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This critique examines the Bike Plan proposal for MLK Jr. Boulevard only.  
 
Long standing NCDOT guidelines are shown, and have been ignored by the Bike 
Plan.  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Figure 1. The Chapel Hill Engineering Dept. produced this drawing years ago showing that MLK Jr. Blvd. is about 65’ from 
back of curb to back of curb, a standard NCDOT width.

But the 2.5’ curbs and gutters are improperly included in the 15’ outside lane widths. Drivers do not operate on curbs and 
gutters. The lanes at this location are approximately 12.5’ wide.

13’ raised medians now exist in places along MLK Jr. Blvd. 
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Figure 2. This document was produced in 1994.

https://connect.ncdot.gov/projects/BikePed/Documents/Bicycle%20Projects%20Planning%20and%20Design%20Guidelines%20-%20Full%20Version.pdf
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Figure 3. Figure 4-10 on page 26 of the North Carolina Bicycle Facilities Planning and Design Guidelines. 

Proper dimensions of a road with the same total width and configuration as MLK Jr. Boulevard. It is 64’ curb face to face, 
and 65’ back of curb to back of curb.

13’ outside lane width does not include the 2’ gutter and 6” curb. Again, drivers do not operate on the curb and gutter; it is 
not usable surface.
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Figure 4. Figure 5.2(3) on page 32 of the North Carolina Bicycle Facilities Planning and Design Guidelines.

Bike lane width does not include curb and gutter.

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.” 

The minimum total width of bike lane and adjacent lane under optimal conditions is 16’ (4’ + 12’). A standard width bike 
lane is 5’, and a wide bike lane is 6’ of usable surface. 
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Figure 5. Asphalt covering a concrete gutter pan inevitably cracks along the seam, creating a diversion fall hazard on 
MLK Jr. Boulevard.

Page 26. “If a raised obstruction, such as a curb and gutter, is present, an extra 0.6 m (2 ft) “shy distance” should be added to the 
raised face of the curb.”

The gutter pan, whether concrete or paved-over, provides the 2’ of “shy distance” from a dangerous wheel strike on the 
curb face that will cause a bicyclist to crash. It is not usable space on which to operate.

Shared Lane Marking placed like a fake bike lane in a space too narrow to have a bike lane or share side-by-side is 
unethical.
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Figure 6. Periodic drain grates are in the paved-over hidden “virtual” 2’ gutter pan on MLK Jr. Blvd. 

Page 26. “If drainage grates are located in the gutter or near the right edge of the roadway, they should not be included in the 
calculations of usable width.”

Again documentation makes clear that the curb and gutter is not included in lane width.
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�
Figure 7. Proposed cross section from page 25 of the Bike Plan. 

The Bike Plan proposal seems superficially enticing, but it is deceptive and has fatal errors. 
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Figure 8. Bike Plan proposed cross section showing accurate scaling using the dimension tool of Intaglio drawing. 

Remember from Figures 1 and 3 that back of curb to back of curb width is 65’. However, in Figure 8 above the circled lane 
widths together add to 65’. Lane widths combined should total 60’, plus 5’ of total curb and gutter equals 65’.

MLK Jr. Blvd. has just 23.5’ of width for travel in each direction [(60 - 13)/2], designed for 2 lanes. But the intent of the Bike 
Plan proposal is to shoehorn bicycle users into a third line of traffic.

The only vehicles shown are small cars, which make the road seem roomier. MLK Blvd. has numerous busses, heavy 
trucks, panel trucks, and other vehicles that are 8.5’ wide with mirrors extending to 10’. 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Figure 9. The proposed Bike Lane is either 5’ including the curb and gutter or 4’ wide from the gutter pan seam; it is 
unclear.

In either case, there is not enough room to have a 4’ minimum width Bike Lane adjacent to a 12’ lane as required by 
NCDOT for low speed, low traffic, flat conditions. Further, a 5’ Bike Lane next to a 12’ travel lane is the minimum for MLK 
due to the steep climbs and existence of bus and truck traffic. Additional width beyond 5’ is preferable. 

Page 31 “Bicycle lanes may have a minimum width of 1.2 m (4 ft), although a width of 1.5 m (5 ft) or greater is preferable.      
Additional width is desirable where substantial truck traffic is present, where prevailing winds are a factor, on 
grades, or where motor vehicle speeds exceed 56 km/h (35 mph).”

To add further insult, the bicyclist is scaled at just 1.75’ rather than 2.5’ as required by AASHTO.
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Figure 10. The proposed so-called 15’ Shared Travel Lane is really just 12.5’ wide. 

The approximately 1.5’ wide bicyclist is depicted as operating to the right of motor traffic, both vehicles “sharing” the lane 
simultaneously.

Page 26  “On roadways that accommodate both bicycles and motor vehicles within the travel lanes, 4.2 m (14 ft) of usable  
width should be provided on the outside through lanes.”

14’ is the minimum for such use, but that is far too narrow for side-by-side use with trucks and busses which have 8.5’ 
wide bodies with 10’ mirror spread. It also is 2’ less than the 16’ minimum for Bike Lane and adjacent lane total that 
NCDOT requires under minimally “ideal conditions.” Why should 14’ with no bike lane separator stripe be acceptable 
when 16’ with a stripe is the minimum? Why should bicycle drivers share their lane with motorists when a passing lane 
exists?
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Figure 11. Bike Plan proposal for Shared Lane Marking placement 6’ from curb face in a 13’ lane on MLK Jr. Blvd 

On page 24 of the Bike Plan it says, “The shared lane marking should be located a minimum of six feet from face of curb to guide 
faster moving bicyclists away from drainage grates.”  

What is the Concept of Operations for this placement? How exactly is the “Shared Travel Lane” supposed to be used? 
The Bike Plan implies the bicyclist is supposed to operate over the marking “... to guide faster moving bicyclists away from 
drainage grates.” Are motorists supposed to pass within the lane, straddle pass and encroach on the inside lane, or change 
lanes? Why isn’t the marking centered in the lane space in an effort to empower bicyclists to compel motorists to fully 
change lanes to pass?  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Figure 12. Shared Lane Marking placement and Concept of Operations according to the proposed Bike Plan. 

On page 55 of the Bike Plan it says, “Shared lane markings should be placed in the center of the travel lane where travel lanes are 
less than 12 feet...” Where travel lanes are 12-13 feet in width, the travel lane can appear shareable to roadway users if bicyclists 
operate on the right side of the lane resulting in unsafe passing maneuvers. It may be desirable to place the marking in the center, or 
close to the center of the lane to discourage these behaviors....Travel lanes of 13 feet or greater generally allow motorists to pass 
bicyclists with minimal or no encroachment into adjacent travel lanes (allowing 3 feet of horizontal separation between the motorist 
and bicyclist).... A Share the Road sign (W11 1 AND W16-1P) may be used to supplement the marking.”  

Based on these faulty recommendations, what bicyclist would want a 13’ lane when he could control a 12.5’ or narrower 
lane? In the 13’ Shared Lane bicyclists are marginalized and treated as lateral obstructions. Guidelines specify 14 feet as 
the minimum for side-by-side use, and that is far too narrow for use with high speed trucks and busses. The SHARE THE 
ROAD sign should not be used to encourage side-by-side use. 

�14

10'!
Shared Lane

12.5' !
Shared Lane

13'!
Shared Lane

1.25'

http://bicyclingmatters.wordpress.com/infrastructure/critique-of-the-share-the-road-sign/


�

Figure 13. Figure 8 Bike Plan graphic redrawn using Streetmix, showing outside lane widths that improperly include the 
curb and gutter. 

65’ total width. 2.5’ buffered areas represent the curbs and gutters. Clearances are dangerously substandard.
With only 23.5 feet of space for 3 lines of traffic, there is little room for lateral movement no matter how the travel space is 
allocated. 

Note: Streetmix improperly scales the bicyclist at just 2’ wide and the truck body 7.7’ instead of proper 2.5’ and 8.5’ 
respectively. Proper scaling would show tighter clearances.
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Figure 14. Comparison of southern MLK Jr. Blvd. proposals with existing northern section bike lane.

In this graphic I show a 13’ Shared Lane and a 4’ Bike Lane next to a 10’ lane, configurations that may have been the 
consultant’s intention. The 4’ Bike Lane next to a 10’ lane also represents a 14’ lane shared side-by-side.
It should be instructive that even a NCDOT compliant existing 5’ Bike Lane next to a 12’ lane provides just 3’ of clearance 
to a 30” (2.5’) design bicyclist when both vehicles are centered per lane use Concept of Operation. Further, motor vehicles 
often drift and abut the bike lane line. Note too that the shown clearances are from the vehicles’ bodies and not extended 
mirrors. Mirror strikes have killed local bicyclists.
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Figure 15. A MLK Jr. Blvd. cross section concept that treats bicycle drivers as equal users of the road. 

Narrow outside lanes with centered Shared Lane Markings encourage bicycle users to control the lane and motorists to 
change lanes to pass, which is optimal behavior for both users. Wider inside lanes are more attractive to motorists, 
particularly those driving wide vehicles.

The narrow right lane is the “slow lane,” and the wider left lane is more enticing for passing, which is consistent with 
normal lane use Concept of Operations. Bicyclists have maximum Space Cushion on both sides. Uniform ascending and 
descending facilities engender consistent behavior.

Share The Road signs are replaced with R4-11 Bicycles May Use Full Lane signs with Change Lane To Pass 
supplemental plaques to provide added positive legitimacy and instruction.

Bicyclists may continue to use sidewalks where not prohibited.
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