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Oversight: What Can the City do to improve Bicycling Commuting?
INTRODUCTION
On December 8, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John Liu, Committee on Consumer Affairs, chaired by Council Member Leroy Comrie and the Committee on Housing and Buildings, chaired by Council Member Eric Dilan will hold a joint hearing on how the City can improve bicycle commuting.  The This hearing will examine current efforts and strategies by the Administration to make bicycle commuting easier in New York City.


Those invited to testify include:  Rohit T. Aggarwala, Director of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability, Mayor’s Office of Operations; Janette Sadik-Khan, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Transportation; Amanda Brden, Director, City Planning; transportation advocacy groups; housing and buildings organizations; environmental advocacy groups; and business groups.

BACKGROUND


On Earth Day 2007, Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced Planyc2030, the City’s sustainability blueprint for addressing the needs of a projected one million additional residents by 2030.
  One of the goals of Planyc 2030 is to improve travel times by adding transit capacity for millions more residents, visitors, and workers.

An initiative listed by the Planyc 2030 to add transit capacity is to promote cycling.  Plannyc2030 notes that cycling is estimated to have increased 75% from 2000 to 2006 and is an emission-free, low cost mode of travel.  Planyc 2030 also noted that less than 1% of New Yorkers commute to work by bicycle.  The two ways that this initiative is to be promoted is by completing the City’s 1,800-mile master bicycle plan and doing other things to facilitate bicycling.

The Master Bicycle Plan was completed in 1997 by the Bicycle Network Development, a joint venture of the Department of City Planning and Department of Transportation.
  The goal of the Master Bicycle plan is to increase bicycle ridership in New York City.  According to Planyc 2030, the City will build a total of 1,800 miles of bicycle lanes consisting of 504 miles of separated bike paths and 1,296 miles of striped bicycle lanes.  As of the publication date of Planyc 2030, only 420 miles of bicycle lanes had been completed.

After Planyc2030 was announced, DOT stated that it would build 200 miles of bicycle lanes between July 2006 and June 2009.  DOT has tried to introduce innovative designs and make the bicycle infrastructure more user-friendly.  Recently, DOT ran a bicycle rack design contest.  The contest drew over 200 entries from around the world for new sidewalk and indoor bicycle racks.
  A bicycle rack designed by Ian Mahaffey and Maarteen De Greeve of Denmark won the first prize for the outdoor competition and entries by RSVP Studio of New York and Jessica Lee and Anthony Lau of London won the indoor competition.


Planyc 2030 also proposes improving support for bicyclists.  This support would include more public education about the benefits of bicycling and the building of additional infrastructure to support bicycles.  This additional bicycle infrastructure includes installing an additional 1,200 on-street bicycle racks by 2009 and to ensure all communities have sufficient bicycle parking.  The City also states that it would pursue legislation to require large commercial buildings to make provision for bicycle storage either on site or reasonably nearby.

While many transportation advocacy and residents have praised the improvements in bicycle infrastructure, not everyone is happy.  Recently, DOT installed one mile of bicycle lanes on Grand Street between Varick and Chrystie Streets that have prompted complaints from merchants and residents.
  Some residents raised public safety concerns about the Grand Street lanes, claiming that firefighters are having problems maneuvering their trucks on the street.
  Fire Department officials stated that the lanes had not affected their response times and DOT said that the Fire Department and community were consulted about the bicycle lane.
  Other residents and merchants said that Grand Street was too narrow to support the bicycle lane and that businesses were hurt by the  difficulty that tour buses and delivery trucks now have traveling down Grand Street.


Some people have complained about DOT installed bicycle lanes for reason unrelated to traffic.  Members of Williamsburg’s Hasidic community recently complained that bicycle lanes installed on Kent Avenue were used by scantily clad cyclists.
  A local activist, Isaac Abrahan said that Hasids are forbidden from looking at members of the opposite gender who are not fully dressed.
  During a community board meeting on the Kent Avenue bicycle lanes, some people also raised concerns about the lanes causing parking and traffic congestion and endangering children.

CONCLUSION


With a projected one million additional residents, it is important for New York City to prepare for the demand of these new residents.  The City developed a blueprint, Planyc 2030, to look at how to address problems that will face all New York City residents with the larger population.  One important challenge that Planyc 2030 addresses is how to add transit capacity.  One solution identified by Planyc 2030 is to improve the City’s bicycling infrastructure and other ways to promote bicycling.  This hearing will examine what the City has done and will do to improve bicycle commuting in New York City.
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