trails

10% of bicycle-

motor vehicle 

crashes happen 

to bicyclists 

driving on 

sidewalks, paths, 

or in crosswalks
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9. Lights at Night and 

Equipment

ÅWhat are the 

requirements for 

nighttime 

equipment for 

bicyclists?

ÅWhat are the 

braking and other 

equipment 

requirements?

43% of fatal

bicycle-motor vehicle

crashes occur at 

night, most of them 

probably involve 

bicyclists without 

proper lighting 

equipment.
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10. Helmets

ÅAre children required to 

wear helmets while on a 

bicycle?

0% of crashes are 

caused by lack of a 

helmet.

About 75% of 

permanent 

disabilities and 50% 

of fatalities may 

have been avoided 

with proper helmet 

use.

www.pedbikeimages.org / 

Dan Burden
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11. DUI

ÅMotor vehicle operators are 

prohibited from operating their 

vehicles while intoxicated.

ÅAre bicyclists also prohibited from 

operating their vehicles while 

intoxicated?

31% of fatal

bicycle-motor 

vehicle crashes 

involve 

intoxication.
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12. Aggressive Driving & 

Assault

ÅWhat are the laws regarding the use 

of a motor vehicle as a weapon, 

either intentionally or 

unintentionally?

ÅAre there special Aggressive 

Driving laws?
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Other Bicycle Safety Laws:

Local Ordinances

ÅIn most states, local governments may:

ïestablish bicycle registration 

ïregulate sidewalk bicycling

ÅGenerally, local ordinances may not 

contradict or supersede state law.

ÅBicycle messenger registration
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Other Bicycle Safety Laws:

Manner of Riding

ÅNo more riders than the bicycle is 

designed to carry.

ÅAt least one hand on the handlebar.

ÅCarry articles safely

ÅLaws vary by state.

ÅEnforcing them might help prevent 

falls - the most frequent type of 

crash.
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Other Bicycle Safety Laws 

Equipment & Racing Permits

ÅBells

ÅBike 

racing
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A Law Officerôs Guide to Bicycle Safety

Increasing safety through traffic enforcement

Section Four: 

The Laws in Action
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Same Roads:

Bikepath / Road Intersections
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