On-Road Trail Links Task Force

Meeting No. 2 – August 8, 2006 – 11:30 a.m. via teleconference

Discussion notes, typed by Scott Anderson

ADVICE: These are candid notes – please do not distribute this outside the group.  You may distribute the issues list or next steps as you like, just please not the discussion recap.

(Note: I apologize but my note-taking skills are imperfect, as are my typing skills, as you’ll see.  If I left off anything significant, please let me know.)

Present: Sue Julian, Scott Anderson, Josh DeBruyn, Art Slabosky, Dick Skalsky, Mike Hood 

Format: First I will give an encapsulation of the meeting results, the issues and the next steps.  I will follow that with my recap of the discussion.

1. Results of the meeting: Issues

We came away with the following list of issues, in no particular order.

a. Infrastructure: Michigan does not have any consistent way of determining which roads should have nonmotorized amenities included (such as bicycle lanes), nor any consistent way of determining exactly what those nonmotorized amenities should look like under various conditions.  As a result, there are very few roads anywhere in the state with any good accommodation for nonmotorized users, except sidewalks for pedestrians in urban areas.

b. Way-Finding: With very few exceptions, no effort has been made to point the way for nonmotorized users to find anything adjacent to or beyond our existing trails.  This limits the usefulness of the trails to almost purely recreation and hobbles any effort to include trails and roads in a comprehensive nonmotorized transportation network.  Just as maps are not considered adequate way-finding for motorists, which is why we sign routes and destinations, maps are not adequate way-finding for nonmotorized travelers.

c. Organizational Inertia.  Since our trails are maintained by recreation agencies for the most part, and the road network is maintained by transportation agencies, there is very little historical connection between the two types of facilities, and neither type of organization appears to be very interested in working with the other.  In addition, our transportation agencies do not seem to be interested in or willing to provide world-class amenities for nonmotorized users.  We discussed whether it is possible, and if so how, to convince these various agencies to cooperate and to provide the facilities other states provide and our bicyclists and other nonmotorized travelers deserve.

d. Maintenance: When we do create road space for bicyclists, this increases the useful width of the road, and so the expense of maintenance increases (unless the responsible agency just doesn’t maintain the nonmotorized space, which is common today).  The question arises as to how should this additional maintenance be funded.

2. Results of the meeting: Next Steps

a. The group is interested in a presentation from someone who has overcome these issues already.  That will necessarily be someone from outside Michigan.  Scott will try to procure an outside expert to take part in our next conference call, and to provide a presentation (such as an on-line slide show) if possible.

b. Although we did discuss solutions a bit (see below), officially we need another meeting to discuss solutions.  Dick suggested he might be able to get one or more persons from Kalamazoo County, I believe he said the road commission, who could discuss what they have already done to improve conditions in that County.  That might also be the meeting where we hear from our outside expert.  Scott suggests we meet, again by phone, 2-4 weeks from now (he will send another e-mail about that).  Sue sent Scott some information about a group that does meetings on line and he will look into that as well.

3. Discussion Recap

What follows is a barely-edited transcript of the parts of the discussion I was able to get down.

Art: Trails belong to recreation departments whereas roads belong to road commissions; the entities don’t see trails as leading to anything, it’s just something to go to.  Communities see trails as people just “passing by” rather than spending time.

Sue: The larger issue is no linkage.

Art: That is the issue, so my first offering is part of the problem with communities failing to see that is trails belong to recreation departments and not transportation departments.


Dick: We had the same problem with the Kal Haven trail; Van Buren County road commission took over maintenance.  Here we’re dealing with a recreational facility not considered as part of a transportation corridor, a separate facility in itself following an abandoned rail line.  Van Buren County has taken responsibility for maintenance of the majority of the system, even maintaining in Kalamazoo County.

Sue: The larger barrier is where does funding come from?  The Kal Haven Trail is a great success story but we’re talking about on the road issues.

Dick: Within Kalamazoo County the road engineers look at liability as a major hindrance.  There’s hesitancy on their part to say this is a road facility but it works as a nonmotorized facility as well; until they are provided with some protection there will be this hesitancy.

Art: If you give people a sign there’s more liability than if you don’t have a sign?  

Scott: I’ve been told that to my face by MDOT people locally in my area, plus County road people.  They aren’t willing to do anything to encourage bicyclists to use the road.  MDOT puts in wide paved shoulders but they won’t sign them for bicyclists and they won’t let the County Parks sign them either. 

Art: But on the other hand they’ll put up a trail map.  If people don’t want to do something they’ll raise the liability issue; if you don’t want to provide services just close down the government.  Of course you’re liable for any public facility you provide.

Sue: I wonder if we should not take the stance that (bill) 1224 which defines and encourages bicycle use settles that issue; explains where bikes should be on the road.  
Scott: There isn’t the same liability protection afforded to on-road as to off-road facilities. There’s a specific law that limits liability for anyone that operates a public off-road nonmotorized trail but that doesn’t apply to an agency that puts nonmotorized space into the road.

Art; there are reaons you might want public entities to be liable; there are some trails that take sudden dips and sudden turns and people aren’t paying attention; we might want to encourage responsibility for the people who build these things.  
Josh: I think you’re talking about PA 170 of 1964: “except as otherwise provided, a municipal corporation does not have liability for the portion of the county highway outside the improved portion…” [and goes on and gives a couple of exceptions].  (Couple people asked for copies)  Then there was discussion on our end about if we stripe a bike lane for bicycle use, which generally means we do not want a vehicle to cross this line, then is that excluded form vehicle travel?  (Someone: that’s a legal question)

Dick: In the Kent County area we have some areas striped for bike lanes but they’re not clean so people ride in the highway anyway; there’s a maintenance issue.
Josh: Art hit one: connections between facilities where a trail might not be present, and cleaning and maintaining: trees overhanging bike lane, debris, broken glass are major inhibitors, then signage.  If you were on Kal Haven or another trail, you get to the end and you don’t know where you’re going.  
Art: Sometimes in business districts you see “no bikes on sidewalks” 
Scott: …and you hear local, county, state people saying we don’t want signs telling bikes to use the road.  
Art: I talked to someone who had been using the TART trail and she said it was really hard to find the business district.

Mike: I wonder if this is a legislative issue or a judicial issue? 
Scott: I think we have a legislative issue.

Dick: I think this is reluctance on the part of the road agency as to who will fund maintenance, who takes care of signs when they need replacing, need to identify value of such improvements.

Scott: But they’re treating bicyclists as second class citizens.  Nobody argues about paying to maintain signs for motorists.  Anyone traveling in a corridor has the right to expect guidance.

Art: I think where we may be heading is the chambers of commerce, who want to encourage people to come to town.  I just talked to someone who came from Wisconsin to ride in Traverse City.  
Dick: We just did a signing project from part of downtown and the DDA was involved; they think of this as a connection to Kal Haven or one of several trails we’re building and to bring people into the downtown area.  
Sue: Let me bring it back to the comment that Michigan is the only state with road commissions; context-sensitive design because that has sort of finally reached Michigan.  We do have some impact on local road commissions where we haven’t had before, maybe using that as a vehicle to approach our issues.  
Scott: Nobody will do things differently until the state requires it.

Sue: The people who run road rallies, rides, they should be part of the pressure group, you get 100 people to turn out for a ride that’s 100 signatures for a petition.  

Art: I think what we may want to do is back off and say OK, what should organizations do to influence?  If we just say “the legislature should do this” without a plan to influence, that won’t get anywhere.

Dick: Is there a list of all the biking clubs in the state?   Most of those clubs have newsletters and (his local one) never touch on legislative issues, signage and so forth.  It would be nice to feed them information: there is a movement to straighten these things out and that we need grass roots support.  Last fall they had the tandem rally here in Grand Rapids and we had a big pig roast, a lot of people asked us, we didn’t know there was anything like this in western Michigan.  They all like the trails but they don’t know what’s going on, even in the county.  If we could give them something to feed their newsletters, or even posters in bike shops, then we would have some more advocates.  

Sue: The hard core bikers need to be persuaded to expand their thinking a bit, they use the roads and they don’t care about the trails.

Dick: Around here most people use the trails, there are the people who don’t use the trails, the road bikers, but the visitors and even people who live here don’t know how to get around.

Scott: We have to keep in mind that only a very few people use their bicycles to travel.  One of my main interests, the reason I get involved, is to see what we can do to get non users bicycling.  That’s why I think the road improvements, the way-finding, are so important.  Take somebody sitting on his couch today, how do you get that person to think “I’m just going a mile to get a bottle of milk, I think I’ll just take my bike.”
Josh: We’re getting started on some educational campaigns; bike-ped safety and the goal of this committee is to identify what other organizations such as Michigan State Police, Michigan Department of Public Health, are doing to spread the word, get the media involved and encourage bike-ped use and safety at the same time. You may have seen some commercials on TV about this..  Another MDOT committee is to establish a multimedia campaign promoting alternative transportation including bicycles, also carpool, buses, trains, but we hope to have some sort of media campaign reminding people they can ride their bikes for shorter trips, that may come out next spring.  Anyhow it will be after the elections.
Dick: One issue I was able to work out with Kalamazoo County, I couldn’t get them to mark or sign roadways for bike routes, but I did get them to go to a wider paved shoulder on the road, 3’ or 4’, and another benefit to them is less edge deterioration.  It may not be signed but at least it gives the bicyclist more protection.  I see consistently now substantial number of people physically using these roadways, one because they have this protection; I may not get the whole effort but at least they’ve got the facility.  A lot of these projects are assisted by MDOT funds, if MDOT would support it, they do on their own operations, they put an 8’ wide shoulder on the roadway and if they would do more than simply build them, support them with language to the road commissions, then we would have more facilities.

Scott: Even as progressive as Kalamazoo County is, they still won’t sign, and one thing we need to do is to show bicyclists how to get from place to place.  Maps won’t do it; using a map while riding a bike is even worse than using a map while driving a car.  

Unknown: If you get more peoples using alternative transportation, you wouldn’t need to pave the roads as often.  That could make up for the additional maintenance.

Sue: In Kalamazoo you paved the shoulder but didn’t sign it?  
Dick: I talked to a guy on the road commission and tried to work thru him and tried to get the County to identify several routes and actually sign them, they wouldn’t do that but they did increase the paved shoulder width to I believe 4’.  They don’t sign it per se but it is an improved facility for the rider.

Scott: I see two issues, lack of infrastructure on a consistent basis.  Second, we are completely lacking in way-finding.  Third, there seems to be an organizational bias against doing some of these things, whether it’s liability or inertia, it exists. 
Mike: You mentioned legislation and maintenance.  
Scott: Maintenance, in terms of funding?  Or who’s responsible, or both?  
Mike: Maybe it’s just procedural, when you clean the road you have to clean the shoulder too.  There are areas where broken glass predominates.

Scott: Is there a difference in perception among the people who clean the road between an official and unofficial bike lane?  If it’s signed they realize they need to clean it and if not they don’t?

Mike: Again, it’s procedural, we have to have good procedures for maintenance so we don’t have to rely on each street sweeper to make up his own mind.  If you have good procedures and you enforce them you will get consistent results.

Sue: Also you mentioned lack of input from interest groups, also a lack of common understanding of how successes have been achieved in other places, what’s the difference, what has been the tipping point?

Scott: That brings me to the next question, would it be useful for us to hear from somebody in another jurisdiction who have had some success?  
Art: there’s money to bring them in or we can get them on the phone if we know who they are.  
Dick: It might have been useful to get one of our county people on the phone
Scott: Not today, they’d be watching us make sausage.  That might be good for a next meeting.

Dick: Well, once we get all our ducks in a row it might be useful to bring some of these people in.  
Scott: Art, you think maybe it would be worthwhile to present a workshop to counties?

Art: I think it might be worthwhile but it’s really the business people we really need, they’re going to provide the destinations.

Art: I’m spurred by what Senator McManus said.  The tri county chapter had her as guest speaker; she did this bill 1224 and she’s a Republican, DeVos supporter, when she talked about her devotion to encourage bicycling, she’s from northwestern Michigan and she said bicycling is for business and she’s for business and she’s helping bicycling.  
Sue: I’m wondering if what’ you’re really saying is it’s a tourist thing, it’s a little different from what chambers of commerce think, but it’s part of the image of a community, the cool cities kind of thing, certainly in the Grand Traverse area bicycling is a part of the community, chambers will just say how many dollars are you going to bring in to our businesses.

Josh: The CRAM annual highway conference is in June 2007 in Lansing, maybe we could have a presentation from a county that’s done wider shoulders, or bike lanes; it’s like any conference I’ve been to, there’s 3-4 sessions each hour, this might be a venue where one of the people from (say) Kalamazoo County may be able to talk about the successes, weakness, liability etc. involved with doing this sort of thing; that may be something we can pursue. 
Dick: (promised to talk to road engineer about this)  
Sue: We should make part of our plan to hold sessions for Michigan Planning Association, some other organizations of that type; we’re making suggestions to MTGA and we’ve identified the lack of knowledge as a problem, maybe MTGA could have a road show.
(rest of meeting was discussion of how/when to hold next meeting)

