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Description
The so-called “road diet” project of West Main Street in Carrboro, NC is described here 
as an east-west road 0.36 miles long. It is low-speed (25 mph) and low-volume (6000 
vpd), operating at Level of Service A. There is generally 40’ of asphalt surface from 
gutter pan seam to gutter pan seam.

�
Before, overhead.

There were four approximately 10 foot lanes. In July 2013, the road was resurfaced and 
the striping was reconfigured to 5 lanes: two 10.5’ travel lanes, a 9’ center two-way left 
turn lane, and two 3.5’ bike lanes, plus 3’ of total lane striping thickness.
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Eastbound

�
Before.

�
After.
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Westbound

�
Before.

�
After. 
Striping thickness not included. It’s a substandard bike lane next to a narrow lane.
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Overhead

�
Before. The eastbound left lane became a left turn only lane on the approach to West 
Weaver Street. 

�
After. 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Analysis
From the consultant’s Draft report (I was not able to find a final report) found at
http://www.ci.carrboro.nc.us/boa/Agendas/2012/03_06_2012_D1AA.pdf
one can see the following cross section diagrams.

In Figure 2 the gutter pan is not included in outside lane width. Total width is 40’.

But the “Proposed” cross section in Figure 9 includes the gutter pan in bike lane width. 
Total width has magically grown from 40’ to 45’. This sleight of hand makes the 
proposed bike lanes seem like a generously wide 6’. In reality, the usable surface of the 
new bike lanes is a substandard 3’ 6”. 
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The 1999 AASHTO Guide for the Development of Bicycle Facilities says, 

“The width of the gutter pan should not be included in the measurement of the 
ridable (sic) or usable surface,...” 

The 1994 North Carolina Bicycle Facilities Planning and Design Guidelines 

https://connect.ncdot.gov/projects/BikePed/Documents/Bicycle%20Projects
%20Planning%20and%20Design%20Guidelines%20-%20Full%20Version.pdf

says on page 31, 

“Under ideal conditions, minimum bicycle lane width is 1.2 m (4 ft)... Additional 
width also is desirable when the width of the adjacent traffic lane is less than 3.6 
m (12 ft). This is an important addition because the effective clearance between a 
bicyclist and adjacent traffic is a function of the combined width of both the bike 
lane and the adjacent traffic lane.” 

Thus, a bike lane and adjacent lane should be a minimum of 16’ (12’ + 4’) combined. 
The 10’6” travel lanes and 3’6” bike lanes of West Main are 14’ total, a full 2’ less than 
the specified minimum total. 
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Conclusions

What bicyclists had.

�
This is a Streetmix graphic. The 1’ double yellow centerline should not be included in 
the 40’ total width. The 2.5’ outer edge markings represent the curb and gutter pans, 
which are not usable spaces. The Shared Lane Markings are dramatizations to illustrate 
optimal behavior and optional treatment. Bicycle users have ample clearances.

What was being sold.

The consultant included the gutter pan width to inflate the marketed bike lane width. 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What bicyclists got.

�

For consistency the lanes are shown as 11’ including striping, but actually measure 
10.5’, 9’, and 10.5’ discounting striping thickness. There is 3’ total lane striping 
thickness. Striping serves as a very minimal buffer between lanes. 

The “road diet” of West Main Street is a misnomer, a marketing gimmick. The road width 
is the same; only the lane configuration has changed. There are now 5 lanes wedged in 
where previously there were 4. The new center turn lane is largely wasted space; there 
were never any turning capacity problems. But it’s true that bicyclists were put on a diet.

Bicyclist space has been reduced from 10’ to a substandard 3.5’, less than the width of 
a sidewalk. Before, one could easily ride down the center of the lane on this 25 mph low 
speed and volume road and enjoy 10’ of space and ample buffer on both one’s left and 
right sides. Motorists easily changed lanes to pass or waited momentarily. 

Now, passing vehicles and vehicles emerging from driveways and side-streets are much 
closer to bicyclists. Bicyclists must now yield to two lanes of traffic — the adjacent travel 
lane and the center lane — in order to make a left turn. And like every other bike lane, 
the inevitable accumulated gravel and tree debris will present a poorer surface. Thru 
motorists now are more densely packed, but are provided buffer from roadside 
elements by the bike lane which for them acts like a shoulder. 

Since there is little traffic and slow speed, nothing needed to be done to improve 
bicycling. It was enjoyably easy. If something had to be done to appease bike facility 
proponents, it should have been Shared Lane Markings centered in the right lane, which 
are intended to educate the unaware and empower the disempowered. Instead, the 
Town of Carrboro again violated long standing NCDOT guidelines on bike lane width.
http://bicyclingmatters.wordpress.com/local/bicycle-lanes-in-carrboro-nc/
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