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Lesson Plan 

Title:    Bicyclist Safety and Law Enforcement in North Carolina 
 
Lesson Purpose:  To familiarize the student with the relationship between 

traffic laws and bicyclist safety, and provide practical 
guidance on effective education and enforcement activities 
targeting both bicyclists and motorists. This training 
responds to community interest in exercising law 
enforcement’s role in promoting bicyclist safety. 

 
Training Objectives:  At the end of this block of instruction, the student will be 

able to achieve the following objectives in accordance with 
the information received in class: 

 
1. List the most common types of bicyclist crashes and 

the causes and contributing factors associated with 
them.  

 
2. Describe how the traffic laws apply to bicyclists 

according to their legal status as drivers of vehicles.  
 

3. Prioritize enforcement actions that address the most 
hazardous violations by bicyclists and motorists. 

 
4. Describe the process of issuing warnings and 

citations to bicyclists, including eCITATION fields 
relevant to bicycle operation. 

  
Hours:    Two (2) 

 
Instructional Method: Online Course/Moodle 
 
Required Materials:  Access to Chapter 20 of North Carolina General Statutes 
    Lesson plan 
 
Training Aids:  PowerPoint Slides 
 
References:   North Carolina Department of Transportation Division of 

Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation. North Carolina 

Pedestrian and Bicycle Crash Data Tool. [On-line]. Available 
at: 
http://www.pedbikeinfo.org/pbcat/_bikequery.cfm 
 
North Carolina Department of Transportation Division of 

Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation. Streetwise Cycling. 
Available at: 
http://www.ncdot.gov/bikeped/download/bikeped_safety_S
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treetwise_Cycling.pdf 
 
North Carolina Department of Transportation Division of 

Motor Vehicles. North Carolina Driver's Handbook, 2009 
Edition. Available at: 
http://www.ncdot.gov/download/dmv/handbooks_ncdl_eng
lish.pdf 
 

John Allen. Bicycling Street Smarts. Copyright © 1988, 2001, 
Rodale Inc. Available here: 
http://www.bikexprt.com/streetsmarts/index.htm 
 
Failure Analysis Associates, “Comparative Risk of Different 

Activities,” Design News, October 4, 1993. 
 
William Moritz. “Adult Bicyclists in the United States - 

Characteristics and Riding Experience.” Transportation 

Research Board, 1998. 
 
Pucher, Dijkstra, "Making Walking and Cycling Safer: 

Lessons from Europe." Transportation Quarterly, Vol. 54, No. 
3. Summer 2000, pp. 25-50. 
 

 
Prepared by:    
    North Carolina Active Transportation Alliance 
    http://www.ncactive.org/ 
     
    With Assistance from 
 
    Raleigh Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Commission  

 
    Town of Cary Police Department 
 
    Raleigh Police Department 
     

 
Date Updated:  November 8, 2013 
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Title:  Bicyclist Safety and Law Enforcement – Instructor Notes 
 
This block of instruction includes an online written test to establish student 
understanding of traffic laws and safety principles relevant to bicycling. The test is 
given at the end of the block of instruction. 

 
1. Purpose of the test 
 
 To ensure understanding of basic principles of traffic law enforcement as 

applicable to bicycling. 
 
2. Conditions of the test 
 
 One copy of the test should be provided for each student with a time limit.  The 

test requires the student to correctly identify common causes of bicyclist 
crashes, the moving violations associated with them, and appropriate 
enforcement procedures. 

 
3. Directions for feedback 
 

Discuss the correct answers in a review session after students have finished the 
test.     
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Title: Bicyclist Safety and Law Enforcement (Urban NC Edition) 
 

I. Introduction (10 minutes) 
 

A. Opening Statement 
 
 “Law enforcement plays a critical role in achieving our community’s goal 

of protecting the safety and travel rights of bicyclists.  Although roadway 
engineering efforts can improve conditions for bicycling and motoring, 
public respect for the traffic laws that prevent collisions is the single most 
important factor in protecting bicyclists. Law enforcement has the ability 
to directly address misunderstandings and violations of traffic law by 
both the motoring and bicycling public. As the community pursues a 
comprehensive and multi-faceted program for bicycle transportation 
including engineering, encouragement, and education, an effective 
enforcement effort can achieve measurable improvements in public 
safety.” 

 
B. Training Objectives 
 

At the end of this block of instruction, the student will be able to achieve 
the following objectives in accordance with the information received in 
class: 

 
1. List the most common types of bicyclist crashes and the causes 

and contributing factors associated with them.  
 
2. Describe how the traffic laws apply to bicyclists according to their 

legal status as drivers of vehicles.  
 
3. Identify and prioritize education and enforcement objectives that 

address the most hazardous violations by bicyclists and motorists. 
 
4. Describe the process of issuing warnings and citations to 

bicyclists, including citation form entries relevant to bicycle 
operation. 

 
C. Reasons 

 
  1. Why receive training in bicycling issues? 
 

a) The general public receives little to no education about 
bicycling in traffic 

b) Misconceptions about the law and safety are 
widespread 

c) Laws differ between states 
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d) Better information empowers officers and results in 
more positive experiences 

 
2. Why is bicycling important? 

 
a) Basic affordable transportation 
b) Reduced traffic congestion, parking demand, and 

pollution 
c) Public health 

 
3. What role does law enforcement play in promoting safe cycling? 

 
a) Road user behavior – moving violations – leading cause 

of serious crashes  
b) Enforcement increases awareness of cyclist’s legal 

rights and responsibilities in traffic 
c) Enforcement increases awareness of motorists’ 

responsibilities with respect to cyclists 
d) Enforcement reinforces safe and legal behavior 

 
4. Why enforce the traffic laws for bicycle operators? 

 
a) Enforcement improves safety by increasing compliance 

with the law 
b) Increased compliance with the law changes public 

attitudes toward cyclists 
 

D. Teaching/Learning Approach 
 

Examine the relationship between traffic rules, crashes, and best 
bicycling practices. Traffic rules place legal limits on user behavior to 
promote safety, efficiency and fair access to public ways. Crash data 
shows us when, where, and why user behaviors fail. Best bicycling 
practices leverage knowledge of common failures to reduce risk while 
operating within the range of legal options.  

 

Traffic Rules

Crash

History

Best
Bicycling
Practices
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II. Body (100 Minutes) 
 

A. Legal Status of Bicyclists  
 

1.  Bicyclists are drivers of vehicles 
 

§ 20-4.01(49) Vehicle. – …for the purposes of this Chapter 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. 
 

§ 20-4.01(23) Motor Vehicle. – Every vehicle which is self-

propelled and every vehicle designed to run upon the highways 

which is pulled by a self-propelled vehicle. 
 
The “rules of the road” for drivers generally apply to all vehicles 
including bicycles; some laws apply only to motor vehicles due to 
their greater inherent danger to the public. 
 
Bicycle drivers may operate on all roadways except fully controlled 
access highways (freeways such as I-40, I-540, and I-440). The 
freeway prohibition appears in the North Carolina Administrative 
Code [19A NCAC 02E.0409] 
 
Bicyclists are not pedestrians. Although state law does not prohibit 
use of non-motorized vehicles on sidewalks, sidewalk bicycling is 
not recommended. Some municipalities have local ordinances that 
prohibit bicycling on sidewalks. The crash rate for sidewalk cycling 
is several times higher, per mile, than cycling in the roadway. 
Although state law requires other drivers to yield to bicyclists on 
sidewalks as they would to pedestrians, sidewalk cyclists often 
surprise motorists at intersections and are less able than 
pedestrians to stop quickly when conflicts arise at street corners 
and crosswalks.  

 
2. Lighting requirements for bicyclists at night 

 
A white headlamp plus red rear lamp or red rear reflector are 
legally required for bicycling at night on any public way [§ 20-129] 
 
Most night collisions involve bicyclists not using lights. Night 
collisions represent a quarter of all car/bike crashes, a third of 
fatalities, and half of all overtaking collisions.  
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Most nighttime car-bike collisions occur at intersections, where 
motorists drive out or turn left in front of the bicyclist. Bicyclists 
need headlamps to be seen at junctions. Drivers who are preparing 
to enter or cross a road will often not see the front or side 
reflectors of an approaching bicyclist, because their headlamps do 
not illuminate them in time.  

Bike Headlamp

Visibility

Arc

Car headlamps do not

illuminate crossing bicyclist’s

reflectors early enough to 
prevent collisions

 
Headlamp Required for Visibility at Intersections 

 
Bicyclists are allowed (and should be encouraged) to exceed 
minimum lighting requirements. Rear lamps are more visible at a 
distance than stock rear reflectors. Bicyclists are not legally 
required to wear reflective clothing. 

 
B. Types of Bicyclist Crashes 

 
Bicycling is usually a reasonably safe activity – the injury rate is lower than 
most recreational sports; the fatality rate is lower than swimming (per hour) 
and walking (per mile and per hour).1,2  Crash rate varies greatly based on 
bicyclist experience and behavior. 
 
Examining real-world crashes reveals why cyclists should follow rules for 
drivers and which law violations by motorists pose the greatest concern. This 
section presents car-bike crash data collected from Police reports in North 
Carolina as well as national data on crashes not involving motor vehicles. 
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Fall

59%

Collision with Fixed Object

14%

Moving Motor Vehicle

11%

Other Bicyclist

9%

Animal

3%

Pedestrian

2%

Stopped Motor Vehicle

1%

Other

1%

 
Adult Bicyclist Crash Types and Frequency, Nationwide 

 
  1. Falls 
 

a) Most bicyclist injury crashes are single-vehicle incidents. 
73% of adult bicyclist crashes are either falls (59%) or collisions 
with fixed objects (14%) according to a nationwide survey of 
cyclists 3 

b) Fall rate per mile is higher on sidewalks and paths than 
on roadways 3 

 
2. Bike-bike and bike-pedestrian collisions 

 
a) Nationwide, 11% of adult bicyclist crashes are either 

collisions with other bicyclists (9%) or pedestrians (2%). 
b) Crash rates per mile are much higher on sidewalks and 

paths than on roadways 3 
 
3. Car-bike collisions 

 
a) Nationally, 11% of adult bicyclist crashes involve motor 

vehicle traffic 3 
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b) 77% of car-bike crashes are cyclists 16 or older; 64% are 
20 or older Error! Bookmark not defined. 

 
4. Types and frequency of car-bike collisions in NC 

 
The following crash type statistics are based on reports by police in North 

Carolina from 1997-2008 as compiled and analyzed by NCDOT.
Error! Bookmark not 

defined. 
 

Bicyclist Ride Out

25%

Motorist Drive Out

22%

Motorist Left Turn / 

Merge

8%

Motorist Right Turn / 

Merge

5%

Bicyclist Turn / Merge

7%Crossing Paths - Other 

Circumstances

7%

Motorist Overtaking 

Bicyclist

8%

Bicyclist Overtaking 

Motorist

1%

Head-On

2%

Loss of Control / Turning 

Error

4%

Parallel Paths - Other 

Circumstances

2%

Parking / Backing / Bus

1%

Other / Unknown

3%

Non-Roadway

5%

Source: Police reports 

compiled by NCDOT

 
Car-Bike Collision Types and Frequency in Urban areas of NC 

 
The vast majority of car-bike collisions involve intersection and 
crossing movements. 
 
Only 8% of car-bike collisions in urban areas of North Carolina 
involve faster motor vehicles overtaking slower bicycles. 
In order to significantly reduce injuries and deaths to cyclists in 
urban areas, cycling safety strategies must address intersection 
crashes and their causes. 
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Bicyclist Ride Out

29%

Motorist Drive Out
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Bicyclist Turn / Merge
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Bicyclist

29%

Bicyclist Overtaking 

Motorist

1%

Head-On

8%

Loss of Control / 

Turning Error

3%
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2%

Other / Unknown

4%

Non-Roadway

2%

 Car-Bike Collision Types and Frequency in Rural Areas of NC 
 

In rural areas, there are fewer intersections per mile of travel, and 
motor vehicle speeds are higher. Most rural roads carrying higher 
speed traffic are narrow compared to urban thoroughfares. As a 
result, the percentage of crashes that involve motorist overtaking 
are higher in rural areas. Most overtaking type collisions in North 
Carolina occur in rural areas. Common causes of overtaking 
crashes include attempting to pass a bicyclist within the same 
narrow lane, drunk driving and loss of vehicle control. 
 
Head-on collisions are also more common in rural areas. Reducing 
injuries and deaths to bicyclists in rural areas requires reducing 
speeding, impaired and reckless driving, improving passing 
behavior, increasing use of bicycle lights at night, reducing wrong-
way cycling, and improving bicyclist behavior at driveways and side 
streets.  
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C. Rules of the Road 

 
Car-bike collisions can be avoided by drivers of bicycles and motor vehicles 
obeying six basic rules of the road: 

 
(1) First come, first served 
(2) Drive on right half of the roadway 
(3) Yield before entering a more important roadway 
(4) Yield before moving laterally 
(5) Destination positioning at intersections 
(6) Speed positioning between intersections 

 
 

1.  First come, first served 
 
Each operator on the roadway is entitled to the space they are 
using and a safe buffer around them.  
 
Faster drivers must yield to slower and stopped drivers ahead. All 
vehicle operators must respect the right of way of other road users 
ahead of them and travel no faster than is safe and will allow them 
to stop within their sight distance.  
 
Drivers follow this rule out of self-preservation, although some will 
complain or threaten to disobey it when they feel inconvenienced 
by slow traffic.   
 
Slow vehicle drivers, including bicyclists, are not required to leave 
the roadway in deference to faster drivers overtaking them. 
Bicyclists’ right to use the travel lanes like other drivers allows 
them to employ the normal rules of the road to minimize collisions. 
 
NC law clearly states that drivers have a duty to slow for traffic 
ahead of them and that driving so fast as to be unable to slow in 
time constitutes reckless driving. However, it is also unlawful to 
suddenly enter the path of another lawfully operating driver so 
close that the driver cannot slow down in time to avoid a collision. 
 

§ 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 
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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. 
 

§ 20-140.  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. 
 
 

2. Drive on the right half of the roadway 
 

Drivers of vehicles, including bicyclists, must drive on the right, 
not on the left [§ 20-146] to be detected and predictable at 
junctions and to avoid head-on collisions. Bicyclists traveling 
against traffic are involved in one third of urban car-bike crashes. 
Most motorist-drive-out collisions involve bicyclists traveling on the 
wrong side of the road or on the sidewalk.  
 

 
 

3. Yield before entering a more important roadway 
 

All drivers must yield before crossing or entering a higher priority 
roadway. Yielding means looking and waiting until there is no 
traffic close enough to pose a danger.  
 
Stop signs are a special case of this rule, where drivers must bring 
their vehicle to a stop before yielding.  Stopping increases the 
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reliability of the yield by providing more time to look for traffic 
while at a location of superior vantage. 
 
Red traffic signals are another special case. All drivers must stop 
before entering an intersection when a red signal is displayed for 
their lane. A driver turning right or a driver turning left between 
two one-way roads must yield to all other traffic before proceeding 
after the stop; other drivers facing a red signal must wait until a 
green signal before proceeding. 
 
[§ 20-155, § 20-156, § 20-158] 
 
Regardless of vehicle type, drivers who roll through stop signs and 
red lights have less time to see and yield to traffic, resulting in 
higher crash rates. Rolling through stop signs and red lights is 
especially dangerous to crosswalk users. 
 
The most common types of car-bike collisions involve a bicyclist or 
motorist entering the roadway from a side street or driveway in 
front of the other vehicle without yielding.  
 
Most bicyclist-ride-out collisions involve violations of stop signs 
and red lights. Others involve failure to yield when crossing or 
entering mid-block. Most of these bicyclists are age 16 and under. 
 

X

 
Ride-Out Collision (25% of Urban Car-Bike Collisions) 
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X

Most involve cyclists

on sidewalk/path

X

 
Drive-Out Collision (22% of Urban Car-Bike Collisions) 

 
In a drive-out collision, the bicyclist has priority but the motorist 
fails to yield at a stop sign, red light or driveway. Most of these 
bicyclists are adults, and in most cases the bicyclist is riding on 
the sidewalk prior to the collision.  In cities that feature sidewalks 
on most streets, the most common type of bicycle crash usually 
involves a bicyclist riding contra-flow on the sidewalk before being 
struck by driver pulling out from stop sign, red light or driveway. 
 
To avoid these most common collisions, bicyclists are advised to 
avoid sidewalks and travel on the roadway where other road users 
are more likely to see them.  
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Reduced Visibility at Right Edge of Highway: Drive Out Collisions 

 
Poor visibility at the roadway edge can contribute to drive-out 
collisions. Defensive bicycle drivers often ride farther from the right 
edge of the road to improve visibility at junctions. The cyclist 
operating farther left is seen from farther away and is less likely to 
be lost in roadside clutter. A leftward position also gives the 
bicyclist more maneuvering space should intersecting drivers fail 
to stop properly. 

 
4.  Yield before turning or moving laterally 

 
8 percent of urban car-bike crashes involve a motorist failing to 
yield before making a left turn across the bicyclist’s path. This is 
similar to a common crash type for motorcyclists.  Narrow vehicles 
may be less likely to be noticed, or drivers may misjudge arrival 
time. 
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X

Most are left cross

(opposite direction)

 
Left Cross (8% of Urban Car-Bike Collisions) 

 
 

X

 
Reduced Visibility at Right Edge of Highway: Left Cross Collisions 

 
Sometimes other vehicles can occlude thru bicyclists from the view 
of left turning drivers. Defensive bicyclists often operate in a more 
visible location away from the curb where they can clearly see and 
be seen by left turning traffic before entering the intersection. 
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Drivers must yield to traffic in the adjacent line of travel before 
moving laterally on the roadway. Yielding looking back to see if 
overtaking traffic is close enough to pose a collision danger; 
 
Bicyclists must change their position on the roadway when 
approaching turns, when passing, and when the road width 
changes. This includes lane changes as well as lateral movement 
within a single lane. Yielding to traffic in their desired line of travel 
requires looking back to see if overtaking traffic is close enough to 
pose a collision danger; signaling alone is not adequate. Signaling 
is only a form of communication; it does not provide right of way to 
make a movement. 
 
Vehicle drivers must signal turns and stops when other road users 
will be affected by such movements. Signals are not required where 
no other road user is affected by the driver’s movement.  Bicyclists 
signal stops and turns via hand signals normally executed with the 
left hand: 
   Left turn - hand and arm horizontal, forefinger pointing. 
   Right turn - hand and arm pointed upward. 
  Stop - hand and arm pointed downward. [§ 20-154] 
 
Most US states recognize the right hand and arm horizontal as a 
valid alternative right turn signal for bicyclists, since it is more 
visible to people on the right side of the bicyclist. Many cyclists use 
this signal in good faith, but it is not officially recognized in NC 
law. 
 
Maintaining control of a bicycle sometimes interferes with the 
ability to perform hand signals. Control of the bicycle must take 
priority.  
 
Dooring crashes occur when a parked vehicle occupant opens a 
door in front of a bicyclist traveling alongside the parked car. The 
bicyclist may be startled into suddenly swerving left into the path 
of an overtaking vehicle, or the bicyclist’s handlebar may strike the 
door, throwing the bicyclist off the bike and leftward into the travel 
lane, landing on their head or back.  Because a car door may be 
opened at any time, a bicyclist riding beside parked cars may not 
have time to look back and yield before moving to safe distance. 
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X

X

 
Dooring Related Collisions: Door Collision and Overtaking Collision 
 
To prevent dooring related crashes, knowledgeable cyclists ride in 
a straight line staying at least 5 feet away from parked cars. This 
eliminates the possibility of collision with the door and prevents 
the bicyclist from being startled into swerving left in an 
unpredictable manner. 
 
 

5.  Destination positioning at intersections 
 
Drivers must use the right side of the roadway for a right turn, 
center of the roadway for a left turn, and a position between these 
extremes for straight travel. Drivers use the proper lane if lanes are 
marked for destinations. [§ 20-153] 
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Destination Positioning 

 

X

 
Right Hook (5% of Urban Car-Bike Collisions) 

 
Most motorist right-turn collisions involve thru cyclists positioned 
to the right of right-turning motorists.  
 
Thru cyclists reduce collision risks by positioning farther from the 
curb (i.e. controlling the travel lane) at intersections and not 
overtaking on the right. Right-turning motorists should merge 
toward the curb on approach and not overtake cyclists just before 
turning.4, 5 
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§ 20-153.  Turning at intersections. 

(a)        Right Turns. - Both the approach for a right turn and a right 

turn shall be made as close as practicable to the right-hand curb or 

edge of the roadway. 
 
State law prohibits all drivers from passing on the right except 
when in a separate marked lane. These laws were designed to work 
together to deter right hook collisions. The best practice is for thru 
bicyclists to get in line with other thru traffic at intersections. This 
includes waiting in a queue of traffic stopped for a red light.  

 
A particularly dangerous right hook conflict occurs with large 
trucks and buses, which swing wide at intersections. A bicyclist in 
the driver’s blind spot on the right can easily be knocked down and 
run over by the rear wheels. Bicyclists can protect themselves from 
such conflicts by never passing on the right side of trucks and 
buses at intersections. Large vehicle operators can reduce these 
risks by signaling right turns early and by not overtaking bicyclists 
before turning. 
 
Bicyclists who turn left from the right edge of the road are prone to 
collisions with traffic passing on their left.  Left-turning cyclists 
reduce the risk of colliding with passing traffic by merging to near 
the center of the road or into the appropriate left-turn-lane when 
approaching their turn. 6 This also allows them to focus exclusively 
on traffic in front of them once they reach the turn. 

 
6.  Speed positioning between intersections; passing 

 
Drivers shall use the right hand marked lane appropriate for their 
destination when traveling below the legal maximum posted speed 
limit, except when passing or preparing for a left turn.  If no lane is 
marked, drivers shall operate as far right as is safe and practical, 
except when passing or preparing for a left turn. [§ 20-146 (b)]  

 
§ 20-146.(b)  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, except when overtaking 

and passing another vehicle proceeding in the same direction or 

when preparing for a left turn. 
 

“Bicyclists usually ride on the right side of the lane, but are 
entitled to use the full lane…. Drivers wishing to pass a 
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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 use of the full lane.” 
 
- North Carolina Driver's Handbook 7 
 

 
Bicycles May Use Full Lane Sign (MUTCD) 

 
Drivers may pass only when it is safe to do so, given clear distance 
ahead and adequate space available. Drivers shall not violate the 
right of way of slower traffic when passing. [§ 20-150, § 20-149(a)] 
 

§ 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.  
 
 
 

 
Pavement Width and Safe Passing Distance 

 
The minimum legal passing distance is two feet; however, this 
distance is often inadequate for safety when passing an open two-
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wheeled vehicle, especially when traveling at speed, because its 
operator is exposed and requires lateral maneuvering room to 
maintain balance. 
 
If the travel lane is too narrow for a motor vehicle to pass a 
bicyclist safely in the same lane (e.g. most downtown streets and 
rural roads have lanes less than 14’ wide) many experienced 
bicyclists will operate closer to the center of the lane or ride two 
abreast to indicate that drivers must change lanes to pass and to 
increase their visibility. This causes drivers to slow down earlier 
and start planning their lane change from farther away, and 
consequently minimizes unsafe passing. 8, 9 
 
Most daylight motorist-overtaking collisions involve motorists who 
saw the bicyclist well in advance, but attempted to pass within the 
bicyclist’s lane when there was inadequate room. In most of these 
collisions the bicyclist was operating on the right edge of a narrow 
lane.  

X

 
Overtaking (8% of Urban Car-Bike Collisions, 29% of Rural 

Car-Bike Collisions) 
 
45% of overtaking crashes occur during darkness, dusk or dawn, 
Most of the bicyclists involved in low-visibility crashes do not have 
lights. Increasing rates of lighting use by bicyclists at night is 
essential to reducing serious crashes.  
 
When traveling at the same speed as other traffic, bicyclists 
improve their safety by getting in line with other traffic, riding near 
the center of the lane even if the lane is wide. This puts the 
bicyclist in a better position to avoid lane change collisions and 
turning collisions at junctions. 4, 9  
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D. Special Cases 
 

1.  Impeding traffic law not applicable to bicycles 
 

The impeding traffic law is a speed law that applies only to motor 
vehicles capable of higher speeds. Bicyclists and drivers of other 
non-motorized vehicles and speed-limited motor vehicles cannot be 
cited for failure to travel faster than their vehicles can go. Basic 
roadway access for slow vehicles takes priority over convenience 
for faster vehicles. 
 

§ 20-141. (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. 
 
 

2. Sharing a travel lane  
 
Depending on lane width, other vehicles may lawfully operate 
beside bicycles in the same lane. 
 
(1) Passing in the same lane 
The driver of any vehicle may pass to the left of a bicyclist in the 
same lane as long as they pass at safe distance for their speed 
differential. The minimum lawful distance is 2’ but passing at this 
close distance at high speed recklessly endangers bicyclists. It is 
unlawful to for any driver pass on the right unless in a separate 
marked lane. 
 
(2)  Traveling side-by-side 
There is no state law restricting bicyclists riding side by side in a 
single travel lane. 

 
3. Assaults 

 
a) Cyclists have reported intentional close passing, swerving, and 

thrown missiles as forms of harassment. Cyclists have been 
injured by intentional sideswipes, run-off-road falls, and 
thrown missiles 
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b) Intentional acts to threaten or endanger are criminal assaults, 
not traffic violations 

 
4. DWI  

 
It is illegal to operate a bicycle while impaired. Bicycle and motor 
vehicle DWIs are over-represented in fatal collisions in NC. 

 
5. Helmet requirements for children under 16 

 
Children under 16 are required to wear a bicycle helmet when 
operating on any public bicycle path or public right of way, 
including sidewalks, greenways and roadways. 
 

§ 20-171.9.  Requirements for helmet and restraining seat use. 

With regard to any bicycle used on a public roadway, public bicycle 

path, or other public right-of-way: 

(a) It shall be unlawful for any parent or legal guardian of a person 

below the age of 16 to knowingly permit that person to operate or be 

a passenger on a bicycle unless at all times when the person is so 

engaged he or she wears a protective bicycle helmet of good fit 

fastened securely upon the head with the straps of the helmet. 
 

E.  Bicycle Facilities and Markings 
 

1. Shared lane markings (sharrows) 
 

 
Sharrow Stencil 

 
Shared lane markings are intended to remind motorists that 
bicyclists are entitled to use the travel lanes, including using a full 
lane, and to encourage cyclists ride farther into the travel lanes 
instead in the door zone area of on-street parking or on sidewalks. 
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Shared lane markings have no legal meaning, do not affect legal 
status of cyclists on roadway and do not designate where cyclists 
must operate. 
 

2. Signed bike routes 

 
Bike Route Sign 

 
Signed bike routes identify pleasant routes for cycling. Bike routes 
have no legal meaning; their designation does not affect the legal 
status of cyclists on the roadway. 
 

3. Paved shoulders 
 
Paved shoulders are legally optional for bicyclists to use. Paved 
shoulders may host safety hazards including poor surface 
conditions, debris, obstructions, and increased junction conflicts.  
 

4. Striped bike lanes 

 
Striped Bike Lane 

 
Striped bike lanes, marked with a bicycle stencil, are legally 
optional for bicyclists to use. Striped bike lanes often have the 
same safety hazards for bicyclists as paved shoulders depending 
on location. Some bike lanes are located in the door zone of parked 
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cars, creating a dooring hazard. Knowledgeable cyclists will often 
choose to ride outside a marked bike lane in such situations. 
 

 
Door Zone Hazard in Striped Bike Lane 

 
Because bicyclists may attempt to pass stopped traffic on the right 
by using a bike lane, motor vehicle drivers who are preparing to 
turn right must yield to cyclists and merge all the way into - or to 
the right of - the bike lane before reaching the turn. A motorist 
may block a bike lane while waiting to turn right. 
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F. Recommended Practices for Enforcement 

 
  1. Prioritizing activities 

 
Public safety is best served by prioritizing enforcement actions on 
those violations most likely to contribute to crashes, as follows: 

 
a) Most dangerous actions by cyclists 

(1) Wrong way cycling (against the flow of traffic) 
(2) Cycling at night without required headlamp and rear lamp 
or reflector 
(3) Failure to obey traffic signals 
(4) Failure to yield at stop signs or when entering the roadway 

 
b) Important violations by motorists 

(1) Failure to yield to crosswalk and sidewalk users, especially 
when entering/turning right 
(2) Failure to yield to cyclist when turning left 
(3) Passing a bicyclist when unsafe or passing too closely 
(4) Improper right turn 
(5) Driving too fast for conditions 
(6) DWI and distracted driving 

 
  2. Enforcement options 
 

Enforcement can take the form of a verbal warning, written 
warning, citation or full custody arrest.  Existing enforcement 
policy provides guidance for which is most appropriate given a 
certain situation. 

 
3. Stopping cyclists 

 
Stopping a bicyclist requires the same principles as a traffic stop 
with any other vehicle in terms of officer safety.  Do not let your 
guard down simply because you are dealing with a “bicycle 
violation”.  If a bicyclist is not pulling over for your blue lights, try 
using the PA to give specific instructions to the bicyclist. Avoid 
startling cyclists with a siren at close distance; they could lose 
control and crash. 

 
As always, Tactical Communication should be used when 
addressing a violator.   

 
There are several unique situations that do arise when you are 
conducting a traffic stop on a bicyclist. 
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a) No license plate 

Bicycles are not required to have a license plate.  When 
calling in your vehicle stop over the radio, advise dispatch of 
the location and a description of the bicycle and bicyclist, if 
appropriate 

 
b) No driver’s license 

Bicyclists are not required to carry a driver’s license.  Ask to 
see some form of identification and if they do not have any 
identification, proceed with normal investigative techniques 
to elicit the bicyclist’s proper information. 

 
c) Writing the ticket 

When issuing a citation using eCITATION, select “Bicycle” 
on “Vehicle Type” screen.  Also, you will need to un-check 
“motor” on upper right side of “Offense” screen.  Leave 
“Vehicular” checked. 

 
d) Interacting with bicyclists and motorists 

Some cyclists will not believe that traffic laws serve their 
interests.  Do not engage in debates; stick to the written 
law.  Assure cyclists that you are paying equal attention to 
motorists’ violations that endanger them. 

 
Some motorists will object to bicyclists using the roadways 
or having to slow or yield to them.  Some motorists view 
bicyclists as scofflaws and object to unbalanced 
enforcement.  Again, do not engage in debates; stick to the 
written law.  If necessary, clarify that bicyclists have the 
same legal right to the roadway and are required to follow 
the basic rules of the road.  Assure motorists that you are 
paying equal attention to cyclists’ violations that pose 
collision hazards 
 

e) Educational resources 
If bicyclists or motorists are unaware of the traffic laws 
relevant to bicycling, an educational flyer can be a time-
efficient way to deliver accurate information.  Educational 
materials can be obtained from NCDOT. 
 

4. Common complaints from the public 
 
Enforcement officers often receive complaints from the public 
about bicycling issues. The most common concerns include the 
following: 
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c) Common complaints from motorists about cyclists 
 

(1) Using a full travel lane (legal) 
Bicyclists are legally entitled to a full lane, but motorists may 
feel inconvenienced by this, especially if cyclists are riding two 
or more abreast.  It is at the cyclist’s discretion to decide when 
the lane is wide enough to safely facilitate same-lane passing as 
a courtesy by staying to the right edge of the lane, and when to 
use the entire lane. Cyclists traveling together will often ride 
two-abreast in the same lane for defensive purposes such as to 
increase their visibility, to discourage unsafe passing in a 
narrow lane, and to make the group more compact.  A more 
compact group reduces the distance required to pass the group 
and increases traffic throughput at intersections. 
 
(2) Using more than one lane (usually illegal) 
Like other drivers, bicyclists traveling at less than the 
maximum posted speed limit are legally restricted to the 
rightmost lane serving their destination, except when passing.  
Bicyclists who use the opposite-direction lane or the left 
through lane to ride beside other cyclists in a group violate the 
law and generate resentment from motorists who could 
otherwise pass safely. 
 
(3) Running stop signs (illegal) 
Bicyclists are legally required to stop at stop signs and yield to 
traffic before proceeding from a stop sign. Bicyclists are not 
legally required to put their foot down when stopping. 
 
(4) Running red lights (illegal) 
Bicyclists must stop for red lights. Some demand-activated 
signals fail to detect bicycles; bicyclists must stop at these 
signals long enough to verify that the signal is indeed defective 
before proceeding when no traffic is coming.  
 
(5) Passing on the right (illegal if no separate lane) 
NC law prohibits passing on the right except when in a 
separate marked travel lane. Bicyclists who pass stopped traffic 
on the right face the risk of colliding with right-turning traffic. 
 

d) Common complaints from cyclists about motorists 
 

(1) Close passing 
Motorists sometimes pass bicyclists at unsafe distance at 
speed, typically when they attempt to pass bicyclists without 
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changing lanes. In narrow lanes, drivers must change lanes to 
pass legally; in wide lanes, drivers must reduce speed or pass 
at greater than minimum legal distance to be safe. Intentional 
close passing (aka “buzzing”) is either reckless driving or 
assault. 
 
(2) Right hooks 
Motorists sometimes pass bicyclists immediately before turning 
right, cutting them off and risking collisions. Drivers should not 
pass unless they will have time to safely merge back to the 
right side of the roadway before turning right. 
 
(3) Failure to yield 
Pulling out from side streets or turning left without yielding to 
bicyclists are the most common errors made by motorists 
resulting in collisions with bicyclists.  Motorists must look 
carefully for all traffic, including traffic near the edge of the 
road, before making these maneuvers. Motorists must respect 
bicyclists’ right of way like other drivers’. 
 
(4) Harassment  
Lawfully operating bicyclists often report motorists who yell or 
honk horns in an intimidating manner. A repeated pattern of 
such behavior is unlawful harassment. Throwing of missiles or 
intentionally swerving a vehicle toward bicyclists is criminal 
assault.  
 

5. Group bike rides 
 
Group rides are popular for social and efficiency benefits and 
perceived safety in numbers. Organized group rides offer LEOs 
opportunities for positive reinforcement and improved public 
relations. Group rides may also elicit complaints from the public 
about motorist inconvenience or scofflaw cycling. 

 
e) Legal status 
 

Bicyclists traveling together are legally required to act as 
independent drivers and follow traffic laws individually.  
Bicyclists may not violate normal traffic rules to stay together 
(such as blocking cross-traffic at intersections) unless a parade 
permit has been obtained.  

 
f) Group dynamics 

 
Groups vary in their obedience of traffic laws. Group riders 
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often emulate others in the pack to stay together and avoid 
collisions with other cyclists in close proximity. Cyclists may 
face peer pressure to ride through stop signs, particularly when 
those at the front do not stop. 
The fastest and strongest cyclists, first to arrive at 
intersections, set an example for the group. Ride leaders and 
event organizers can positively influence behavior with support 
of law enforcement. 

 
g) Engagement and Education 

 
When interacting with participants, ask who organized the ride. 
Coordinate traffic assistance at non-responsive traffic signals or 
starts of very large rides.  Assure participants that you enforce 
laws for motorists to protect cyclists’ right to the road. 

 
h) Enforcement 

Flyers and verbal warnings can be most effective for first 
offenses. Written warnings and citations are more effective 
where problems persist. Take enforcement actions only for 
individual violators for specific infractions.  Avoid faulting the 
entire group for violations by individuals. 

 
III. Conclusion (10 minutes) 
 

A. Summary 
 

This period of instruction has reviewed traffic law enforcement and 
education from the perspective of promoting bicycle safety. Bicyclists are 
assigned the rights and duties of drivers of vehicles and are allowed to 
operate in the travel lanes of all roadways except freeways.  Most car-bike 
crashes involve bicyclists acting contrary to their rights and duties as 
drivers, and/or motorists not respecting cyclist’s rights as drivers.  
Important violations by cyclists involve wrong-way cycling, cycling at 
night without lights, failure to yield when entering the roadway and 
failure to obey traffic controls.  Sidewalk cycling increases risks of car-
bike collisions as well as falls. Important violations by motorists are 
failure to yield when turning or entering the roadway, unsafe passing, 
and improper right turns.  DUI and distracted driving present special 
dangers to bicyclists. Because much of the public does not understand 
how the traffic laws apply to cycling safety, education will be a necessary 
part of any enforcement campaign. 

 
B.       Questions from Class  

 
C.       Closing Statement 
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  “Your increased knowledge in this area will result in more positive 

outcomes when interacting with the public about traffic and bicycling 
issues. Your insight into the practical application of traffic laws in 
promoting safe travel by all members of the public will support your 
authority as a law enforcement officer.” 
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