June Column

This column is the second in a three-part series on bicycle safety and bicycle/motorist laws.
Anyone ever involved in a vehicle collision knows there are two stories to every accident. However, when the collision involves a vehicle and a bicycle, the cyclist is at an overwhelming disadvantage. For this reason, cyclists should take the rules of the road seriously.

In 2005, there were 437 collisions involving a vehicle and a bicyclist. Of those 437, collisions, 12 were fatal; 47 resulted in an incapacitating injury. 

Because bicycles are vehicles by legal definition, riders should ride the bicycles on the right side of the road and travel in the same direction of the traffic. The vast majority (63 percent) of bicycle accidents occur when the bicyclist was traveling against the flow of traffic, according to the U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration.

Bicycles shall be operated in the same manner as a motor vehicle except in the following conditions:

· A bicycle may be operated on a shoulder of a highway;

· If a highway lane is marked for the exclusive use of bicycles, the cyclist may use that lane whenever feasible;

· Two bicycles may be operated abreast in a single highway lane (however, no more than two).

Because of the risk of injury, cyclists should obey the following rules when riding:

· Cyclists should obey all traffic signals and signs and use mechanical or hand signals 50 feet before turning. Bicyclists who take extreme caution when turning and crossing intersections and driveways cut their risk of accidents considerably. The U.S. Department of Transportation states that 80 percent of car-bike collisions occur when the driver or cyclist is turning or crossing. Proper hand signals include the following: left turn is signaled by extending the left arm and hand horizontally; a right turn is signaled by extending the left arm horizontally with the left hand extended upward from the elbow. In addition, a right turn can be signaled using the right hand extended horizontally. To signal an upcoming stop, either arm should be extended horizontally with the hand and arm extended downward from the elbow.

· Abstain from alcohol and drugs before riding a bicycle. Cyclists can be charged and prosecuted for DUI.

· Although Kentucky law does not mandate helmet usage, it is highly recommended. Between 70 and 80 percent of fatal bike accidents involve brain injuries, according to the Brain Injury Association of America. The Bike Helmet Safety Institute confirmed that wearing a helmet could lower the risk of head injury by 85 percent.

Other safety suggestions include:

· Cyclists should wear light-colored clothing that is close fitting to avoid being caught in the bicycle’s moving parts. Light-colored clothing makes the cyclist more visible to motorists, who may have difficulty seeing the cyclist’s narrow profile.

· Stay alert by watching out for potholes, sewer gratings, cracks, railroad tracks, loose gravel and debris. Before going around an object, look ahead and behind for a free gap in the traffic. Signal your intentions before making your move.

· Know your route, and if you ride at night, wear reflective clothing.

Even though cycling provides a fun summertime activity, following the rules of the road is especially important in ensuring safety.
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