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A virtuous cycle: Safety in numbers for
riders

September 3 2008

It seems paradoxical but the more people ride bicycles on our city
streets, the less likely they are to be injured in traffic accidents.

International research reveals that as cycling participation increases, a
cyclist is far less likely to collide with a motor vehicle or suffer injury
and death - and what's true for cyclists is true for pedestrians. And it's
not simply because there are fewer cars on the roads, but because
motorists seem to change their behaviour and drive more safely when
they see more cyclists and pedestrians around.

Studies in many countries have shown consistently that the number of
motorists colliding with walkers or cyclists doesn't increase equally with
the number of people walking or bicycling. For example, a community
that doubles its cycling numbers can expect a one-third drop in the per-
cyclist frequency of a crash with a motor vehicle.

"It's a virtuous cycle," says Dr Julie Hatfield, an injury expert from
UNSW who address a cycling safety seminar in Sydney, Australia, on
September 5. "The likelihood that an individual cyclist will be struck by
a motorist falls with increasing rate of bicycling in a community. And
the safer cycling is perceived to be, the more people are prepared to
cycle."

Experts say the effect is independent of improvements in cycling-
friendly laws such as lower speed limits and better infrastructure, such as

bike paths. Research has revealed the safety-in-numbers impact for
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cyclists in Australia, Denmark, the Netherlands, 14 European countries
and 68 Californian cities.

"It's a positive effect but some people are surprised that injury rates
don't go up at the same rate of increases in cycling," says Sydney
University's Dr Chris Rissel, co-author of a 2008 research report on
cycling.

"It appears that motorists adjust their behaviour in the presence of
increasing numbers of people bicycling because they expect or
experience more people cycling. Also, rising cycling rates mean
motorists are more likely to be cyclists, and therefore be more conscious
of, and sympathetic towards, cyclists."

Safety concerns are among the most significant barriers preventing
Australians from cycling, including among those who cycle regularly,
according to the report, titled Cycling: Getting Australia Moving.
Despite this, over 1.68 million adults cycled in 2006, an increase of
almost 250,000 since 2001. During this period, Australian capital cities
experienced an average 22 percent increase in bicycle journeys to work.
The city of Melbourne led with a 42 percent increase, while the city of
Sydney lagged the field with a nine percent increase. 2006 figures reveal
that 12,132 Sydneysiders cycle to work.

Dr Rissel says transport authorities should highlight the fun, convenience
and health and environmental benefits of cycling, rather than what he
views as an undue emphasis on danger and safety messages, which can
deter cyclists: "We should create a cycling friendly environment and
accentuate cycling's positives rather than stress negatives with 'safety
campaigns' that focus on cyclists without addressing drivers and road
conditions. Reminding people of injury rates and risks, to wear helmets
and reflective visible clothes has the unintended effect of reinforcing
fears of cycling which discourages people from cycling."
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