A bike policy for NYC

Summary

Bicycling must be encouraged as a critical component of New York City’s transit network. Environmentally friendly, cost effective, and healthy, cycling infrastructure benefits citizens of all age, race, and class, both as a form of leisure and transportation. 

Introduction/Background

New York City’s Department of Transit (DOT) has already identified bicycles as a key component of urban transportation in the 21st century, especially since the appointment of the current commissioner, Janette Sadik-Khan, in 2007. 
Indeed, the number of bicycle riders in the city has jumped dramatically in the past decade alone. A DOT survey that counts the number of cyclists in a 12 hour period at selected locations in Manhattan counted 6,600 riders in 1980, 10,900 in 1990, and 22,700 in 2008. In particular, the DOT estimates that ‘commuter cycling grew 35% between 2007 and 2008’, substantially more than car, taxi, subway, or commuter rail growth in the same period[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/bicyclists/bikenetwork.shtml] 


Clearly, the broad growth of mass-transit and road use across many neighborhoods and many forms of transportation demands a broad vision of New York’s future transit needs, and we propose that the city as a whole follow through on the tentative  steps that the DOT has so far taken so that New York can fully exploit the opportunities provided by bicycles.  The growth in cyclists cited above happened largely before the city took concrete steps to improve cycling infrastructure with bike lanes and racks; therefore, progress up to now can only be considered reactionary. We propose that the city, and the DOT in particular, proactively and audaciously encourage the use of bicycles for transportation in lieu of cars and buses and in concert with mass-transit. 

We have 3 specific proposals:

1. Construct a network of bike lanes for transportation within dense districts. 

Dedicated bike lanes with barriers like those recently constructed on 8th and 9th avenues are ideal, but cheaper painted lanes have also proven effective. The most likely areas for this would be all of Manhattan and parts of the outer boroughs immediately adjacent to Manhattan. 

The point of this scheme is to make travel around the inner core of the metropolis more efficient and make streets less congested. To this effect, we completely support the recent studies that have been produced by the NYC Department of Transportation (DOT). Their efforts have given the city a solid foundation for a bicycle policy, and by all accounts their projects have been tremendously successful.[footnoteRef:2] Not only does the MYD support their current plans, but we see the DOT as the appropriate executor of bicycle policy in the city. As such, they should have funding commensurate with the increasing number of cyclists, and their efforts to construct a bike network on the existing roadways deserves full cooperation from all other city agencies.  [2:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/bicyclists/bikenetwork.shtml] 


2. Construct bike parking near transit nodes.

A missing aspect of New York City’s transit planning is intermodal connections. Not only have car/train and train/subway connections been historically overlooked by urban planners and politicians alike, but connections to bicycle transit have scarcely been acknowledged at all.  While the DOT has begun to construct bike racks in the past few year, most noticeably David Bryne’s artistically expressive examples, [footnoteRef:3] in Yet looking at the example of commuting patterns in other cities shows that such connections are both possible and successful. Cities as dispersed at Copenhagen, Kyoto, and Beijing encourage commuters who live in suburbs to bike to work and then take trains into the city. In particular, Within the US, Portland has been perhaps the most groundbreaking, and its system of high-density bike racks could easily be deployed around business districts and subway stations, such as Jackson Heights station or Lorimer Street station.[footnoteRef:4] This is a simple and realistic model that New York should seek to emulate, and has already become an issue is London, which is still far ahead of New York in bike friendliness.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/brynerack_map2.pdf]  [4:  http://bikeportland.org/2009/06/30/better-living-through-bike-parking/]  [5:  http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/article-23713597-details/We+need+more+cycle+racks+at+railway+stations/article.do] 


Our plan seeks to cover all areas of the city and state within 5 miles of a commuter rail station, ferry, or subway. Essentially, we propose to design the new bicycle lanes mentioned above to radiate from new bicycle parking facilities, just as new developments already take into account car parking. Large parts of Staten Island, Queens, and Brooklyn would benefit from the improved transit opportunities that would help boost ridership on existing public infrastructure in those areas. 

3. Facilitate leisure biking on the edges of the city. 

Cycling has an important recreational function in addition to its transportation function. While the DOT should focus on adapting the street plan to bicycles and the DOT and MTA should work together to link commuters with cyclists, the Parks Department should focus on creating and maintaining recreational bike lanes. Recent efforts like the long bike path in the Hudson River Park are commendable and successful, and that success should be repeated. However, this is another instance where the outer boroughs most hope to benefit. Bike paths in Bay Ridge and along Jamaica Bay, though they have some transportation benefit, are efficient ways to use land that creates valuable recreational opportunities and increase the quality of life for citizens from all over the five boroughs. 

4. Improve bike safety. 

Improving bicycle safety refers both to the safety of riders and of bikes themselves. Just as safety improvements were critical to NYC’s economic and demographic regeneration since the 1977 bankruptcy, the safety of both cyclists from accidents and cycles from theft must be improved to attract more cyclists. In addition, a University of Texas study from 2006 cited the positive way that bike lanes increase the safety of motorists, by preventing over-correction by errant drivers.[footnoteRef:6] While drivers will become more aware of bicycles as more citizens begin to ride, bike lanes and other infrastructure will become increasingly critical to managing larger traffic flows.  [6:  http://www.utexas.edu/news/2006/09/18/engineering/, http://www.utexas.edu/research/ctr/pdf_reports/0_5157_1.pdf] 


Our proposal is essentially for traffic policemen to take bicycles more seriously; the current sticker-registration system could be made mandatory, thereby preventing bike theft.  Penalties could be raised for parking or driving in bike lanes. 

Conclusion

Without a comprehensive transportation plan, New York cannot hope to maintain its position as a world city, and bicycles have come to be seen as an increasingly important aspect of transportation planning. While the city has already taken some steps to catch up with demand, our proposals are meant to push the city onto the cutting edge of smart policy. 
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