BICYCLE COUNT METHODOLOGY

This bicycle count methodology has been developed to attain a consistent regional bicycle count and analysis procedure so that trends in usage can be documented. The counting strategy outlined in this plan is designed to provide an easy and inexpensive method of conducting bicycle counts on a regular basis. The level of detail to be extracted during routine counts is kept at a minimum to reduce ambiguity while still providing useful data. This is not unlike the typical traffic count that reveals little more than the type of vehicle, speed, time of day, and direction of travel. Motorist data regarding age, trip purpose, length of trip, etc. are relatively rare.

REASONS FOR COUNTING

There are four primary reasons why bicycle counts should be an essential and regular activity:

1. Conditions and trend analysis – documents the number of people currently bicycling, how this number is changing over time, characteristics of the cyclists

2. Network planning – helps prioritize improvements and find locations needing attention

3. Crash analysis – develops exposure measures

4. Demand forecasting – calibrates models

In addition, counts may be a required procedure. The Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) has imposed an annual $4 surcharge on all registered vehicles in the Bay Area region.  These revenues are distributed through the Transportation Fund for Clean Air (TFCA) by the BAAQMD to finance projects that reduce motor vehicle emissions, including bicycle facility improvement projects. All projects supported by the TFCA require monitoring and a final report.  The following are two of the requirements that must be included in the reports:

· A pre-project count of bicyclists on all project segments on a weekday in May or June (excluding Bike-to-Work Week), prior to construction of the bicycle lanes.  The count is to be performed for the AM peak period (7-9 a.m.) and the PM peak period (4-6 p.m.).  The project sponsor may perform the count all day in lieu of the peak periods.

· A post-project count of bicyclists using the lanes on a weekday in May or June (excluding Bike-to-Work Week). The post-project counts are to be performed for the same time period(s) and in the same locations as the pre-project counts.

While city engineering and planning staff have a clear interest in bicycle counts, other groups may also find this data useful. Community health officials are naturally interested in promoting healthy lifestyles. Counts would give them some idea as to how many residents are bicycling on a regular basis. Counts that include age categories may also be helpful to the health professionals, trying to gauge the level of activity achieved by the growing number of senior citizens. The number of school-aged cyclists would be of interest to school officials, primarily for safe routes to school programs and safety education. Police departments would find value in the data for enforcement and safety reasons.

LOCATION

Cities, counties, and even park districts should identify numerous locations throughout their jurisdiction for regular counts. Ideal candidates would be streets and pathways that are in a bicycle plan and on a project list or near existing or proposed activity centers. Popular cycling routes also should be considered, whether they be arterials with bike lanes, bridges, or popular trails.  Keep in mind that counting sites should not be on curves or hills.

SCHEDULE

When to conduct the counting may depend upon the location of the site.  If near a school, counts should be done on weekdays during their peak hours. In the morning, 45 minutes before the first bell to 15 minutes after the last bell are common.  Release peak counting times are 15 minutes before the first bell to 45 minutes after the last release.  The peak hours of 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. may be the most beneficial for a majority of locations and complies with the TFCA reporting regulations.

Travel patterns generally vary over the course of the week. Mondays and Fridays should be avoided because travel patterns are rarely typical as people may not be on the roads due to extended three-day weekends and Fridays often see earlier afternoon peak times and increased evening traffic. Counts should, therefore, be limited to Tuesday through Thursday, and not on a holiday or when schools are not in session. However, if counts will be collected at or near popular recreation destinations, weekend or holiday counts would prove most beneficial.

For all locations, the best times to conduct counts are during the spring and fall months.  Cooler conditions in the winter can deter all but the most devoted cyclists. The summer months should be avoided for two reasons: 1) so few students attend summer school and 2) many people vacation.  To correspond with TFCA monitoring, May and June are advisable.  Regardless, counts should be taken annually at the same time of year.  Counts also should take place on mild, sunny days.  The date and weather conditions should be included on the tally sheets. 

DATA COLLECTION

According to Bicycle and Pedestrian Data: Sources, Needs and Gaps by the U.S. Department of Transportation’s Bureau of Transportation Statistics, the ideal method of collecting data would include the following:

· Usage patterns would not only be tracked on individual facilities but also aggregates of data across an area, such as total bicycle-miles of travel in the city.

· Data would be collected systematically to enable a comparison of patterns over time.

· Data would be collected in a similar manner throughout a larger area (even nationwide) to allow comparison and aggregation.

· Certain characteristics of the cyclists would be obtained, such as age, sex, purpose of the trip and its length, type of facility, etc.

Obviously, a high level of detail is nearly impossible to obtain by merely observing passing cyclists.  Local entities should consider coupling counts with random survey samplings of passing cyclists, time and resources permitting.  Survey questions could include, among other things, trip purpose, trip length, and income level.  Trip purpose, especially, would be valuable information to gather as the goal of many improvement projects is to encourage more biking for work and utilitarian purposes.  

For routine manual counts, the information to be recorded will be relatively easy to obtain visually.  Count sheets should be given to the counters to record information.  These count sheets (see an example on the following page) should contain the following:

· Time intervals

· Direction of travel

· Gender

· Approximate age

· Helmet usage

· Occurrence of riding on sidewalks.

The sheets could enable the counter to break up the counting session into 15-minute intervals.  This helps the counter stay more alert and shows more detailed peak times of usage.  

Age categories should not be too detailed as it will further complicate the tally sheet and probably lead to more inaccurate data. Age categories can be simply divided into these groups: under 18 years, 19--64, and 65 years and older. The “under 18” cyclists are likely to be on school commute trips. Cyclists over the age of 65 are likely to be retired and taking trips for leisure or utilitarian purposes. These two groups of people also are less likely to be driving automobiles, whether due to youth or limiting health issues.

Helmet usage is of interest to those concerned about safety.  If children are not wearing helmets, then the laws are not being enforced.

Riding on the sidewalk is illegal but a common practice along roadways that experience high traffic volumes or are perceived as dangerous corridors. If sidewalks are used for bikeways, this could signal the need for on-street improvements, lack of enforcement, or a large number of inexperienced cyclists.

WHO COUNTS?

City staff--most likely interns--are the obvious nominees for conducting counts.  But other resources are possible if time and people are scarce. Volunteers could be recruited from the community – bicycle clubs or advocacy groups, statistics classes at local colleges, or citizens that are interested in helping the city.  If the city has money to spare in the budget, there are firms that specialize in counting.

Video cameras can be used to obtain the same information as a manual count.  The advantage to this method is the ability to replay the video for greater accuracy and use for longer time periods. However, technical difficulties and theft are among the disadvantages.

The most basic counts can be conducted with tube counters. While these are usually used to count cars, the software can be programmed to detect bicycles. This technique is good for purely user counts, can be conducted over long time frames, and requires little manpower. Of course, the rider characteristics will be absent and theft is often associated with counting units. Also, tube counters often under count cyclists when heavier vehicles cross the tubes at the same time or if cyclists purposely avoid the tubes. Loop detectors can be installed along key routes for continuous counts, as has been done in some in Eugene, Ore.

Once the data has been collected in the field, the results should be compiled and made readily available to the public. The agency’s Web site is the most logical and accessible location..

SUMMARY

Bicycle counting should become a standard practice throughout the region. Consistency is the key to this program--counts taken at least annually, during the same time of year, and at the same location. This data should be made readily available to the public so other agencies and researchers may utilize the data in various ways.
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