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Magic Roundabouts

Muitilane roundabouts are potentially lethal for cyclists and pedestrians
who would be much safer with intersections with traffic lights, says Alan
Parker who believes that bicycle accidents will increase as a result of more
unsafe multilane roundabouts being buiit.

The international
experience

The first time 1 was clipped by a car
an a roundabout was 40 years ago in
the UK, commuting to my drowing
office by bicycle. Even so, it did not
bother me much in those days, being
voung, very fit and able keep up with
what we would now regard as vintage
cars with poor acceleration limited by
a 30 mp'h speed limit, How could 1
possibly feel insecure? In those days
most roundabouts were single lane
and, like most young males, my con-
fidence was boosted by an overdose
of tesrosterone.

In the late sixties, living in the New
Town of East Kilbride in Scoaland 1
rode under bicycle friendly round-
abouts and learnt thar some road
designers and planners also anticipat-
ed the safety problem that “at grade™

roundabouts pose for all non-
motonsed users. Grade separated
roundabours were starting 1o be used
in all the Mew Towns,

By 1970 Stevenage had trialled
many roundabout designs and their
publication *Roundabouts™ written
for motonsts shows illustrations of
grade separated installations and
advises motorists 1o “select a low gear
and adjust speed o 20 mph™ (32
km/h) which is good indicator of
appropriate roundabout specds, The
comment 1 also made abour UK
roundabouts generally “that it is rare
in towns that a speed of over 25 mp'h
(40 km/h) can be attaned™. I am
arguing that 40kmmh should sull be
the maximum design speed and with
the benefit of hindsight we now know
thar this is one of the reasons why the
road death rate per 100,000 popula-
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tion in Stevenage and other New
Towns is now one third 1w one half of
the national average.

Sweden has one of the safest road
systems in the world. In 1973, the
Swedes produced a national bikeway
design manual (Repomt 33, 1975)
which shows o separate two way bicy-
cle path around the perimeter of a
two lane roundabout. They attempt-
ed to make multilane roundabouts
safe for cyclists by having o separate;
two way bike path set far enough back
from the roundabour wo allow cars wo
stop, This solution (drawing 2)
requires o lot of space and does not
work on high volume roads,

The NCDC in Canberma recruit-
ed most of its planners from the UK
{many of whom had relevant work
experience with the New Town
development  corporations)  so it
should come as no surprise that
Canberra has good examples of
roundabouts with bicycle paths
bypassing them,

Since 1965, the New Town grade
separated roundabouts are the excep-
tion and not the mule. The Planning
Adviser 1o the UK Cyclists’ Touring
Club (CTC) wamed cven experi-
enced cyclists to avoid wsing round-
abouts, Until the 80s, the CT'C had
jealously puarded cyclists’ rights to
use the road but by 1983 cars were
much faster and waffic was much
heavier and the need for some sepa-
rate bicycle facilivies was wrgent. Too
muany CTC members had been killed
and injured and the waming was
very specific,. “Roundabouts can be

A separate bikepath sef back fue metres
from the roundabout carriageway (o aliow
moiorsts fo stop without blocking the
Dikepusth. (Predegrnph courtesy of T Centre i
FResearh and Contmot Stncamistion in O g
Tt Enginearing )
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extremely dangerous for cyclists, at roundabouts the bal-
ance of safety may lie in the shared use of grade separared
facilities.” (Watkins 1983)

The following Department of Transport (DOT 1986)
statement stll applies today to multilane roundabouts in
the UK and in Australia, "roundabouts appear wo be a
particular hazard for pedal cyclists: the main conflicts are
between cvelists already on the roundabout and motor
vehicles either entering or leaving the roundabout. Mo sat-
isfactory method has been found for reducing the m.k.m
cyclists once they have entered the circulatory system

Fortunately for cyclists, the Metherlands pm-dd:a an
excellent example of what can be done. After my experi-
ences cycling in ten Dutch cities in 1997 1 am convinced
that it is the home of world best practice in bicycle plan-
ning and provision. During the 905, the Dutch have been
building around 50 single lane roundabouts on main
roads a year. According to the English language version af

Durch natonal bicycle design manual (C_R.OW, 10,
193} they are safer for all rond users including cyclisis:

“As result of relatively tight dimensioning, the speed of
motorsed mraffic on and in the vicnity of roundabouts is
reduced to 30 to 35 km'h. Hereby, not only the total num-
ber of accidents but also the number of injury-related acci-
dents is subsequently lower than ar junctions. Research
has shown that 16 per cent of accidents at roundabouts
had serious consequences, In 25 per cent of all accidents
cyclists andfor moped niders were involved, Although vic-
oms at roundabouts are also mainly cyclists and moped
riders, on balance road safery s srrongly improved for
them oo™

In the Netherlands, as a g ] rule, m
nbomuﬂhwemd:npmswdhwd:paummdm
clearly recognise that they are dangerous for cyclists
because the errant motoenst can cut across the motor knes
and speed through a roundabour. In practice, the Durch
have developed some interesting single lane roundabout
designs which are much safer for cyclists but they oppose
* orinciple even having a narrow second lane for bicvcles

~ause it allows motorists to travel at higher speeds.

The road test

Having ridden a bicycle recently around Dutch, British
and Australion roundabours thar are not grade separated
it secms 1o me that there is a spectrum of designs between
the extremes of what is safe or unsafe for cyelists in differ-
ent road speed and traffic volume environments. For
cxample, the Dutch do use single lane roundabouts with
an unprotected bike on the ourside bur mostly ar sub-arte-
rial intersections where traffic volumes are low. However
the cycle lane surface stands out in red and my observa-
tion was that Dutch motonsts were slow and courteous
road users.

At the safe end of the spectrum of roundabour designs
there are the Durch single lane “tight™ roundabouts with
a low design speed and protected bikepaths around them
within 50 km/h default Hmits on the approach roads. At
the unsafe end of the spectrum there are the British and
Australinn muliilane roundabouts which have high design
speeds, no separate facility for cyclists and at best a 60
kmvh default limit on the approach roads,
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Grade separated moundabout with & separate cyclepath
and footpath. Stevenage New Town cycleway
(Cldton 1968),

Swedish two lane roundaboct (drve on he laftl and
separale cyclepath, Sowce; national bike way design
manual {Cykeln rapport 33, 1975),

Drawing 3

The path of a dangerus car driver speeding through an
Australian two lane rourndabout.
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Even with law abiding and courte-
ous motonsts travelling within exist-
ing speed Hmits at Auvstralian mult-
lane roundabouts the injuries rates for
cyclists are likely 1o be high
{Robinson 1998), When dangerous
drivers can drive very fast across the
lane markings roundabouts become
potentinlly lethal for cyclists and
pedestrians. In  this  sense  the
Australian roundabout design guide
{Austroads: Roundabouts 1993) is
more than being merely ohsolete; it
represents dangerous advice.

What needs
to do be done?

In Australin we don't have a 50
kmi/h default limit on main roads, nor
are we ever likely 1o as it was rejected
in the proposed new Australian road
rules, A 40 km'h residental speed
limit was proposed by the Bicycle
Federation of Australia but that was
rejected as well, Given the speed lim-
its for the foresecable future, cyclists
would be bener off with traffic lighred
intersections. However, there are
ways of making the existing multilane
roundabouts. zafer for all non
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motorised users (Allott and Lomax
1993). and there is no reason why
maore dangerous roundabouts should
be builr.

Oprions for future action,
including better detail design, at
existing roundabouts

+ Develop a safety audit procedure
for all roundabouts that takes imo
account the present and future safery
requirements of non-motorised users.

+« Apply a 40 km/h maximum speed
limit to all roundabouts and any
roadway within a 50 metre radius of
the roundabour.

* Regular surveillance of motorise
behaviour with speed cameras and
enforcement of a 40 kmh default
speed limit (just as there is on traffic
lighted intersections for the 60 kmh
default limir),

« Speed reducing bumps on the
approach lane 1o the roundabout (not
speed humps but the regulardy spaced
series of bumps used to slow cars on
frecway exit lanes in the UK).

* Convert low volume two lane
roundabouts into one lane round-
abouts and provide a protected
shared foorway in what was previous-
Iy the outer lane.
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* Build shared footways connected
to pedestrian actuated crossings with
n #g g offset refuge (Strathelyde
Roads 1995) so that the pedestrian
crossing markings are necar the
cnrrance o the roundabout and set
back an addivional 10 metres at the
exit lane.

* Put in under or overpasses

Options to be considered at
new roundabouts

+ Mandatory provision of tunnels
under all new multilane roundabouts
in urban areas or in locations that will
b furure urban areas so the option of
providing fully finished grade separat-
ed shared footways ar reasonable cost
always exists,

= Mandatory provision of protected
shared footways on all muldls
roundabouts in rural areas.

+ Tight design of lane widths a.nd
tslands on multlane lane round-
abouts, so that most motorists (85th
percentile) choose to enter or exit the
circulatory at no more than 40 to 45
km/h

= Tight desigh of lane widths and
the centre island on single lane
roundabouts so that motorsts cannot
safely enter or exit the circulatory at
more than 30 w 35 kwh with the
provision of protected shared foot-
ways, &6
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