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Lester D. Earnest 
12769 Dianne Drive; Los Altos Hills, CA 94022 

Email Les@cs.stanford.edu  Phone  650-941-3984 

 
2011 June 27 

 
Richard Chiu Jr. 
Public Works Director 
Town of Los Altos Hills 
26379 Fremont Road 
Los Altos Hills, CA 94022 
 
Subject: Roadside bike paths are unsafe 
 
Reference: 
[1]  John Forester, Bicycle Transportation: a Handbook for Cycling Transportation 
Engineers, MIT Press, 1994; Cambridge, MA, ISBN 0-262-56079-8 
. 
Dear Mr. Chiu: 
 
I saw earlier that the Town was planning to widen paving on the narrower portions of 
Fremont Road, which would enhance both efficiency and safety in that motorists could 
promptly pass cyclists with ample clearance rather than veering into the oncoming lane. 
However you reportedly are now considering building a roadside cycling/pedestrian path 
instead, which I believe would be a very bad idea from a safety standpoint, particularly 
for younger cyclists.  
 
It is easy to understand the motivations behind this proposed change: 

(a) Many people would like to get cyclists off “their” roads, and 
(b) It is “intuitively obvious” to many that riding a bike path is safer than riding in 
the street. 

Note that people in group (a), who I call “bicycle bigots,” would like us to overlook the 
fact the cyclists were riding these roads long before motor vehicles were invented and 
have as much right to use them as anyone else. In fact cyclists initiated the nationwide 
movement to pave roads well before cars appeared. 
 
People in group (b) are dead wrong in that the accident and death rates of cyclists on 
roadside paths are about twice as high as for those riding on roads. However since people 
in group (b) “know they are right” they are generally unwilling to listen to alternative 
views. This is by no means the first time this kind of mistake has been made but for some 
reason the media either don’t pay attention to the results or soon forget. 
 

Troubles with bike paths 
 
Paths that are shared between cyclists and pedestrians naturally have some problems that 
are not encountered by cyclists riding on roads in that groups of pedestrians generally 
spread out across the path, forcing overtaking cyclists to make noise in order to get past 



 2 

and they must ensure that they do so without endangering pedestrians coming the other 
way. Because of differences in speed and maneuverability, cyclists and pedestrians 
sometimes tangle, with bad effects. Cyclists also must look out for oncoming cyclists, 
especially where sight lines are limited. These kinds of problems would not be common 
in Los Altos Hills because of the relatively small number of cyclists who come through 
but it is a common problem on the Stanford University Campus where there are 
bike/pedestrian or bike/bike accidents daily. I recall that in the late 1960s a couple of 
cyclists riding a Stanford path at night somehow met head-on. Their bodies were found 
sprawled on the path the next morning. 
 
A more serious safety problem is caused by the fact that roadside paths are crossed by 
driveways and side streets and that motorists going in or out generally don’t look for 
cyclists crossing their path. Pedestrians are also vulnerable but they are generally moving 
slower and are more maneuverable, so they can dodge these threats. On the other hand 
cyclists whizzing along the path are likely to be unseen and be picked off. 
 
I was first introduced to this problem many years ago when my wife and I spent a week at 
Lake Tahoe in the Fallen Leaf Lake area. I brought my bike and decided one day to ride 
around the big lake in a clockwise direction. As soon as I got to the main highway I 
noticed that there was a nearby bike path, so I got on it. However on three separate 
occasions within the first five miles I had to slam on my brakes and maneuver sharply to 
avoid being hit by a vehicle entering or leaving a driveway. Thereafter I got back on the 
main highway and completed my journey around the lake without incident. 
 
Of course, Lake Tahoe is not the only place where this mistake has been made. About 30 
years ago Palo Alto officials decided to remove all cyclists from their streets by forcing 
them to ride on sidewalks. If you would like to know specifics about the disastrous 
consequences, talk to any of the older cyclists there. One of them was John Forester, who 
led the fight to get rid of that scheme and who not only got it done but also wrote a book 
called Effective Cycling whose central theme was that “Cyclists fare best when they act 
and are treated as drivers of vehicles.” That book became the basis of many courses on 
cycling safety taught throughout the country. 
 
Later on, after being frustrated by the general incompetence of those planning cycling 
facilities he wrote Bicycle Transportation [1] which, among other things, discusses the 
dangers of building roadside bike paths. Unfortunately the planning of cycling facilities 
generally remains in the hands of people who neither ride bikes nor are knowledgeable 
about their needs, as continues to happen in our town. Examples: 
 

1. Stanford University is in the process of spending several million dollars on 
pathways near Page Mill Road that will be essentially useless, including a 
roadside bicycle/pedestrian path. Meanwhile our Town continues to ignore the 
fact that there is no safe way for either cyclists or pedestrians to get through the 
280/Page Mill interchange. Thus the only way to get from upper Page Mill Road 
to the Old Page Mill Road area of our town is by motor vehicle. There is a way to 
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solve this problem but you and other Town authorities continue to ignore it – see 
http://www.stanford.edu/~learnest/lah/s1.1006.pdf. 

 
2. The recently completed multipurpose path through Foothill College paralleling El 

Monte Road leads cyclists to a “bike route” in the median strip of El Monte, 
where cyclists are directed to dismount and walk their bikes. That makes about as 
much sense as ordering motorists to dismount and walk their vehicles. Of course, 
all sensible cyclists ignore that route and ride the road. 

 
What to do? 

 
I recommend that you go back to Plan A and widen the pavement on Fremont Road 
where necessary to allow motorists to safely pass cyclists without coming out of their 
lane. You could also create a bike lane there, as originally planned, though I view that as 
a waste of paint. However I realize that some people feel safer by having a white line on 
the pavement between where they ride and where motorists are supposed to go, so I do 
not object to bike lanes even though I think they provide a false sense of security. I 
believe that in every situation cyclists should keep track of what is going on around them, 
which is aided by the use of a rear view mirror. 
 

My experience 
 

I’ve been cycling for over 75 years and, happily, am still going strong. While doing that 
I’ve never been touched by a motor vehicle and would like to keep it that way. I’ve biked 
from Canada to Mexico, coast-to-coast and have ridden down the beautiful California 
Coast to southern California seventeen times so far. I’ve also biked or hiked in all 50 
states and in 57 countries around the world, including many islands and all continents 
other than Antarctica.  
 
I confess that I’ve had four bad bike crashes caused by road obstructions that I was 
unable to maneuver around. One was in a bicycle race, which broke a bunch of ribs, and 
another was on an illegally configured roadside bike path in southern California, which 
cost me a collarbone. For the latter I filed a claim against the city with the aim of getting 
the hazard fixed. That city both paid the claim and replaced the path with a legal bike 
lane, as I confirmed the next time I went through there. 
 
If our Town proceeds with the creation of a dangerous roadside bike path I will, of 
course, ignore it and continue riding the road. If illegal signage is erected, as Town 
authorities have done twice before. I will undertake legal action if necessary to get it 
fixed. 
 
Longer range, I hope to keep riding long enough to lose my drivers license and perhaps a 
bit more. With any luck research on robot vehicles, which I initiated at Stanford in 1967, 
will have matured by then to the point where I can depend on robot taxis to get around. 
We’ll see. 
 


