PAGE  
1
Skerries Cycling Initiative

IT’S THE WHEEL THING !
(SKERRIES NEWS, FEBURARY 2008)
2008 got off to a very bad start for the cyclists of Skerries when they learned of an accident involving a cyclist and a motorist. We wish that cyclist a speedy recovery.
So what impact will this incident have on us, the citizens of Skerries ?  Certainly it frightens us, especially those of us who ride bikes, and especially parents who worry when their children venture out on bikes. But are we increasingly living in an unjustified climate of fear ?  Not just fear of accidents, but fear of criminals, fear of ‘foreigners’, fear of global warming even.  The problem with this is that, when one looks calmly at the facts and statistics, it is apparent that we often exaggerate the causes of our fears e.g. of crime.  Do we exaggerate when it comes to being afraid of getting out on a bicycle ? 

Last year 3 cyclists per million population were killed in the Republic, compared to 5.9 per million in Austria (2006) and 2.4 per million (2004) in the USA. However, it is difficult to assess how bad or good we are because countries vary as to how much cycling is going on e.g. Austrians cycle much more than we or the Americans do and the more people who cycle, the fewer die or get injured e.g. it is more dangerous to be a cyclist in the USA than in Germany, and the Dutch cyclists have even better safety statistics. The reason for this seems to be that the more cyclists there are, the more motorists get used to them and the more the whole system accomodates cyclists.  There are other grounds for reducing our anxiety about death and injury from cycling. For example, only a tiny proportion of collisions between cyclists and motorised vehicles occur when cyclists are being overtaken – the big fear of many cyclists. The bulk of these occur on rural roads at night, where the cylists were not using lights !  Far more accidents involving cyclists occur at traffic intersections.  
So it is difficult to say to what extent we exaggerate our fears of cycling. For an example of an analysis of the complexity of the issue take a look at Ken Kifer’s webpage http://www.kenkifer.com/bikepages/health/risks.htm in which he claims that we are over-fearful of cycling.
So let’s take a different tack.  We all know that cycling is an enormously beneficial activity to society for health, traffic congestion and global warming reasons etc (besides being great fun !). What could we do in Ireland that would make cycling safer ?  Here a few pointers :

1. Enforce traffic law rigorously, not just for motorists but for cyclists as well (e.g. cycling without lights or cycling on pavements which is dangerous for pedestrians – but also for cyclists). Correctly weighted punishment for speeding and alcohol abuse is critical for promoting cycling. For this reason Skerries cyclists are delighted to welcome the extra Gardai, recently arrived, to our town !
2. Defend cyclists’ rights. Cyclists have a right to their (small) amount of road space.  They are hugely less dangerous to other road users than motorised vehicles, they hardly pollute and do no damage to road surfaces. 

3. Create a culture of tolerance among all road users.  I think the vast majority of motorists in Skerries are fantastic ! I love them ! When I show them some consideration, they are very anxious to return the compliment !  It is only a dour and obnoxious minority that cause all our troubles.
4. Cyclists have to take responsibility for his/her own safety as well e.g. by wearing a helmet, high visibility clothing, by having first class brakes (linear pull or disc), and by his/her behaviour e.g. respecting traffic lights, watching out for pedestrians and children, taking care when overtaking a parked car with a driver inside, etc.

5. Design our traffic infrastructure with cyclists in mind e.g. on-road painted cycle lanes, safety features at intersections, safe, secure parking, allowing bikes on trains and buses.  Urban cyclists are safer on-the-road by the way. Segregated bike paths in urban environments increase cycling deaths and injuries due to increased accidents at junctions when the segregated bike paths merge with roads. (Recreational bike paths are a different matter and are strongly to be encouraged).
6. Train school children (and adults too) in cycling. Initially this should take place in school grounds e.g. Realt Na Mara are doing this. Ultimately however, well chaperoned on-road training is necessary.

7. Re-write the Rules of the Road with more attention to cycling safety e.g. to teach motorists that a clearance of 1.5 metres is required when overtaking a cyclist.

The Skerries Cycling Initiative was founded in October 2007 to promote all aspects of cycling in Skerries and Fingal. On behalf of our precious Skerries cyclists, can I appeal to motorists to drive with care, particularly when overtaking, and to join with us in making Skerries a wonderful place to live.
I will conclude with a salutary warning. Poor Ken Kifer, to whom I referred earlier,  was killed in 2003 when out cycling. His killer : a drunken motorist ……… (http://bicycleuniverse.info/transpo/almanac-safety.html) 

DRIVE CAREFULLY !

Ray Ryan, Chairperson, Skerries Cycling Initiative, email : raymondr@eircom.net
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