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Figure 1. Equal Rights

TM Georgia Bicycle Federation

I. Legal  Status of Bicycle Operators.

NC. §20-4.01 (49).
...for the purposes of this Chapter [20] bicycles shall be deemed vehicles and every rider
of a bicycle upon a highway shall be subject to the provisions of this Chapter applicable
to the driver of a vehicle except those which by their nature can have no application. 

There are two classes of highway user; pedestrians and
drivers of vehicles. They have very different operating
characteristics, and therefore have separate traffic laws
and, ideally, separate facilities. The N.C. General
Statutes and the dictionary define bicycles as vehicles.
Bicycles have maneuverability and speed characteristics
that make vehicular rules and facilities more appropriate
than pedestrian rules and facilities. The operator of a
bicycle lacks a pedestrian's ability to almost instantly
stop or move directly sideways, and can achieve much
higher speeds. Bicyclists are not pedestrians on wheels.

Bicycle operators are assigned all of the rights of a driver 
of a vehicle; bicycle drivers have equal rights as motor
vehicle drivers. The law does not discriminate on the
basis of vehicle class, size, weight, or speed. Bicycle use is permitted in the travel lane of all
roadways unless prohibited by law on controlled access roads. Bicyclists are not required to use
a shoulder or sidewalk, though they are sometimes allowed to operate on these facilities. When
operating on a sidewalk where not prohibited, bicyclists are still drivers, and bicycles are still
defined as vehicles no matter where in the highway right-of-way they are operated.

Equal rights means that bicycle drivers are legally entitled to use of the full lane, just as are other
vehicle operators. The “first come, first served” principle of right-of-way means that every
vehicle operator is entitled to the lane space they occupy, plus a buffer in front and behind. The
vehicle driver in front has a superior right to occupy that lane space. This is the principle that
implicates a following driver for hitting another from behind. 

It’s the bicyclist’s full lane, even though
bicycle drivers typically ride on the right side
of the lane using just a small fraction of it. 
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Figure 3. Light at Night

II. Responsibilities of Bicycle Drivers.

Bicyclists who operate according to the rules of the road enjoy
travel that is safer than those who flout the rules. Bicycle
drivers are required to adhere to most of the same vehicular
traffic regulations as motor vehicle operators which are
embodied in Chapter 20 of the NC statutes. These include:

! Operate on the right half of the roadway; 
(in some countries they drive on the left)

! Obey traffic signals and signs; 
! Yield at driveways and when moving laterally;
! Yield to pedestrians as appropriate;
! Use proper destination positioning at intersections;
! Use front white and rear red lighting equipment at night.

However, the stipulation in §20-4.01 (49) “...except those which by their nature can have no
application.” means that certain obligations of motorists are not applicable to bicyclists. Some of
these exceptions are noted below.

§20-7.  Issuance and renewal of drivers licenses.
(a) License Required. - To drive a motor vehicle on a highway, a person must be licensed
by the Division under this Article or Article 2C of this Chapter to drive the vehicle and
must carry the license while driving the vehicle.

The requirement for a driver’s license applies only to those who want to drive a motor vehicle.
Motor vehicle operators must also have insurance, and motor vehicles must be registered,
inspected, and be assessed for property taxes. 

§20-141. Speed restrictions.
(h) No person shall operate a motor vehicle on the highway at such a slow speed as to
impede the normal and reasonable movement of traffic except when reduced speed is
necessary for safe operation or in compliance with law; provided, this provision shall not
apply to farm tractors and other motor vehicles operating at reasonable speeds for the
type and nature of such vehicles.

This statute applies to motor vehicles, not bicycle vehicles, and clearly exempts those vehicles
that have limited operating speeds due to their design and use. 
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Figure 4. It’s the bicyclist’s
lane.

III. Responsibilities of Slower Drivers.

§20-146.  Drive on right side of highway; exceptions.
Part (a) directs vehicles to be driven on the right half of the road (in England it’s on the left).
Part (b) is a refinement of part (a), and says: “Upon all highways any vehicle proceeding at
less than the legal maximum speed limit shall be driven in the right-hand lane then available
for thru traffic, or as close as practicable to the right-hand curb or edge of the highway...”

NC. §20-146(b) is intended to facilitate orderly overtaking. But the statute is unclearly written,
and often misinterpreted. 

First, the use of the conjunction “or” in the cited law indicates two possibilities and choices: 
“... the right-hand lane then available for thru traffic, or as close as practicable to the right-
hand curb or edge of the highway.” When is either choice appropriate? §20-146(d) is illustrative,
saying, “Whenever any street has been divided into two or more clearly marked lanes for
traffic...,” indicating the two possible conditions of roads: with or without marked lanes. It
follows that the most reasonable interpretation of §20-146(b) is that “...in the right-hand lane
then available for thru traffic...” applies when lanes are marked, while “...as close as
practicable to the right...” applies when a street lacks marked lanes. §20-146(b) imposes no
requirement on any driver to operate as far right as practicable within a marked lane. §20-146(b)
ought to say “....or when upon an unmarked roadway as close as practicable to the right-hand
curb or edge of the roadway (rather than highway, which includes the full right-of-way)...” 

The origins of §20-146(b) are from yesteryear when roads with no striping were the norm. Now,
only residential and minor rural roads are stripe free. If there is no center line, any vehicle driver
is required to stay “...as close as practicable...” to the right and make available that part of the
road to his or her left to allow another driver to pass. You can’t drive on the left or be a “road
hog.” If there is a center line, or lane separator stripes on a multi-lane road, the “...as close as
practicable...” provision is not relevant since an overtaking driver can use the part of the
roadway to the left of the line, the adjacent or opposing lane, to pass a slower driver.

Second, §20-146(b) uses the word “practicable” for important reasons. “Practicable” is not the
same as “possible,” “practicable” is determined by the bicycle driver, and “practicable” depends
upon the situation then existing. A practicable distance from the right edge can vary from a
couple of feet to the point at which the bicyclist uses the full marked lane. In effect, a lawfully
riding bicycle driver is always “...as close as practicable to the
right...,” when in the right marked lane.

The statute does not mean bicyclists are required to hug the right
edge of the lane to allow the partial or full use of their lane by
passing motorists, but is often misconstrued this way by
authorities, the general public, and by bicyclists themselves. No
vehicle operator is required to share his or her marked lane.
Indeed, §20-146 (d) says, “Whenever any street has been
divided into two or more clearly marked lanes for traffic, the
following rules ... shall apply. (1) A vehicle shall be driven as
nearly as practicable entirely within a single lane...”
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Figure 5. W5-7 sign

There exists the implicit, but spurious, expectation that motorists are allowed to pass in the same
marked lane and can legally lane share without the permission or invitation of the bicyclist. This
is not by explicit language, but by omission of specific prohibition. Motorists often choose to
pass bicycle drivers within what is the bicyclists’ lane or without fully moving into the next or
opposing lane, straddling the line. A narrow bicyclist, just 2.5 feet wide, operating at the side of
the lane leaves significant space to potentially be used by overtaking motorists. Most of the time
bicycle drivers willingly share their lane space, giving an advantage to motorists for easier
passing. This is most true in wide lanes or when there is little oncoming or overtaking traffic. 

The NCDOT Driver’s Manual provides the useful guidance, “Bicyclists usually ride on the right
side of the lane, but are entitled to the use of a full lane. A bicyclist staying to the right in their
lane is accommodating the following drivers by making it easier to see when it is safe to pass,
and easier to execute the pass. Drivers wishing to pass a bicyclist may do so only when there is
abundant clearance and no oncoming traffic is in the opposing lane. When passing a bicyclist,
always remember the bicyclist is entitled to the use of the full lane.” 

However, there is no operational advantage to the bicyclist for riding on the right side of a lane.
There are only safety disadvantages which should be understood and dealt with by the bicyclist.
Where a bicyclist rides within the lane has a great effect on the bicyclist’s visibility and
prominence to motorists, motorists’ behavior, the bicyclist’s ability to react and maneuver to
various situations, and ultimately the bicyclist’s safety and comfort. The drawbacks of riding at
the right side of a lane include:

! overtaking motorists passing partially or fully within the lane when it is unsafe to do so; 
! increased hazard from left and right turning motorists and those pulling out of 

side streets and driveways (Figures 7-9, page 6); 
! hazard from debris and lateral obstructions such as storm grates, opening car doors, 

or the curb/gutter, and risk of riding off the road surface in the absence of a curb.
! increased difficulty making a left turn.

Some motorists mistakenly believe that it is their lane when approaching and overtaking a
bicyclist. This is demonstrated, for examples, by the motorist forcing his way through a narrow
gap in the face of oncoming traffic, sometimes at substantial speed; or harassment such as
honking or yelling at the bicyclist to “Get off the road!” or similar. 

Bicyclists’ safety is more important than motorist passing convenience. Riding too close to the
edge is perhaps the worst mistake that otherwise legal riding bicyclists
commit. Bicycle drivers should use more of the lane to compel caution
in passing motorists. Sometimes it is not practicable for a bicyclist to
allow motorists to pass within the marked lane, and he should use the
full lane to prevent passing if:

! moving fast;
! the lane is too narrow and traffic too heavy 

for safe passing within the lane; 
! preparing to make a left turn; 
! approaching a busy intersection; 
! there is limited sight distance; 
! to avoid parked car doors or other roadside risks; 
! at anytime the bicyclist feels it increases his safety.
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Figure 6. Pass with Class

IV. Responsibilities of Faster Drivers.

§20-149. Overtaking a vehicle.
(a) The driver of any such vehicle overtaking another vehicle proceeding in the same
direction shall pass at least two feet to the left thereof, and shall not again drive to the
right side of the highway until safely clear of such overtaken vehicle.

§20-150. Limitations on privilege of overtaking and passing.
(a) The driver of a vehicle shall not drive to the left side
of the center of a highway, in overtaking and passing
another vehicle proceeding in the same direction, unless
such left side is clearly visible and is free of oncoming
traffic for a sufficient distance ahead to permit such
overtaking and passing to be made in safety.
(b) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass
another vehicle proceeding in the same direction upon
the crest of a grade or upon a curve in the highway
where the driver's view along the highway is obstructed
within a distance of 500 feet.

Drivers wishing to overtake slower traffic must pass only
when it is safe to do so and at safe distance. If traffic
conditions or sight lines do not allow safe passing, drivers
who wish to overtake must wait until conditions improve.
The two foot requirement is insufficient clearance from a bicyclist, especially at high speed.

§20-141. Speed restrictions.
(a) No person shall drive a vehicle on a highway or in a public vehicular area at a speed
greater than is reasonable and prudent under the conditions then existing.
(m) The fact that the speed of a vehicle is lower than the foregoing limits shall not relieve
the operator of a vehicle from the duty to decrease speed as may be necessary to avoid
colliding with any person, vehicle or other conveyance on or entering the highway, and
to avoid injury to any person or property.

All drivers must travel no faster than sight distance and conditions allow them to slow or stop to
avoid colliding with other traffic moving slower or stopped in the road ahead. The default safe
speed in a traffic lane at a given point is the speed of the slowest user, whether it is a bicycle,
farm tractor, transit bus, or any legally slow(ed) or stopped vehicle or crossing pedestrian. The
presence of bicyclists is a condition that may warrant driving slower than the posted speed,
particularly if the motorist chooses to overtake partially or fully within the bicyclist’s lane.

§20-140. Reckless driving.
(a) Any person who drives any vehicle upon a highway or any public vehicular area
carelessly and heedlessly in willful or wanton disregard of the rights or safety of others
shall be guilty of reckless driving. 
(b) Any person who drives any vehicle upon a highway or any public vehicular area
without due caution and circumspection and at a speed or in a manner so as to endanger
or be likely to endanger any person or property shall be guilty of reckless driving.

The stipulation “...or be likely to endanger any person...” is a strident but attainable definition.
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Figure 8. Drive OutFigure 7. Left Cross Figure 9. Right Hook

V. Typical Bicycle-Motor Vehicle Collisions.

The three most prevalent motor vehicle-bicycle collisions for lawfully operating bicyclists,
nationwide as well as in Chapel Hill, as found from 7 years of police reports (Bicycle-Motor
Vehicle Crashes in Chapel Hill, 1993-1995 and 1996-1999), are shown below (Figures 7-9). 

Riding at the right side of the lane is a predisposing factor in each of the three crashes. The
countermeasure for bicyclist’s for each of the collisions is to ride further from the side: 
RIDE BIG. This means USE MORE LANE always or USE FULL LANE if necessary. This places the
bicycle driver more prominently in motorists’ field of vision; reduces visual blending with
roadside elements such as parked vehicles, signs and other fixed objects, pedestrians, and
shadows; gives the bicyclist additional leeway and increased evasive maneuvering space; and
compels motorists to be more cautious when overtaking, or completely prevents overtaking if the
full lane is used. High speed bicycling, typical on descents throughout Chapel Hill, is a
precipitating condition, a catalyst that increases crash risk. Operating at night without proper
lighting is a contributing circumstance.

The LEFT CROSS (Figure 7) may occur if the motorist misjudges the bicyclist’s speed, especially
if the bicyclist is at high speed such as descending a hill, or does not see the bicyclist. Bicyclists
are narrow, and when operating at the right edge are not in motorist’s most direct field of view.
The bicyclist may also be obscured by another motor vehicle between himself and the vehicle
turning left, or visually blend with roadside elements. Multi-lane roads are particularly risky for
this type of collision. 

A DRIVE OUT (Figure 8) collision is more likely if the bicyclist is close to the merging motor
vehicle and lacks maneuvering space. The bicycle driver may be less readily visible due to a
vision obstruction on the corner. Bicyclists operating on the sidewalk are especially at risk. 

The RIGHT HOOK (Figure 9) can be caused by motorists who overtake and then misjudge the
bicyclist’s speed and distance. This can only occur because the bicyclist is at the right side of the
lane. A bicyclist further into the lane acts as an obstacle preventing the motorist from making
this mistake. This collision sometimes occurs because the bicyclist has passed slow or stopped
motor vehicles on the right. The motorist then makes a right turn into the unexpected bicyclist.
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Figure 10. Overtaking

VI.  Overtaking - An Atypical Collision.

Being passed by large, fast, and loud motor vehicles
while on a bicycle can be intimidating. It is this 
FEAR FROM THE REAR that causes some bicyclists to ride
hugging the edge, facing traffic, on sidewalks, demand
bike lanes, or to avoid bicycling altogether. However,
while getting hit from behind can have serious
consequences and is the most feared type of collision
among some bicyclists, it is statistically quite rare,
whether the lane is narrow or wide. This is because roads
are designed so that motorists can come to a complete
stop before striking a stationary object, such as a stopped
vehicle turning left or traffic stopped due to a traffic
control device. A bicyclist moving in the same direction,
typically in the 10 to 30 mph (15 to 44 ft/s) range,
provides a large margin for error for the overtaking
motorist who at worst need only slow to the bicyclist’s 
speed, rather than come to a complete stop, to avoid collision.

A motorist who strikes a lawfully operating bicyclist while overtaking is clearly at fault based on
the following rationale: 

! §20-149.  Overtaking a vehicle, was violated.
(a) The driver of any such vehicle overtaking another vehicle proceeding in the same
direction shall pass at least two feet to the left thereof, and shall not again drive to the
right side of the highway until safely clear of such overtaken vehicle;

! The roads are engineered with sufficient stopping sight distance that a legally driving
motorist has ample time to avoid a same direction bicycle driver and slow to the
bicyclist’s speed if necessary;

! The motorist chose to pass within the lane rather than fully moving into the adjacent or
opposing lane as would have been the case when overtaking another motor vehicle. Had
the motorist moved into the other lane, there would have been no chance of collision.

A motorist at fault of striking a lawfully operating bicyclist from behind has been, at a minimum,
negligent. The motorist may be criminally guilty of assault with a deadly weapon. Nationally
about one out six OVERTAKING crashes is motorist Hit & Run.

Unfortunately, some bicyclists unlawfully fail to use proper rear (and front) lighting equipment
at night, greatly increasing the risk of an OVERTAKING collision. 

§20-129. Required Lighting Equipment of Vehicles. 
(e) Lamps on Bicycles. Every bicycle shall be equipped with a lighted lamp visible up to
three hundred feet in front when used at night and must also be equipped with a taillight
or rear reflector that is red and visible for up to two hundred feet from the rear when
used at night.
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VII.  Educational Ideas.

! COEXIST.
The public roads are a cooperative system. It’s not competition. 
Streets Are For Everyone. These proposed signs, to be used
together, get the message across.

! SHARE THE ROAD.  
Because the SHARE THE ROAD
placard is easily misinterpreted, it
should be removed, leaving just the
bicycle icon. The sign means share 
sequentially “one after the other,” like
in a store checkout line. It does not
mean share the road “side-by-side”
simultaneously though it is often
misinterpreted this way. It means
motorists should be extra aware of the presence of bicyclists, and
recognize that the bicyclist has the right to occupy the entire lane
space. It means motorists may share the bicyclists lane only when
it is safe to do so. It doesn’t mean bicycle drivers must share a
marked lane, though most of the time they do. It is a warning sign,
not regulatory.

! THINK BIKE. Bicyclists should be expected on all roads except where expressly prohibited.
Bicyclists are narrow and typically operate at the right of the lane, so may be less obvious and
may be obscured. Avoid the LEFT CROSS, RIGHT HOOK, and DRIVE OUT collisions.

! PASS WITH CLASS. When passing bicyclists, remember it’s the bicyclist’s full lane. Motorists
should act graciously like the guests that they are. Motorists wishing to pass a bicycle driver may
do so only if there is plenty of clearance and no oncoming traffic in the opposing lane. Do not
squeeze by or pass with high speed. Follow the Golden Rule and treat others how you would like
to be treated. Remember that a bicyclist staying right in her lane is doing the overtaking driver a
favor by making it easier to pass, but a bicycle driver using the full lane may be doing so for
important reasons, and is communicating that the lane cannot be safely shared.

! HEED THE SPEED. The Speed Limit is the law, not a suggestion. There is no “right” to travel
the speed limit. You may have to do less than the limit. Sometimes road users are slower than
others, such as when slowing or stopping to turn or for a traffic light or sign, when accelerating
at startup, when road or weather conditions require it, or when driving farm machinery or other
Low Speed Vehicles such as bicycles. §20-141(a) says “No person shall drive ... at a speed
greater than is reasonable... under the conditions then existing.”  The presence of bicyclists is a
condition that may require you to drive at less than the posted limit.

Speeding in town usually doesn’t get you to where you are going quicker. Stop lights restrict
actual travel speed (distance/time) from point A to B to about 20 mph or less no matter how fast
you drive between them. It doesn’t make sense to rush from light to light only to wait longer.
Even if stop lights didn’t exist, illegally driving 45 mph in a 35 zone for 1 mile saves only 23
seconds. These 23 seconds will undoubtedly be lost back at one of many traffic lights.
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VII.  Enforcement Elements.

! SPEED LIMIT. Bicyclists generally operate between 5 mph when
meandering or climbing a steep grade and 35 mph when descending;
14 mph is the typical level cruising speed. Strong bicyclists can sustain
about 25 mph on the level. Speed limit enforcement is among the most
beneficial of programs that can improve the bicycling environment.
Lower motor vehicle speeds make bicycling safer and more
comfortable. Adherence to posted limits improves the environment for
pedestrians and motorists as well.

! HARASSMENT.
While most motorists are cooperative and courteous, there is a small percentage who are hostile
towards bicycle drivers. It is relatively easy for some motorists to victimize bicyclists due to
bicyclists’ vulnerability and lack of ability to retaliate, and the anonymity and easy escape that
motor vehicles afford. Harassment can take the form of verbal abuse, and using the motor
vehicle for intimidation. Actual assault can be striking or attempting to strike the bicyclist with
an object or the motor vehicle itself. 

It is important to respond to bicyclists’ complaints of harassment. Unless the perpetrator is
confronted by a law enforcement official, the cycle of offense can continue. A database of
complaints can be used to identify repeat offenders. 

! FOR BICYCLISTS.
Nationwide and local level collision studies have shown that the majority of bicycle-motor
vehicle crashes are caused by errors made by the bicyclist. The more common of these errors
include riding on sidewalks, failure to obey stop signs and traffic signals or yield as appropriate,
wrong way riding, or riding at night without lights. Enforcement efforts should target aberrant
behavior that is likely to endanger the bicyclist or others.

It is important to realize that some aberrant behavior such as riding facing traffic or on the
sidewalk may be due to bicyclists’ fear of motor traffic. Other poor behaviors may be a function
of the inherent versatility of the bicycle or out of convenience. Whereas the power of motor
vehicles enables illegally exceeding the posted speed limit, for example, a bicycle’s
maneuverability and small size enable actions not possible as a pedestrian or in a less nimble
motor vehicle.


