Press release 2 February 2005
SWOV: roundabout without bicycle priority safer for cyclist
There are fewer accidents in urban areas between cars and bicycles on roundabouts which have separate bicycle paths without cyclist priority than on roundabouts with cyclist priority. If cars had priority on all these roundabouts, there would be between 50 and 70 fewer hospital admissions. This is the result of research conducted by the Institute for Road Safety Research, SWOV. 

Roundabout safer than ordinary junctions
When an ordinary junction is converted into a roundabout, the number of traffic casualties is reduced by around 75%. With traffic safety particularly in mind, around 2000 full size roundabouts have been built in the Netherlands in the last twenty years. A full size roundabout has an outer diameter of over 32 metres and is provided with roundabout signs. Roundabouts can be adapted for cyclists in different ways:  they are sometimes provided with bicycle lanes, but they may also have separate bicycle paths. The latter is preferred: there are considerably fewer casualties on roundabouts with bicycle paths.

Safer without cyclist priority
Roundabout design varies enormously in the Netherlands, as do priority regulations. Outside the urban area, cyclists do not have priority on roundabouts; within the urban area various regulations exist. A rough estimate reveals that within the urban area there are between 600 and 800 roundabouts with separate bicycle paths, 60% of which have cyclist priority.
SWOV studied what would happen if there was a uniform priority regulation on all these roundabouts in the Netherlands: priority or no priority for cyclists'.
It appears that on roundabouts 'with cyclist priority', there are more accidents between motor vehicles and cyclists than on roundabouts 'without cyclist priority'. Expressed in terms of casualties, this means 50 to 70 more hospital admissions when cyclists have priority.

Reason unclear
Based on its analysis, SWOV concluded that roundabouts without cyclist priority are safer, but could not decide why this should be. The accident statistics do not shed any light on why this difference exists. 

There are two possible explanations. The first possibility is that motorists wrongly assume they have priority over cyclists. This assumption may be partly due to the lack of any uniform priority regulation in the urban area in the Netherlands.

The second possibility is that motorists have to make so many observations in such a short space of time when entering and leaving a roundabout that they fail to see cyclists. Behaviour studies should provide more insight into this.

Recommendation: no cyclist priority
Since 1998, it has been recommended that cyclists on separate bicycle paths should have priority, as long as the roundabouts are designed according to the CROW recommendations. SWOV also expected that roundabouts with a similar design would be much safer than roundabouts which deviate from the CROW recommendations. Unfortunately, many roundabouts are not designed according to these recommendations in practice, or if they are, the safety benefits cannot be proved. In terms of traffic safety, it is therefore recommended that cyclists do not have priority on roundabouts within the urban area. 

The research into priority on roundabouts is described in SWOV report R-2004-14: Are roundabouts with bicycle paths also safe for cyclists?
Cyclists on roundabouts

Cyclist priority on roundabouts is safe (2 Feb.) 
Today the Institute for Road Safety Research (SWOV) published a report recommending that priority for cyclists on roundabouts should be withdrawn. This is contrary to current recommendations. However the Fietsersbond (Cycling Association) sees no reason to review existing recommendations. Roundabouts with cyclist priority are very safe compared with busier junctions. 

Motorists understand the priority regulation on roundabouts with cyclist priority better than on roundabouts without cyclist priority. This was established in an experimental study conducted by TNO Human Factors Research Institute. A lack of clarity arises by giving priority to motorists but not to cyclists. 

Importance of uniformity
Cyclist priority on roundabouts complies with the standard regulation:  through traffic has priority over non-through traffic. Over two thirds of the roundabouts in our country have cyclist priority and that percentage is rising. This is the result of the CROW recommendation dating from 1998 which is supported by IPO, VNG, 3VO, ANWB, TLN and the Fietsersbond. Because municipalities and provinces build roundabouts according to that recommendation, a proliferation of different design and priority regulations is prevented. This is good for creating uniformity and thus safety. The Fietsersbond hopes that road managers continue to comply with the existing recommendations. 

No new insights
SWOV reports that giving cyclists priority has not given them the safety it expected. However, a more wide ranging SWOV study into junctions (R-2003-36) concluded that cyclist priority was just as safe as no priority. The Fietsersbond is surprised that the new report totally ignores this study. Furthermore, the Fietsersbond claims that SWOV wrongly fails to make a distinction between cyclists and scooter riders. Because scooters were moved from bicycle paths to the main carriageway in 1999, the conclusions based on old data no longer apply in practice. 

SWOV response to Fietsersbond arguments
Experimental TNO research
Brouwer & Brouwer (2001) used photo research to prove that traffic participants (motorists and cyclists) approaching a bicycle crossing (located next to the roundabout carriageway) mainly deduce the priority regulation from the traffic markings, in particular the give way signs. As there is currently no general priority regulation for cyclists on bicycle paths crossing roundabouts, traffic participants can do little else but rely on traffic signs on the spot.
As far as we know, no accident survey has been carried out to evaluate the presence or absence of give way signs. The research method used does not make it possible to establish whether the test persons would really have given priority or would have been capable of giving priority, given the number of actions required of a car driver in a short space of time. 

CROW 1998
IN 1998, SWOV approved the ‘cyclist priority’ recommendation as long as it complied with the recommendations formulated by a CROW working party. We too expected that roundabouts with a similar design would really be safer. Unfortunately, these conditions are not always met in practice and if they are met, the safety benefits are still not proven. 
SWOV conducts research into traffic safety issues and this study reveals that roundabouts ‘with cyclist priority’ are safer than roundabouts ‘without cyclist priority’. 
SWOV research into junctions (R-2003-36) 
In the SWOV report 'Safety on junctions of main traffic routes within the urban area', a general analysis was performed of 10 roundabouts with cyclist priority and 24 roundabouts without cyclist priority. In that study, an analysis was also performed with a small group (12) of roundabouts which were similar with regard to the type of cycling facility. The analysis also focuses on the question with/without priority and concludes that four exit roundabouts with cyclist priority have 344% more risk than four exit roundabouts without cyclist priority. This result does not provide any other insights than those published under the title Rotondes met vrijliggende fietspaden ook veilig voor fietsers? (Roundabouts with separate bicycle paths also safe for cyclists?).
Distinction scooter riders and cyclists
In the study ‘Rotondes met vrijliggende fietspaden ook veilig voor fietsers?’, we establish that 'cyclist priority' tends to be a problem for cyclists, as around 80% of accidents involve the car-bicycle conflict. The research was conducted between 1996 and 2000. The measure 'Bromfiets op de rijbaan' (Scooter on the carriageway) was introduced at the end of 1999 and was only briefly part of the research period. Incidentally, many municipalities have not yet (fully) implemented this measure so there are also roundabouts in the urban area with bicycle/scooter paths.
Because the problems with bicycle safety are most striking, this was the focus in this study.
SWOV, 4 February 2005

Response Fietsersbond to message website SWOV (3 Feb 2005) 

SWOV took the trouble of responding in its website to the arguments presented by the Fietsersbond against its roundabout press release. Apart from the continuing difference of insight, the Fietsersbond claims that some of the SWOV points are factually incorrect. 

SWOV claims wrongly that the TNO report cited by the Fietsersbond did not compare roundabouts with and without cyclist priority. The TNO report states literally: “The results of the experiment suggest that motorists were better able to assess the priority regulation when cyclists had priority than when cyclists did not have priority”. 

The SWOV report into junctions (R-2003-36) concludes literally: “The risk on roundabouts with cyclist priority is not higher or lower than on roundabouts without cyclist priority.” No conditions are hereby made. The Fietsersbond claims that different studies lead to different results. 

The new SWOV report states in the introduction: “Both cyclists and scooter riders are included in the casualty figures used”. As no distinction has been made, the extent to which this relates to scooters cannot be seen. Furthermore, SWOV states that the measure ‘Scooters on the carriageway' was only briefly part of the research period, by which it implicitly recognises that the data is largely derived from ‘Scooters on the bicycle path’, thus resulting in undesired contamination. 

