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Summary
The Shared Lane Marking (SLM) was conceived with admirable intentions, but its 
minimum placement specifications to “Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning...” to reduce 
hazards are flagrantly faulty. Moreover, the design and minimum lateral placement of 
the marking indicates that this traffic control device is erroneously intended to be used 
as a fake Bike Lane, including in places at which a Bike Lane is counter-indicated. Such 
fraudulent use to fleece the traveling public is a foul flouting of engineering 
responsibility.

Background
According to the 2009 Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD), the 
following are the uses and placement specifications for the Shared Lane Marking.
http://mutcd.fhwa.dot.gov/htm/2009/part9/part9c.htm

“Option:
01 The Shared Lane Marking shown in Figure 9C-9 may be used to:

A. Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning in 
a shared lane with on-street parallel 
parking in order to reduce the chance of a 
bicyclist's (sic) impacting the open door of 
a parked vehicle,

B. Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning in 
lanes that are too narrow for a motor 
vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side 
within the same traffic lane,

C. Alert road users of the lateral location 
bicyclists are likely to occupy within the 
traveled way,

D. Encourage safe passing of bicyclists by 
motorists, and

E. Reduce the incidence of wrong-way 
bicycling.

Guidance:
02  The Shared Lane Marking should not be placed on roadways that have a speed limit 
above 35 mph.
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Standard:
03  Shared Lane Markings shall not be used on shoulders or in designated bicycle lanes.

Guidance:
04  If used in a shared lane with on-street parallel parking, Shared Lane Markings should be 
placed so that the centers of the markings are at least 11 feet from the face of the curb, or from 
the edge of the pavement where there is no curb.

05  If used on a street without on-street parking that has an outside travel lane that is less 
than 14 feet wide, the centers of the Shared Lane Markings should be at least 4 feet from the face 
of the curb, or from the edge of the pavement where there is no curb.

06  If used, the Shared Lane Marking should be placed immediately after an intersection and 
spaced at intervals not greater than 250 feet thereafter.

Option:
07  Section 9B.06 describes a Bicycles May Use Full Lane sign that may be used in addition 
to or instead of the Shared Lane Marking to inform road users that bicyclists might occupy the 
travel lane.”

Critique of the Shared Lane Marking (SLM)

As previously noted, the Shared Lane Marking shown in Figure 9C-9 may be used to:

“A. Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning in a shared lane with on-street 
parallel parking in order to reduce the chance of a bicyclist's (sic) impacting the 
open door of a parked vehicle,

Guidance:
04  If used in a shared lane with on-street parallel parking, Shared Lane 
Markings should be placed so that the centers of the markings are at least 11 feet 
from the face of the curb, or from the edge of the pavement where there is no curb.”

Criticism 1
A within-lane pavement marking should not attempt to micro-manage or “Assist bicyclists 
with lateral positioning...” 

Discussion
A marking is static, whereas in-lane position for a narrow two-wheeled vehicle is 
dynamic and based on conditions then existing. A well placed SLM should be neutral, 
located at the center of the usable lane space, as are lane directional arrows.
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Criticism 2
The objective to “...reduce the chance of...impacting the open door...” is weak given that 
simpler, less ambiguous pavement markings can more clearly communicate the 
physical extent of the Door Zone.

Discussion
Parking stall “Tees” with 6ʼ extensions or cross-hatched diagonal lines can effectively 
visually cue bicycle and other drivers to the door swing area to be avoided. 

The MUTCD says: “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.”
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Figure 1. Parking “Tee”

Figure 2. Door Zone Hazard Area



Criticism 3
The 11 foot minimum placement of the SLM from the curb face is inadequate “... to 
reduce the chance of a bicyclist’s (sic) impacting the open door of a parked vehicle.”

Discussion

Figure 3. The 11 foot minimum placement of the SLM results in bicycle users who 
operate on the SLM as intended being at risk of striking a suddenly opening door. 
A 15 foot minimum placement would be necessary to ensure door clearance.
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The 1999 AASHTO Guide for the Development of Bicycle Facilities specifies a 
stationary bicyclist as 30 inches wide. A moving bicyclist has an Essential Operating 
Space of 40 inches (green oval) owing to natural wobble, buffeting, and surface 
irregularities. In essence, a moving bicyclist is 40 inches wide, the same width as the 
SLM. 

It must be assumed that a bicyclist may operate over any part of the SLM, including its 
right edge. To ensure that bicyclists are fully out of the Door Zone and to provide shy 
clearance, the SLM would have to be spaced a minimum of 15 feet from the curb face. 

The SLM should be centered in the Usable Lane, which begins 13 feet from curb face, 
in order to communicate to overtaking motorists that bicyclists should control the lane.

Figure 4. The SLM centered in the Usable Lane of a 24 foot lane with parking.
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The MUTCD says the Shared Lane Marking may be used to:

“B. Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning in lanes that are too narrow for a 
motor vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side within the same traffic lane,

Guidance:
05  If used on a street without on-street parking that has an outside travel lane 
that is less than 14 feet wide, the centers of the Shared Lane Markings should be 
at least 4 feet from the face of the curb, or from the edge of the pavement where 
there is no curb.”

Criticism 4
MUTCD use B and Guidance 05 reveal that a lane less than 14 feet is too narrow to 
share side-by-side, and falsely imply that 14 feet or more is adequate for such use.

Discussion
The 1999 AASHTO Guide for the Development of Bicycle Facilities says, 

“In general, 4.2 m (14 feet) of usable lane width is the recommended width for 
shared use in a wide curb lane. Usable width normally would be from edge stripe 
to lane stripe or from the longitudinal joint of the gutter pan to lane stripe (the 
gutter pan should not be included as usable width).” 

This 14 feet for side-by-side sharing can work only if the bicyclist tracks very far right 
and the motor vehicle is an automobile. Fourteen feet is demonstrably too narrow when 
the motor vehicle is a wide vehicle or at high speed, as shown in Figure 5 below. 

Figure 5. “... a street without on-street parking that has an outside travel lane that is less than 
14 feet wide...”. In this drawing the lane is 13 feet wide and the bicyclist is tracking well 
right of the 4 foot minimum placement of a SLM.
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Bicycles are vehicles, and bicyclists have the rights of drivers of vehicles in every state. 
When lanes are marked on a roadway it is assumed that there will be one vehicle using 
the lane at a time. The premise that bicyclists should share their lane with passing 
motorists portends a reduction in bicyclistsʼ rights. Further, there is no operational 
advantage to bicycle drivers when motorists encroach on their lane space. There are 
only safety disadvantages to bicycle users.

Specifying any lane width at which bicyclists are expected to share their lane has many 
faults. Such a specification does not take into account a myriad of operational 
conditions such as motor vehicle width, motor vehicle speed, bicycle speed, or cross 
traffic dynamics. 

Criticism 5
In “...lanes that are too narrow for a motor vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side within the 
same traffic lane...,” the placement of a SLM does not make the lane any wider. It is still 
too narrow to share, so motorists should change lanes to overtake. To “Assist bicyclists 
with lateral positioning,” SLM placement and bicyclist lateral position should have the 
objective of compelling motorists to change lanes. But the minimum placement of the 
SLM “...4 feet from the face of the curb or from the edge of the pavement where there is no 
curb.” is inadequate and may be dangerously misleading.

Discussion
If a lane is too narrow to share, motorists should change lanes to pass. But a far right 
bicyclist lateral position dupes and encourages motorists to not change lanes and 
instead to squeeze past the bicyclist. In contrast, a leftward lane control bicyclist 
position communicates to motorists that changing lanes is necessary. 

There are two ways to share: side-by-side and one-after-another. Since the SLM is used 
for lanes that are too narrow for side-by-side sharing, it must be used to encourage one-
after-another sharing, as in the way motorists share the lane with each other. 

Like MUTCD use A which answers why bicyclists should be assisted with lateral position 
in lanes with on-street parking (... in order to reduce the chance of a bicyclist's (sic) impacting 
the open door...), MUTCD use B should say:

“B. Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning in lanes that are too narrow for a 
motor vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side within the same traffic lane in 
order to compel a lane change in motorists.” 

SLM placement should assist bicyclists to operate substantially leftward in the lane. 
Bicyclists assist motorists by making it obvious they must change lanes to overtake, and 
“share” their lane by allowing motorists to use it behind and in front of them.
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MUTCD use C. is “Alert road users of the lateral location bicyclists are likely to occupy...” The 
SLM placed at the minimum 4 feet informs both motorists and bicyclists that bicyclists 
should assume that lateral position. While a 4 foot bicyclist position may be adequate in 
a narrow 10 foot lane to compel motorists to fully change lanes, in a 13 foot lane it may 
be inadequately leftward since considerable but insufficient lane space is available to 
bicyclistsʼ left that may entice motorists to operate there.

To fulfill MUTCD use D. “Encourage safe passing of bicyclists by motorists,” the inadequate 
4 foot minimum in Guidance 05 must be exceeded. 

Figure 6. The SLM placed at the edge of the Usable Lane, 44 inches on-center from the 
curb face. Martin Luther King Junior Blvd, Chapel Hill, NC. 

In Figure 6, the SLM placement is 4 inches closer to the curb face than the already 
inadequate minimum MUTCD specification of 4 feet. A gutter pan, in this case 24 inches 
wide, is not considered part of lane width or usable space according to the AASHTO 
Guide. Note also the sunken drain grate with diagonal obstruction marking.  

A bicycle driver operating on the SLM depicted in Figure 6 leaves substantial but not 
enough lane space to his left that motorists are “invited” to use. Motorists should instead 
be compelled to change lanes to pass; that is a purpose of multiple lanes.

The following Figure 7 drawing shows the inadequate minimum 4 foot placement of the 
SLM along with Bike Lane lines for comparison only. Bike Lanes would not be placed 
with the depicted standard lane line placed at 11 or 13 feet from usable pavement edge.
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Figure 7. The SLM placed the MUTCD minimum 4 feet from curb face or edge of 
usable pavement in an 11 foot lane with curb and gutter, and a 13 foot lane without 
paved shoulder. Bike Lanes are shown per 1999 AASHTO Guide minimums. The gutter 
pan is not usable lane space and results in inadequate bicyclist space.

Note the similarities in SLM and Bike Lane placement, including the lack of adjustment 
or sufficient adjustment for a gutter pan for the SLM and Bike Lane respectively. There 
are also no lateral adjustment guidelines for the SLM based on lane width. Because of 
bicyclistsʼ rightward position induced by the far right placement of the SLM, motorists 
may encroach on bicyclistsʼ lane space rather than fully changing lanes to pass. 
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Criticism 6 
The use of the SLM as a faux Bike Lane placed at 4 feet in a lane less than 14 feet wide 
that is by definition too narrow to share and canʼt support a real Bike Lane is unethical. 

Discussion 

Figure 8. The Shared Lane Marking is identical to a Bike Lane marking except for the 
chevrons on the SLM. The arrow in the Bike Lane is optional. 

The bold type MUTCD warning saying, “Standard: 03 Shared Lane Markings shall not be 
used on shoulders or in designated bicycle lanes.” is a flimsy attempt to fabricate a 
meaningful distinction between the SLM and Bike Lane markings. 

A standard lane is 12 feet wide. Standard Bike Lane width is 5 feet; minimum Bike Lane 
width is 4 feet. In North Carolina, for example, the stated minimum combined width of 
Bike Lane and adjacent standard lane is 16 feet for good reasons; 17 feet is better. 

Attempting to skirt minimum total width requirements for safe clearances with a SLM 
that purports to be different than a Bike Lane but looks and apparently is intended to act 
like a Bike Lane is unethical. 
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Figure 9. Optimal SLM placement in lanes without on-street parking.

The Shared Lane Marking should be placed in the center of the Usable Lane on streets 
without on-street parking. A centered bicyclist lateral position compels motorists to 
change lanes to pass rather than straddle pass or within-lane pass. When centered, the 
SLM is also most prominent to motorists, and is consistent with the placement of other 
pavement markings such as directional arrows.
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Conclusions
The Shared Lane Marking minimum placement guidances in the MUTCD are flawed 
and intellectually dishonest. The minimum placements support a faulty paradigm of 
compelled side-by-side lane sharing in lanes too narrow for such use. 

A within-lane pavement marking should not attempt to micro-manage and “assist 
bicyclists with lateral positioning...” In “...lanes that are too narrow for a motor vehicle and a 
bicycle to travel side by side within the same traffic lane...,” the placement of a Shared Lane 
Marking does not make the lane any wider. It is still too narrow to share. MUTCD 
Guidance 05 mistakenly attempts to compel side-by-side lane sharing in a lane 
narrower than is specified in AASHTO.

The objective to “...reduce the chance of...impacting the open door...” is weak given that 
simpler, less ambiguous pavement markings can more clearly communicate the extent 
of the Door Zone. The 11 foot placement of the SLM from the curb face is inadequate 
“... to reduce the chance of a bicyclist’s impacting the open door of a parked vehicle.”

“...in lanes that are too narrow for a motor vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side within the 
same traffic lane,” the minimum placement of the SLM “...4 feet from the face of the curb or 
from the edge of the pavement where there is no curb.” is inadequate and may be 
dangerously misleading. The use of the SLM as a faux Bike Lane placed at 4 feet in a 
narrow lane that is by definition too narrow to share and cannot support a real Bike 
Lane is unethical. 

In the MUTCD description of the Shared Lane Marking 
(Section 9C.07) it says;

“Section 9B.06 describes a Bicycles May Use Full 
Lane sign that may be used in addition to or instead of 
the Shared Lane Marking...”

The R4-11 sign is interchangeable with the Shared 
Lane Marking. The sign informs the proper uses of the 
marking to: 

“Assist bicyclists with lateral positioning..,”

“Alert road users of the lateral location bicyclists are likely to occupy..,” and

“Encourage safe passing of bicyclists by motorists...”
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A supplemental plaque saying 
CHANGE LANES TO PASS would 
add unambiguous direction.

The Shared Lane Marking has numerous flaws in its implementation and interpretation. 
If used, it should be a device to covey the same message as itʼs companion R4-11 sign. 

“...in lanes that are too narrow for a motor vehicle and a bicycle to travel side by side,” the SLM 
should be placed to encourage one-after-another sharing, centered in the Usable Lane 
to communicate to bicycle drivers that they may control the lane and to motorists to 
change lanes to pass.

The Shared Lane Marking is misleadingly misnamed, and should instead be called the 

Bicycles May Use Full Lane Marking. 

CHANGE !
LANES !

TO !
PASS
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