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Introduction
In NC, bicycle users are drivers of vehicles and are entitled to use of the full lane. The 
NCDOT Driverʼs 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...When passing a bicyclist, always remember the bicyclist is 
entitled to the use of the full lane.”

The section of South Columbia Street from Manning Drive to the McCauley Street/South 
Road intersection is approximately 0.3 miles long. It is a one-way northbound street with 
4 lanes, numbered from left to right. The speed limit is a low 25 mph, the same as 
residential neighborhoods. 

From the intersection with Manning Drive, South Columbia Street ascends at roughly 
4% for 0.1 miles to the summit at the traffic signal with crosswalk opposite the Health 
Sciences Library. It then descends at about 4% for 0.1 miles to North Medical Drive on 
the right and another about 0.1 miles to the McCauley Street/South Road intersection.

The lanes on this section of South Columbia Street were temporarily reconfigured to 
include a bike lane during fall of 2007 while reconstruction was taking place. This has 
apparently become permanent. 

Before Conditions Without Bike Lane
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BEFORE 1.  Ascending northbound from Manning Drive to the Health Sciences Library.

There were four equal width 10 foot wide lanes. Bicycle drivers used any lane, but most 
typically lane 4, or if lane 4 was blocked by buses they would pass in lane 3. Bicyclists 
leaving the buildings on the west side of the road (left side of picture) used lane 1. 
Those turning left onto McCauley Street also must use the leftmost lane 1. Because the 
lanes were narrow and there were 4 lanes to choose from, motorists easily changed 
lanes to pass; that is a purpose of multiple lanes. In essence, no matter which lane a 
bicycle driver chose, it functioned like a 10 foot wide bike lane.



For passenger access and egress, buses used lane 4. Just past North Medical Drive 
lane 4 became a right-turn-only lane onto South Road. Some through buses merged left 
into lane 3 to continue north on South Columbia Street.  

Other motor vehicle operators used any lane, but usually lanes 1, 2, and 3. Motorists 
intending to turn right at North Medical Drive or South Road were able to use lane 4 to 
set up early for the turn. The road was simple, intuitive, and highly functional for all 
users.
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BEFORE 2.  Red vehicle in lane 3 descending toward North Medical Drive and South 
Road. (lane 3 is now the bike lane.)
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BEFORE 3.  Beyond North Medical Drive lane 4 became a right-turn-only lane to South 
Road. The 8.5 ft wide bus merged left from lane 4 to lane 3 to continue straight on 
South Columbia Street. 
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Current Conditions with Bike Lane
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BEFORE lane 3 line
BEFORE lane 3 line

AFTER 1.  Still four lanes, but unequal widths. There are 3 normal width lanes for motor 
vehicles and a narrow, half-width lane for bicycles: 10 feet / 11 feet / 5 feet / 13 feet. 

Lane 3 was narrowed from 10 feet wide to 5 feet wide and is now for bicycle use only. 
The BEFORE lane 3 lines were ground off but are still clearly visible. Bicyclist space has 
been cut by half. A bicyclist in the 5 foot bike lane is now passed closer by adjacent 
traffic than BEFORE, when centering in the 10 foot lane 3 would give significant 
clearance from vehicles in lanes 2 and 4. Bicycling between a passing tractor trailer in 
lane 2 and a bus in lane 4 is like riding in a slot canyon. 

Lane 4 was widened and now is for buses only. The Bike Lane and Bus Lane are less 
than 0.2 miles long. Other motor vehicles are now restricted to lanes 1 and 2 only, 
forcing them further left and greatly increasing traffic density in those two lanes.

Degrees of freedom have been reduced for all users.

3



AFTER 2.  The pedestrian crossing at the summit. 

AFTER 3.  The Bike Lane and Bus Lane abruptly end about 155 feet prior to N. Medical 
Drive (at yellow pedestrian sign), becoming one very wide lane. Motorists turning right 
onto N. Medical Drive  or further ahead at South Road must quickly merge right from 
lane 2. Buses are merging left; bicycle drivers are “sandwiched” between the two. 
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It is unclear what the diagonal striping pattern is supposed to mean at the end of the 
Bus Lane. It typically demonstrates an area to be avoided. The Manual on Uniform 
Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) notes: “CROSS-HATCHED (diagonal) lines mark 
pavement areas where driving is discouraged, such as gore areas, painted medians, 
obstructions in the roadway, and other “safety zones.” But how do bus drivers avoid it?

The lane line dividing the bike and bus lanes slants acutely to the curb, seemingly in an 
effort to entice bicyclists to follow its trajectory. This, along with the curbside placement 
of the Shared Lane Markings (SLMs) (shown in AFTER 5 and AFTER 6 photos to 
follow) seems to indicate that the designers intend bicyclists and bus drivers to switch 
lateral positions when the dedicated lanes end.
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AFTER 4.  Gliding downhill on bicycle at the 25 mph speed limit in lane 2 toward the 
McCauley Street/South Road intersection. Here there are now 3 lanes in the same 
space as Before when there were 4 lanes.
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AFTER 5.  There are 
two Shared Lane 
Markings placed 
curbside in what is now 
a wide lane 3. These 
traffic control devices 
are placed like a faux 
bike lane in an attempt 
to entice bicycle users to 
treat them as such. 
However, there is no 
advantage to bicycle 
drivers for hugging the 
curb and sharing their 
lane, especially on this 
multi-lane road with high 
speed descent; there 
are only safety 
disadvantages. Motorists 
should change lanes to pass bicycles, as they would for any other slower vehicle; that is 
a purpose of a multi-lane road. Bicyclists are likely to be traveling at about the posted 
speed limit of 25 mph at this descending location.

AFTER 6.  If the intent 
of the Shared Lane 
Markings is as a 
warning device for 
motorists, they would 
be placed most 
prominently, in the 
center of the lane like 
the directional arrows. 
Further, the most 
advantageous lateral 
position for bicycle users 
on this descent is in the 
center of the lane for 
lane control, whether 
they are turning right 
onto South Road or 
continuing through on 
South Columbia Street. 
Bicyclists riding at the position of the SLM risk a Right Hook collision by right turning 
vehicles like the bus, or being squeezed out when the very wide lane abruptly narrows 
to a very narrow 9 feet wide beyond the intersection on South Columbia Street. 

6



AFTER 7.  Beyond the 
McCauley Street/South 
Road intersection South 
Columbia Street 
remains unchanged with 
3 very narrow 9 foot 
wide lanes. For 
bicyclists, these have 
always functioned like 
wide bike lanes. 

Conclusions
The intent of creating a bike lane is ostensibly for the benefit of bicycle users, though I 
see no operational benefits to bicyclists, and only negatives for ALL road users in this 
design. 

Bicycle Drivers: 
The attempt is to restrict bicycle users to one, half-width (5 foot) narrow Bike Lane. 
Lateral clearances to motor vehicles in adjacent lanes are smaller than when the lanes 
were a uniform 10 feet wide. In the lane 3 Bike Lane, bicycle drivers are sandwiched 
between buses merging left from lane 4 and cars and trucks merging or turning right 
from lane 2. The Shared Lane Markings are dangerously misleading.

 
Bus Drivers:
From the curb lane 4 must merge left with bicycle drivers in lane 3 while having to 
contend with motorists from lane 2 turning right across their path at North Medical Drive.

Motorists: 
Car and truck drivers are now restricted to Lanes 1 and 2; degrees of freedom are 
reduced and traffic density is greatly increased in those lanes. They cannot set up early 
for a right turn onto North Medical Drive and must abruptly turn right across two lines of 
traffic — bicycles and buses — while descending. Similarly, motorists in lanes 1 and 2 
cannot set up early for a right turn onto South Road and must now merge into two lines 
of traffic that are themselves merging within the space of 0.1 miles while descending.
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Bike lanes are typically placed for the psychological benefit of traffic averse bicyclists to 
make them feel more secure. For the short 0.2 miles where the bike lane and bus lane 
exist on South Columbia Street the roadway is highly channelized and regulated. 
Motorists, bicyclists, and bus drivers are assigned their own spaces. The false sense of 
security may be high. 

In contrast, when the lane 3 Bike and lane 4 Bus Lanes abruptly end to become 
combined lane 3, there is the opposite, essentially a merging free-for-all. Motorists 
moving right from lane 2 mean that three lanes of traffic are abruptly condensed into 
one. Bicyclists are sandwiched between motor vehicles on the left moving right and 
buses on the right moving left. There is increased complexity, weaving, and confusion 
focused in a short distance while these same traffic averse bicyclists are descending at 
high speed. The “shoehorned” Bike Lane placement and itʼs inevitable abrupt ending 
has resulted in lower psychological and physical security for bicyclists than the simple 
BEFORE conditions. 

Beyond the McCauley Street/South Road intersection South Columbia Street is 
unchanged; no bike lane has been retrofit. Here, as BEFORE, bicyclists garner the 
benefits of commanding a full standard travel lane, which is a given due to the lanesʼ 
narrowness. There are three 9ʼ one-way lanes for the 0.17 miles to Cameron Avenue, 
and four 9 to 10 foot lanes on the two-way section to Franklin Street. Motorists change 
lanes to pass, as they did on the new Bike Lane section before it was placed.

Bicyclists should avoid the Bike Lane and instead operate in one of the standard lanes. 
They must ignore the Shared Lane Markings and assume a center of the lane position. 
These adjustments will improve their safety but increase the risk of harassment from 
some motorists, who are informed via the pavement markings that bicyclists are not 
where government believes they “belong.”

This Bike Lane is an example of attempting to solve a non-existent problem and making 
the situation worse. It well demonstrates the inherent difficulties of creating a separated 
bicycling system on the existing roadway. 

There is no engineering support for this awkward new design of South Columbia Street. 
Transportation professionals would never drop an inner general traffic lane like how this 
Bike Lane abruptly ends. Shown below is a diagram of a how engineers typically reduce 
the number of traffic lanes. Contrast this with what is done on South Columbia Street, 
and where much traffic is simultaneously changing lanes right and left. 

South Columbia Street should be returned to its former configuration.

"Things should be made as simple as possible, but not any simpler." Albert Einstein
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