Spring 2009 Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative

As the third largest city in the United States, Chicago is significantly denser than other cities in Illinois.  The landscape is flat and auto-traffic is congested.  Chicago has established a 320-mile network of bikeways (bike lanes, trails and signed bike routes) to encourage people to ride bicycles. Bicycling, as an efficient and practical mode of transportation, is becoming more popular due to high fuel prices, public concern about global climate change and traffic congestion.

Chicago is a great city for bicycling; however, Chicago’s traffic can also make bicycling in the busy urban setting unsafe. According to IDOT crash data, 3,197 cyclists were injured in crashes with motor vehicles and 10 cyclists were killed in Chicago in 2006-2007.

To address these safety concerns, IDOT’s Division of Traffic Safety partnered with the Chicago
Department of Transportation (CDOT) to execute the Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative.

“The goal of the Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative has always been to increase the number of trips made by bicycle and to reduce the number of bicycle-related injuries and fatalities,” said Emily Willobee, program director of Mayor Daley’s Bicycling Ambassadors.

The Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative began in 2001, when the Division of Traffic Safety granted funding to CDOT to establish Mayor Daley’s Bicycling Ambassadors, a team of public outreach and education specialists. Ambassadors travel, by bicycle, to events all over Chicago and provide face-to-face safety education to bicyclists and motorists. The award-winning Bicycling Ambassadors program is now internationally recognized and is the largest bicycle safety program of its kind.

The Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative works to increase safety in two primary ways: by encouraging enforcement efforts through education of the Chicago Police Department and by increasing awareness of safety concerns through public outreach and education.

ENCOURAGING ENFORCEMENT
The Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative is working with the Chicago Police Department to provide officers the tools to effectively enforce laws that protect cyclists and to enforce responsible cycling behavior.

Through a grant from the Division of Traffic Safety, CDOT is producing a video that will be incorporated into officer training. It will become part of the curriculum at the Chicago Police Department Training Academy and will also be shown at roll call in all 25 districts, reaching more than 13,000 people.

“The video will give the police officers and new recruits the skills to target motorists who endanger cyclists in traffic as well as bicyclists who break the law and endanger themselves and everyone else,” said Amanda Woodall, Training and Enforcement Coordinator at the CDOT Bicycle Program. The video, which is tailored to meet the needs of law enforcement in Chicago, will include an overview of bicycle-related traffic laws, how to enforce them and strategies to improve the documentation of bicycle-related crashes.

“Part of increasing safety is getting people to change their behavior and getting them to make responsible, safe choices on the road,” said Woodall. “Avoiding a fine is a very powerful incentive for people to change their behavior. A simple warning or a ticket from police can make a real difference.” The video will be completed by the end of the summer and the pilot module at the Police Training Academy will be launched in the fall.

PUBLIC OUTREACH AND EDUCATION
The Mayor Daley’s Bicycling Ambassadors program continues to spearhead the public outreach and education component of the Chicago Bicycle Safety Initiative. The Ambassadors team this year consists of eight outreach specialists who spread their message by attending existing community events, such as street festivals, block parties, farmers’ markets and community health fairs.

“By piggy-backing on existing community events, Ambassadors reach broader audiences right in their own neighborhoods,” said Emily Willobee, program director. “We go to the public, instead of asking them to come to us.” This season, the Ambassadors program is paying particular attention to educating children. To expand the program’s ability to reach youth, the Bicycling Ambassadors are joined by 13 teenage Junior Ambassadors for six weeks in the summer.

To become Junior Ambassadors, teens participate in a 16-week after school program at two Chicago public high schools where they learn bicycle mechanics, bicycle safety, safe urban riding skills and public speaking. Teens who successfully complete the training program, earn new bicycles, helmets, locks and other bicycle accessories, as well as the opportunity to work with the Bicycling Ambassadors in the summer.

The addition of Junior Ambassadors allows the Bicycling Ambassadors program to attend more day camp events than in previous years. With the help of these teens, Mayor Daley’s Bicycling
Ambassadors hope to educate over 17,500 children at more than 175 Chicago Park District Day Camps this summer.

“Twelve-year-olds are much more likely to take bike safety tips seriously when they come from a teenager,” said Willobee. “Junior Ambassadors make safe riding much cooler than an adult ever could.”

The Bicycling Ambassadors program expects to reach a total of more than 43,000 people with face-to-face education at more than 400 community events, plus an additional 2.5 million through media appearances.
By Michaelia Fosses, Bicycling Ambassador
