Limited knowledge of safety effects of infrastructural facilities

Atze Dijkstra of SWOV has provided a nice survey last year of the meaning of all possible kinds of traffic provisions for a sustainably safe traffic system.1 He incorporated all internationally available primary literature sources with knowledge about the effects over the past decades. Overall these were almost 180 articles and reports, 28 of which concentrating on traffic safety of cyclists. However nice a survey, knowledge proves to rather limited and few grounds can as yet be found for measures typical for the sustainably safe approach. Knowledge is simply poor where bicycle provisions are concerned. Clearly there is room for improvement, particularly in a cycling country like the Netherlands.

The report systematically arranges all possible kinds of traffic facilities according to three sustainably safe demands: functional use of the road network; homogeneity (minimising differences in speed, direction and mass) and identifiable/predictable traffic situations. In addition there is a distinction into measures at stretches of road and intersections, into types of road (only local and residential roads) and into type of conflict (among others bicycle versus motor vehicle)). Some examples of facilities discussed:

• Speed reducers
Two extensive empirical studies in residential areas demonstrate reductions of 15 to 26% in the number of casualties.

• Roundabouts and traffic lights
Roundabouts are demonstrably superior to ordinary intersections because of their low level of accidents.

There are no clear recommendations for deciding between intersections with and without traffic lights. In both cases the number of accidents increases with the intensities of motor vehicles. This goes as much for unregulated intersections with intensities of up to 20.000 motor vehicles per 24 hours as it does for intersections with traffic lights and intensities of over 20.000 motor vehicles per 24 hours.

• Bike paths
There is still little knowledge on (relative) safety of bike paths and bike lanes. A SWOV study from the eighties is still the best basis for recommendations. Dijkstra draws the following conclusion: ‘Bike lanes and bike paths along local roads in urban areas separate cyclists from motor vehicles. Bike paths, however, are safer than bike lanes, whereas bike lanes are even more dangerous to cyclists than no bicycle facilities at all. A bike path crossing an adjoining residential road should be elevated. At an intersection of local roads cyclists are safer on a lane than on a path. This means that a bike path along a stretch of road should be terminated at some distance before the intersection.’

Clear conclusions, although in the last sentence ‘be converted into a bike lane’ might be a better formulation.
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