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The most recent bicycle counts from two of America’s most progressive cities, New York City and Portland,
have been made public. The results are impressive as much as they are instructive.

With a 35% increase in measured bicycle trips, New York City has effectively doubled bicycle ridership in

six years. Several socio-economic and cultural factors may be spurring Gotham’s ascension as the east coast’s
most bicycle-friendly city: High gas prices, increasingly crowded subway cars and buses and environmental
concerns. Not to mention a growing culture of velophiles interested in convenience, staying fit, cycle cool and
simply having an enhanced connection to the city in which they live.

Yet the continued rise in ridership would not be occuring without the City’s commitment to expanding its bi-
cycle infrastructure. Bicyclists need to feel safe through an easily identifiable and connected bikeway system.
By adding hundreds of miles of bicycle lanes, New York City is doing exactly that.

For personal reasons, I now visit New York City every month and am increasingly impressed by the growing
number of bicycle lanes, sharrows, bicycle boxes and the City’s general ‘complete streets’ approach towards
some of their more hostile thoroughfares. The redesign of the Broadway, Fifth Avenue and Madison Square
area provides an excellent example, as a former auto sewers now accomodates bicyclists safely and encourages
people to linger within new plazas. For this, the work of NYC’s DOT is nothing short of revolutionary. Streets-
blog, one of New York City’s leaders in the Livable Streets movment has even deemed the NYC DOT the most
progressive public agency in the country. To learn more about the their initiatives, watch this recent Streetfilms
interview with New York City DOT Commissioner, Janette Sadik-Khan. Beautiful work.

To be sure, bicycle parking remains unnecessarily difficult, and bicycling still comprises less than 1% of com-
muter mode share. However, the city is quickly adapting itself to the requirements of the 21st century. Keep at it
NYC!

As for Portland, their reign as America’s most bicycle-friendly big city continues. Unlike New York City, Port-
land has been investing in their bicycle infrastructure for decades.The result being that Portland is one of two
Platinum rated bicycle-friendly cities, as determined by the League of American Bicyclists.

This year Portlanders can be proud because they are bicycling 28% more than they were in 2007, according to
Bike Portland. Bicycle mode split is now at 8%. A far cry from the near 40% split in Amsterdam and Copenha-
gen, but impressive nonetheless.

Perhaps what is most interesting is how Portlanders bicycle. Jennifer Dill’s latest research demonstrates that
51% of bicycle trips are taken on the 8% of city streets that contain some type of bicycle infrastructure (Lanes,
Sharrows and bicycle boulevards). If 8% of streets can get 8% of the population bicycling, then we can likely
expect a commensurate rise in the years to come as Portland continues to implement its bicycle master plan.

In short, a clear relationship exists between the expansion of bikeway infrastructure, daily ridership and safety.



As demand rises, American cities are doing more to accomodate this squeaky clean mode of transport. In turn,
more people are bicycling while bicycle related injuries are not rising proportionately--a so-called ‘virtuous
cycle.’

The question remains, however, will it last?

Picking up David Herlihy’s Bicycle: The History will inform you that bicycling in America has historically been
a boom and bust phenomenon. History notwithstanding, the confluence of many interconnected environmental,
social and economic realities could mean that this current trend could hold, especially since some American cit-
ies have never before provided so much bicycle specific infrastructure. Moreover, the American love affair with
automobility may be coming to a close as even our three largest auto companies struggle to adapt their mid-20th
century business models to a 21st century world. Of course, cars are not going to disappear from our streets. But
did you know that bicycle sales have never been higher?! See this article from the Economist, which demon-
strates bicycle sales far exceed automobile sales.

In the end, there is not a cheaper, faster or more pleasant way to experience a city. I say if you are willing and
able, trade four wheels for two.





