Staying Alive on Your Bicycle

By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs

Riding a bicycle is a skill most of us acquired soon after learning to tie our shoelaces. It’s widely considered to be a skill which, once learned, is forever implanted in our cerebral cortexes. Hence the phrase, “It’s like riding a bike.” And yet, riding a bike isn’t always as easy as it sounds, because every year, thousands of people injured while riding their bikes. 
Last year during the Critical Days of Summer, a second class petty officer found out the hard way that speed and sharp turns don’t mix. He had his bike up to about 20 miles per hour, really fast for pedal power. In fact, it was too fast for the curve he encountered. Realizing that his brakes weren’t going to do the trick, he laid the bike down and fell on his shoulder. He ended up with a broken collar bone and a four-day hospital stay.
Even more tragic is the story of a Navy Chief Warrant Officer who was killed after the bicycle he was riding was struck by a small truck. According to mishap reports received by the Naval Safety Center, most fatal bicycle accidents occur when bicyclists are hit by motor vehicles. One survey points to the motorists being at fault in nearly 90 percent of these accidents. Ride with the assumption that you are invisible to cars and ride defensively. Be extra vigilant and watch for vehicles that are pulling out of a side street, parking lot, or driveway. Buy a headlight for your bicycle, even for daylight riding. This will make you a lot more visible. Wear reflective clothing and never ride against traffic.
Other tips include avoiding busy streets. It’s much safer to take the streets with fewer and slower cars. Although bicycles have just as much right to the road as any motorized vehicle, that’s small consolation if you end up injured or killed. Sixty-six percent of the time, cyclist fatalities occur in urban areas.
Use the whole lane when it’s appropriate. It’s often safer to use the whole lane, or at least ride a little bit to the left, than to hug the right curb. Here’s why: Cars at intersections ahead of you can see you better if you’re squarely in the road rather than over on the edge where you might be overlooked. Taking the lane also prevents cars from passing you too closely on narrow roadways, and riding a bit to the left prevents you from being hit if someone in a parked car unexpectedly opens the door. 

According to Bicycling Magazine, one in every 20 bicyclists is injured annually. To protect yourself, always wear an approved helmet. Wearing bright colored clothes and equipping your bike with lights and reflectors will make you more visible to cars. Avoid riding over potholes, bumps, ice and oil slicks, loose gravel or sand, and sewer grates. 
You’re also better able to react quickly and avoid accidents if your bike is in good working order. Clean and oil the moving parts, check for proper air pressure and tire treads, and check the brakes for a quick, smooth stop.
Riding a bike is a great way to avoid high gas prices, stay in shape, and enjoy the warm weather. It can also be a bonding activity for families. Staying alert and aware of your surroundings will help keep a good ride from turning tragic.

For more information, visit http://bicyclesafe.com.
