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The period between 1969 and 1991 witnessed a
pivotal shift in American attitudes towards
transportation, impacting highway planning and,
significantly, the role of bicycles. While the
automobile reigned supreme, a growing
awareness of environmental concerns, public
health, and the limitations of car-centric
infrastructure began to push for the integration of
alternative modes of transportation, most notably
cycling. This article examines the critical years of
policy-making regarding bicycle infrastructure and
its place within the broader context of American
highway planning during this era. We will explore
the evolution of bicycle advocacy, the impact of
federal transportation policy, the rise of bike
lanes and paths, and the ongoing challenges in
achieving effective bike-friendly infrastructure.
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The Dawn of Bicycle Advocacy
(1969-1979)

The late 1960s and 1970s saw the emergence of a
robust bicycle advocacy movement. Groups like
the League of American Bicyclists (then the
Bicycle Federation of America) began lobbying for
improved cycling infrastructure and safer roads
for cyclists. This advocacy stemmed from multiple
sources: a growing environmental consciousness
questioning the dominance of the automobile, a
desire for healthier lifestyles, and a recognition of
the bicycle’s potential as a sustainable
transportation mode. However, integrating
bicycles into highway planning, dominated by car-
centric thinking, faced significant hurdles. The
prevailing philosophy focused on maximizing
vehicular capacity and speed, leaving little
consideration for non-motorized transport. Initial
efforts often centered on securing funding for
separated bike paths, predominantly outside of the
main highway system, rather than integrating
cycling into existing road networks. This period
can be characterized by initial advocacy successes
leading to isolated, rather than integrated, cycling
infrastructure.

Federal Transportation Policy
and the Bicycle: A Slow
Integration (1979-1989)

The passage of the National Trails System Act of
1968 and subsequent amendments laid some
groundwork for bicycle infrastructure, specifically
through the creation of designated trails.
However, the focus remained primarily on
recreational rather than utilitarian cycling. The
early 1980s saw a modest shift. The Federal
Highway Administration (FHWA) began to
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acknowledge the role of cycling, albeit slowly and
incrementally. Funding programs, though limited,
started to include provisions for bike lanes and
paths. This period saw a gradual increase in the
incorporation of bicycle considerations into
highway design guidelines, although
implementation remained uneven across states
and municipalities. The development of bicycle
facility design guidelines was a significant step,
offering standards and best practices for
engineers and planners, even if adoption was far
from universal. The lack of consistent national
standards and insufficient funding hampered
widespread progress.

The Rise of Bike Lanes and
Paths: A Mixed Bag of Success
(1989-1991)

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, the presence of
bike lanes and paths, particularly in urban areas,
became more noticeable. However, this progress
was far from uniform. The quality of these
facilities varied significantly. Many bike lanes
were poorly designed, inadequately separated
from traffic, and lacked continuity, creating safety
concerns for cyclists. Furthermore, a significant
disconnect often existed between the planning
processes for highways and those for bicycle
infrastructure. The emphasis continued to be on
moving automobiles efficiently, with cycling
accommodation often an afterthought, if included
at all. The focus on separated bike paths, while
beneficial in some cases, did little to address the
needs of cyclists using bicycles for commuting or
daily errands. This period shows the inherent
tension between the automotive-centric design of
American highways and the emerging need for
safe and accessible cycling infrastructure.
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Challenges and Opportunities:
Looking Back on the Period

Looking back, the period between 1969 and 1991
demonstrates the challenges in integrating
bicycles into a highway system primarily designed
for automobiles. Funding limitations, lack of
consistent national standards, and a prevailing
car-centric mindset all hampered progress. While
advocacy efforts made significant strides in raising
awareness and securing some funding for bicycle
infrastructure, the systemic changes required for
truly bike-friendly highways remained largely
unrealized. The seeds of change were sown, but
the full blossoming of integrated bicycle
infrastructure would require further decades of
advocacy, policy reform, and a fundamental shift
in the philosophy of highway planning.

Conclusion

The years between 1969 and 1991 were formative
for the inclusion of bicycles in American highway
planning. While the era saw the beginnings of
bicycle advocacy and the incorporation of cycling
infrastructure in highway design, major challenges
remained. The limitations of funding, inconsistent
implementation, and the dominance of car-centric
thinking hindered widespread integration. The
legacy of this period underscores the need for
ongoing advocacy, comprehensive policy reforms,
and a fundamental shift towards multimodal
transportation planning. The slow but crucial
progress made during these years laid the
foundation for future advancements in making
American highways safer and more inclusive for
cyclists.
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FAQ

Q1: What were the major legislative
developments impacting bicycles during this
period?

Al: While no single piece of legislation drastically
altered the landscape, several were influential.
The National Trails System Act (1968) provided a
framework for developing bicycle trails, although
mainly for recreational purposes. Subsequent
federal transportation bills contained increasingly
small provisions for bicycle infrastructure funding,
but these were often insufficient and
inconsistently implemented across states.

Q2: How did the advocacy groups influence
highway planning?

A2: Bicycle advocacy groups exerted pressure on
federal and local agencies to incorporate cycling
considerations into highway design and planning.
They lobbied for funding allocations, promoted
safer design standards, and raised public
awareness regarding the benefits of cycling. Their
influence, though gradual, was crucial in
establishing the early framework for bicycle
infrastructure.

Q3: What were the biggest obstacles to
integrating bicycles into highway planning?

A3: The primary obstacles included the strong car-
centric bias in highway planning, limited funding
specifically designated for bicycle infrastructure,
and the lack of consistent national design
standards for bicycle facilities. This resulted in
inconsistent implementation across different
jurisdictions and often poorly designed bike lanes
and paths.

Q4: How did the design of bike lanes and
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paths evolve during this period?

A4: Early designs were often ad hoc and lacked
sufficient separation from motor vehicle traffic.
Over time, there was a growing understanding of
the need for dedicated bike lanes and separated
paths, although implementation lagged
significantly behind the development of design
guidelines.

Q5: What were the long-term implications of
the policies (or lack thereof) during this
period?

A5: The inadequate integration of bicycles during
this period had lasting consequences. It resulted
in a fragmented and often unsafe cycling
infrastructure network in many parts of the
country, hindering the adoption of cycling as a
viable transportation alternative. This legacy
continues to influence current planning efforts.

Q6: What role did urban planning play in the
inclusion of bicycles?

A6: Urban planning played a significant, albeit
often reactive role. While some forward-thinking
urban planners advocated for bicycle integration,
the overall urban development model of the era
remained heavily skewed towards automobile
dependence. Consequently, cycling infrastructure
was frequently an afterthought.

Q7: How did public perception of cycling
change during this era?

A7: Public perception of cycling evolved gradually.
While still primarily viewed as a recreational
activity, awareness of its potential as a viable
commuter option and a sustainable mode of
transport began to increase, fuelled in part by
growing concerns about air quality and traffic
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congestion.

Q8: What lessons can be learned from this
historical period?

A8: The experience of the 1969-1991 period
highlights the need for proactive, comprehensive,
and well-funded strategies to integrate non-
motorized transport into highway planning.
Consistent national standards, strong advocacy,
and a shift away from solely car-centric design
philosophies are crucial for creating truly bicycle-
friendly and safe transportation networks.

Two Wheels on the Asphalt
River: Bicycles in American
Highway Planning
(1969-1991)

The period between 1969 and 1991 witnessed a
dramatic shift in American society, including a
expanding awareness of environmental problems
and a resurgent passion in non-motorized
transportation. This paper will explore the
involved interaction between bicycles and
American highway planning during these pivotal
years, a era marked by both development and
opposition. We'll analyze the policies that shaped
the role of cycling in the nation's infrastructure,
highlighting the obstacles faced and the triumphs
recorded.

The following-the-war growth in automobile usage
had created a landscape governed by cars.
Highway planning during the 1960s and early
1970s largely neglected the needs of cyclists and
pedestrians. The focus was on velocity and
throughput, with wide highways and interchanges
engineered to facilitate the flow of motor vehicles.
Bicycles, viewed as a secondary mode of transport,
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were often ignored or even a problem to be
minimized.

However, the late 1960s and 1970s also saw the
appearance of a rebellion that supported
environmental protection and alternative
lifestyles. The fuel shortage of the 1970s further
stressed the vulnerability on fossil fuels and the
necessity for more eco-friendly transportation
options. This context provided fertile ground for
the growth of bicycle advocacy groups.

These groups started lobbying for the integration
of bicycle amenities in highway planning. They
maintained for exclusive bike lanes, improved
signage, and safer intersections. Early wins were
often localized, with individual cities and towns
introducing pilot initiatives. However, these early
efforts laid the groundwork for more widespread
adoption of bicycle-friendly strategies.

The adoption of the Federal-Aid Highway Act of
1973 marked a important milestone. While the act
itself didn't explicitly mandate bicycle
infrastructure, it did allow the use of federal funds
for programs that incorporated non-motorized
transportation elements. This created the door for
greater inclusion of bicycles in highway planning,
albeit at a gradual pace.

The ten years of the 1980s saw a proliferation of
bicycle advocacy and the gradual integration of
cycling as a acceptable mode of travel. The growth
in popularity of recreational cycling also
contributed to this shift in outlook. Nevertheless,
considerable challenges remained. These included
funding limitations, resistance from highway
engineers who prioritized cars, and a deficiency of
understanding in bicycle infrastructure
engineering.

By 1991, the situation had shifted considerably.
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While bicycles were still a great distance from
reaching true parity with automobiles in terms of
infrastructure supply, considerable advancement
had been made. Many states and cities had
developed policies and recommendations for
bicycle amenities, and a increasing number of
highway initiatives incorporated bicycle
provisions.

In closing, the time between 1969 and 1991 was
pivotal in shaping the interplay between bicycles
and American highway planning. While progress
was slow, the emergence of strong bicycle
advocacy groups, combined with shifting societal
attitudes and the effect of external factors like the
oil crisis, produced an environment that enabled
for the steady integration of bicycles into the
nation's infrastructure. The seeds of future
advances in bicycle-friendly highway planning
were firmly planted during these crucial years.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1l: What were the main obstacles to
incorporating bicycles into highway planning
during this period?

Al: The main obstacles included a car-centric
focus in highway design, limited funding for
bicycle infrastructure, a lack of expertise in
bicycle-friendly design, and resistance from
highway engineers and officials.

Q2: What role did bicycle advocacy groups
play?

A2: Bicycle advocacy groups played a crucial role
in lobbying for policies that supported bicycle
infrastructure, raising public awareness, and
providing technical expertise on bicycle-friendly
design.
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Q3: What were some key legislative or policy
developments during this time?

A3: The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1973, while
not explicitly focused on bicycles, allowed for the
use of federal funds for non-motorized
transportation projects, opening up opportunities
for bicycle infrastructure development.

Q4: What lasting impact did this period have
on cycling in America?

A4: This period laid the foundation for future
advancements in bicycle-friendly infrastructure.
Although progress was slow, it fostered a growing
awareness of the importance of cycling as a mode
of transportation and influenced subsequent policy
changes.
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