Are two wheels ALWAYS good?

As Transport for London develops policies to encourage motorcycling, and the Department of Transport continues to support trials of motor cycling in bus lanes, Roger Geffen, CTC Campaigns and Policy Manager, asks whether anyone has considered the road safety implications, particularly for cycles and pedestrians.
There are disturbing things going on in London.  Ken Livingstone has embarked on a series of policies to encourage the use of motor cycles and other “Powered Two Wheelers” (PTWs, e.g. mopeds), without thinking about the consequences.  And the Department of Transport is coming under increasing pressure from a well-funded motor cycle lobby, to allow PTWs to use bus lanes, cycle lanes and cycle tracks, and advance stop lines.

Now don’t get me wrong.  This isn’t going to descend into an article tarring all motor cyclists with one brush.  One thing we cyclists have in common with our powered peers is that we also suffer all-too-frequently from journalistic stereotyping of the “two-wheeled terrorist” variety (so please, let’s have none of this stuff in next issue’s letters pages!)  The issue here is about official policy aimed at increasing PTW usage, which is being adopted without consideration of the consequences, and with nothing being done to tackle the problems that are bound to occur.

Transport for London (TfL) already has trial schemes underway to allow PTWs into bus lanes on three major London routes, together with a large increase in PTW parking provision and (most worryingly), an exemption for PTWs from the congestion charging scheme, due to be launched in February.  This is expected to lead to a huge increase in PTW use –TfL hasn’t even estimated how much growth, let alone considered the road safety impacts.  But transport safety expert Steven Plowden estimates that Ken Livingstone’s policies will lead to an extra 50 deaths and 500 serious injuries in London alone, every year.  This is a nightmare waiting to happen.
It’s not as if increased PTW use is actually going to help solve London’s problems of air quality or noise.  Compared in terms of passenger-kilometres (i.e. allowing for the higher average occupancy of cars), PTWs in London have a slight advantage (7.8%) over cars in terms of carbon dioxide emissions, and a large advantage on nitrous oxide and nitrogen dioxide (76%).  But they are a hell of a lot worse than cars for carbon monoxide (6 times), methane (5.7 times worse), other volatile organic compounds (10 times), benzene (10.8 times), 1,3-butadeine (11 times) and even particulates (7.3 times).  Sulphur dioxide emissions are also 19% worse.  Many more people complain of noise nuisance from PTWs than from either lorries or cars.  And of course, they compare even more unfavourably with the alternatives of buses, walking and cycling!
Even in terms of reducing congestion, the claimed benefits of PTWs are doubtful.  If you think about the space which the rider and other road users have to allow for, given their speed of acceleration and movement, you’ll soon realise why.

But it’s that speed and that acceleration which also makes them a serious risk to themselves and to other road users.  There has been a marked increase in PTW use in London in recent years – morning peak hour journeys into central London by PTW have risen from around 11,000 to 16,000 since 1994.  This has been accompanied by disturbingly large increase in injuries due to crashes involving PTWs.

TABLE 1 CASUALTIES IN CRASHES INVOLVING A PTW

	 

	Fatal
	Serious
	Slight
	Total

	Casualties to riders of PTWs (including passengers)
	 
	 
	 
	 

	1994-1998 average 
	34
	899
	5139
	6072

	2001 
	71
	1215
	6634
	7920

	Increase %
	(109)
	35
	29
	30

	Casualties to other road users
	 
	 
	 
	 

	1994-1998 average
	11
	201
	834
	1046

	2001
	17
	232
	1155
	1404

	Increase %
	(55)
	15
	38
	34

	All casualties
	 
	 
	 
	 

	1994-1998 average
	45
	1100
	5973
	7118

	2001
	88
	1447
	7789
	9324

	Increase %
	(96)
	32
	30
	31


With powerful machines, the proportion of motorcyclists breaking urban speed limits is far greater than for cars, and they do so by much higher amounts.  The result is that PTWs are far more likely not only to injure themselves, but also to be involved in collisions with pedestrians and cyclists.  The table below shows that, per kilometre driven, a PTW is more 5.2 times more likely than a car to kill or seriously injure a pedestrian, and 1.86 times more likely to kill or seriously injure a cyclist.
CARS AND PTWs COMPARED WITH RESPECT TO CASUALTIES TO PEDESTRIANS AND CYCLISTS IN LONDON IN 1999 AND 2000.

	1. Fatal and serious casualties to pedestrians in crashes in which a car was involved per 100m car kilometres driven 
	5.79

	2. Fatal and serious casualties to pedestrians in crashes in which a PTW was involved per 100m PTW kilometres ridden 
	30.12

	3. Ratio: (2) divided by (1) 
	5.20

	4. Fatal and serious casualties to cyclists in crashes in which a car was involved per 100m car kilometres driven 
	1.39

	5. Fatal and serious casualties to cyclists in crashes in which a PTW was involved per 100m PTW kilometres ridden
	2.59

	6. Ratio: (5) divided by (4)
	1.86


If there was a way of keeping PTWs within sensible speed limits (which should, in CTCs view, be 20mph for most urban roads), then none of this would be a problem.  But with excessive speed limits on many roads, and a lack of political will to enforce them, the policy of encouraging greater PTW use will simply lead to carnage.  This in turn will seriously undermine the aim (shared by the Mayor and the national government) of increasing cycle use, as people are put off cycling by the reckless antics of certain PTW riders.  The new breed of scooter drivers are a particular cause of concern among London’s cyclists, and their numbers are set to grow rapidly.

It’s time the Government carried out a comprehensive review of policy on PTWs, and for the Mayor to reconsider a lethal and ill advised policy – preferably before people are killed rather than afterwards.
