CYCLE ACCIDENTS ON FLETCHER GATE: COMMENTS FROM PEDALS IN RESPONSE TO THE REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR, NET, PRESENTED TO THE GNLRT ADVISORY COMMITTEE, 10 JUNE 2008

As the report (available at: http://open.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/comm/agenda.asp?2839) states, in paragraph 8, “The Promoters and designers of NET Line One have worked closely with Pedals in the design and implementation of the tram scheme and measures have been introduced at many locations to minimise the risk to cyclists”, including encouraging cyclists wherever possible to use alternative parallel routes that avoid the tramway.

While we feel that this close cooperation and these measures have certainly helped to reduce the risks to cyclists when they have to share narrow roads with on-street tram running, we are also very much aware that they have certainly not eliminated those risks, especially for cyclists riding in wet and icy conditions when the tram tracks can be very slippery and falls easily happen, even for more confident cyclists.

Although it is true that cyclists can also be at danger from slips from other features such as service covers and uneven road surfaces, we do feel that tram tracks on narrow roads (without space for cycle lanes alongside as on Middle Hill) pose more of a potential problem both because it can be hard to judge how close a tram coming up behind you is likely to pass (and of course, unlike a bus, it cannot pull out to avoid you) and because the tram tracks are continuous, making it in general that much harder to avoid them than service covers or potholes, etc. 
There is also a greater probability that some cyclists may feel ‘trapped’ between the kerb and the tram track or the running edge of the tram when a tram is coming up behind them. Tram drivers do have the flexibility to reduce their speed in such situations (with possible adverse effects for their overall journey times) but of course cannot pull out at all to avoid cyclists in the way that buses and other motor vehicles can.
Fletcher Gate is probably the most problematic part of the on-road section of NET Line One, especially on the northbound approach to the tram stop. On this stretch cyclists are slowed by the climb, making it harder to find a gap to pull across into the area between the tram tracks which they must do to pass the tram stop. The difficulties of doing this are compounded by the steady stream of general traffic (even if, we agree, general traffic volumes may well have declined since before the tram was introduced), the relatively high proportion of buses and the presence of the bus stop a little further down the hill before the tram stop. These all make it that much harder to find a safe gap to pull over, especially in busier periods, and especially when motor vehicles are pressing hard behind you.
Another problem for cyclists wishing to ride up Middle Hill and Fletcher Gate etc. is that although, as the report says, alternative routes avoiding the tram tracks do indeed exist (and particularly since the modifications to the City Centre Clear Zone in 2004) they are not signed (other than, incidentally, for some ‘except cycles’ supplementary plates under ‘All traffic turn left/right’ signs, and you need good local knowledge to know where they are. 
Several of the streets mentioned, e.g. Bridlesmith Gate and Albert Street, have high pedestrian flows and, while we appreciate the right of cyclists to use these streets provided they behave considerately, we think it would be much better if other roads, with fewer pedestrians, were signed as the recommended through routes for cyclists, especially for those wishing to ride across the city centre.
Although the report refers to the principle, agreed when the NET was first planned, that is was desirable “to encourage cyclists wherever possible to use alternative parallel routes that avoid the tramway” it is very regrettable that this was not done in the City Centre/Lace Market area in the way that it was in the area to the north-west of the City Centre, i.e. the Arboretum, Forest Fields, Hyson Green and Radford. In this area a route for cyclists using a combination of quiet roads and traffic-free paths, and special signalled crossings, was introduced to help cyclists who wished to ride away from the tram tracks and this has certainly been useful, even though there have been some problems with maintenance of the signs with the result that cyclists using it can easily get lost given the series of right and left turns needed to complete the route!
By contrast the best route for cyclists across the City Centre (and Lace Market area) is not all clear and we get regular complaints about this both from local and visiting cyclists, asking, for example, just why there is not a clearly signed route from Nottingham Station towards Mansfield Road, Sherwood Street, the Victoria Centre, Nottingham Trent University, etc. Pedals has in fact been campaigning for such a route to be signed since some years before the NET was even planned and the introduction of the NET, especially the Lace Market tram stop on Fletcher Gate, did make this more complicated to achieve, at least for northbound cyclists.

The report mentions (para 9) that “There is a proposal to allow cyclists to use a route through the Lace Market along Hockley, Stoney Street, Warser Gate, St. Mary’s Gate and Pilcher Gate, linking to the east-west cross-city route, removing the need for cyclists heading to or from the Hockley area to travel through the Lace Market Tramstop.” 
While we certainly very much welcome this proposal but it would have been much better if such a route, rather than just now being proposed, had been introduced many years ago and certainly by the time that work started on constructing the tram on Fletcher Gate etc. so that a safe, coherent and attractive route, using quieter roads and streets, was fully in place, and promoted, before the start of the disruption of tram construction work.
For southbound cyclists (from Mansfield Road and Lower Parliament Street etc.) wishing to avoid the tram tracks in this area and, in particular, the Lace Market tram stop, there is in fact a quiet route that can be used, although it is not signed or otherwise promoted. This includes Broad Street, Stoney Street, Broadway, St. Mary’s Gate and High Pavement, emerging at Weekday Cross. From there cyclists can continue on the shared path ‘tram bypass” facility that was introduced when the tram opened in 2004 and which leads to a safe right-angled crossing of the tram tracks where the tram diverts on to the Viaduct toward the Station.
As the report mentions, following an earlier incident involving a cyclist reported to the Committee in 2005, some improvements were made to make access to this “bypass facility” easier and more obvious. However, problems remain. For much of the time since 2005 part of the shared footway which on the “tram bypass” has been closed off because of the construction work on the nearby Nottingham Contemporary Art Centre east of Middle Hill, leaving a much narrower path which increases the risk of conflict with pedestrians and is generally more awkward to use. 
Also in connection with this work, the white and blue special ‘map sign’ to give cyclists some advance warning of this facility and encouraging them to make use of it has been taken down, making it harder for cyclists to realise that it existed. As a result the recent situation on this path has been much less satisfactory than before the changes made in 2005, not better! And before then there was some concern in Pedals as to whether the warning signs were prominent enough, particularly in view of the decision to reduce their size because of concerns about their aesthetic impact, particularly on the edge of the Lace Market Conservation area.
Because the tram viaduct (replacing the previous isolated redundant railway viaduct) was designed and built some time before the cycle “tram bypass” was even planned let alone implemented the bypass facility had to be retrofitted into the existing footway area at the side of the viaduct and space at the side of this was particularly constrained further down on the bend just before the tram tracks go up on to the viaduct.

We understand that, with the redevelopment of the Broad Marsh Centre in the next few years, the existing road on Middle Hill will be moved to the other side of ‘Nottingham Contemporary’. It is very important, Pedals considers, that the detailed planning of this realignment from the start takes much more account of cyclists’ needs so that a more satisfactory solution can be achieved, helping to provide a good safe, coherent, convenient and attractive route across the city centre and, in particular to and from the redeveloped Nottingham Station as well as links beyond to The Meadows, Clifton, Wilford, West Bridgford etc.
In the interim, given that it is still likely to be some time before these major changes are implemented, the risks for some cyclists of slipping on the tram tracks on Middle Hill could be reduced by converting part of the lightly used footway on the west side of Middle Hill into a shared footway/cycleway. This would enable cyclists emerging from (Bridlesmith Gate and) Middle Pavement to turn right on the west side of Middle Hill and only to cross the road further down to the south of the point where the tram tracks go on to the viaduct, i.e. avoiding the tram tracks altogether.

In paragraph 5 of the report there is reference to the total of 22 cycle accidents reported to the police along the extent of the on-street tramway (with the tram tracks considered a contributory factor in only 7 of these cases) in contrast to the total of 30 reported accidents involving cyclists along these roads in the six years prior to 2002. Pedals has always encouraged cyclists having accidents with tram tracks to report full details but, even so, we agree, that there has been a significant level of under-reporting in these figures, judging by informal comments we have had ever since work was first started to lay the tram tracks on this route. Many people, we are sure, are not aware of the advice we have given to report even minor slips on tram tracks, to help ensure a full record of cycle accidents.
Furthermore, we would add the comment that the apparent reduction in cycle accidents along the route in recent years is probably due to a large extent to different groups of cyclists showing varying attitudes to the challenge of riding safely on narrow roads with tram tracks. 
For example, more confident and experienced cyclists are more likely just to regard coping with tram tracks as one of a number of potential problems that they need to learn to deal with when riding in traffic. Less confident cyclists who anyway tend to keep away from heavy traffic and who may also be less likely to cycle in the city centre, are we think, much more likely now to avoid riding anywhere near tram tracks, unless there is a cycle lane alongside, as on Middle Hill. 
This is despite the advice given in the special ‘Cyclists and the NET’ leaflet prepared by the NET Team in 2004 in close consultation with Pedals (available at http://www.thetram.net/howto/cyclists.asp and also via a link from the ‘Cyclists and the NET’ section of the Pedals website at www.pedals.org.uk )
This group of cyclists now more likely to avoid the area includes some people who previous would have been happy to cycle on Fletcher Gate but who have been deterred just by the presence of tram tracks and the tram stop. With other changes in the City Centre, including the frequent problems in riding safely across the Inner Ring Road, and what many regard as the general lack of clear signing of where you can and cannot legally cycle, (despite the increased access for cyclists in the Clear Zone since 2004) therefore have given up trying to cycle anywhere in the City Centre. 
The relative lack of attention to cyclists’ needs in several major traffic management schemes in the Central core in recent years, e.g. the Turning Point (2004-6), where opportunities have again been missed to help promote safe and coherent cross-city centre routes, has compounded this problem. 
Pedals has been trying recently to ensure that there are much more systematic efforts in planning future such schemes to ensure not only that cyclists’ needs rank more highly but also that every effort is made to ensure that Major Schemes, primarily introduced for other purposes (e.g. improving public transport, improving conditions for pedestrians and improving the streetscape and public realm), are used to achieve advantages and net gains for cyclists at the same time as addressing the many other complex issues often involved. The detailed traffic management changes associated with the Broad Marsh redevelopment are a good example of where this will be very important, as well as those relating to the redevelopment of Nottingham Station.
We agree with the statement in paragraph 11 that the knowledge and experience gained from Line One in addressing cycling issues will be very important in the detailed planning of the two NET Phase 2 extension lines, again in full consultation with Pedals. In particular there are various lessons about the arrangements on Fletcher Gate which we can learn from in discussing the detailed arrangements on similar narrow roads that the tram will be using in Phase 2, such as Chilwell Road. 

We are already aware that this route is the stretch on both the extension lines where problems for cyclists are most likely both because of its popularity for cyclists in the area (Beeston), which anyway has the highest levels of cycling in Greater Nottingham, and its narrow width, etc. Whereas our soundings suggest that the consensus of most local cyclists is that cycling conditions now on this road are far from perfect, with parked cars, delivery and turning movements, etc, the majority view seems to be that at least now cyclists have more flexibility to get round these problems. There is also concern that, with the removal of delivery vehicles into defined loading bays, there is a risk that general traffic speeds will increase, adding to the extra risks that cyclists may face from the introduction of the tram tracks, with only very limited provision of cycle lanes alongside them because of the tight space constraints in this section of the new Beeston and Chilwell route.
More generally in terms of learning from Line One experience in the detailed planning of Line Two, we would like to repeat the suggestion raised at the Committee last Autumn that the NET Project Team, in cooperation with other partners, including the City and County Councils, and Pedals, should fully digest and discuss the lessons from the recent MVA Consultancy Report of the Interface between Bikes and Trams. 
This report, commissioned by Transport for London to assist them in their detailed planning of the proposed Cross-River Tram, included surveys of the experience of cyclists in Nottingham and also Manchester and Sheffield, it is understood. As such it represents the only systematic and comprehensive study there has been of cyclists’ experiences with NET Line One. It is therefore very important that we arrange to have access to it and learn fully from it and its recommendations, as soon as it is available, and discuss carefully their possible relevance to the detailed alignments and layouts proposed for both the NET extensions lines.
Conclusion:

The present situation for cyclists on Fletcher Gate should be improved in three ways in particular, in full consultation with Pedals:

· Giving much more priority to the signing and promotion of good, safe, coherent, convenient and attractive routes across the city centre, via the Lace Market, in both south-north and north-south directions, and extending between Nottingham Station and areas to the south, on the one hand, and, on the other, to and from Lower Parliament Street, Mansfield Road and North Sherwood Street, including the city centre campus of Nottingham Trent University.

· Ensuring in the detailed plans for realigning the road on Middle Hill as part of the traffic management proposals associated with the Broad Marsh redevelopment plans, that the need for good cycling provision, as part of the cross city centre links, is fully considered from the start rather than retrofitted later when it is harder to achieve a consistent good standard. This route should also be well-signed and well-promoted and also designed with a view to enhancing safe and convenient cycle access to and from the redeveloped Nottingham Station site.

· In the interim, given that it is still likely to be some time before these major changes are implemented, converting part of the lightly used footway on the west side of Middle Hill into a shared footway/cycleway. This would enable cyclists emerging from (Bridlesmith Gate and) Middle Pavement to turn right on the west side of Middle Hill and only to cross the road further down to the south of the point where the tram tracks go on to the viaduct, i.e. avoiding the tram tracks altogether.

The lessons from this experience and from the general experience of cyclists with NET Line One should be thoroughly digested and discussed, again in close consultation with Pedals, with a view to assessing how far further ways of minimising the risk to cyclists can be achieved in the detailed planning of the two NET extension routes, with particular reference to narrow roads such as Chilwell Road.

This reassessment would also be greatly helped by ensuring access to the report, when available, that was commissioned by Transport for London on the interface of trams and cyclists and which included a survey of the experiences of Nottingham cyclists with the NET. It is therefore very important that we learn fully from it and its recommendations as well as other wider experience in the UK and other countries.
Hugh McClintock
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