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Montgomery Bicycle Advocates (MoBike) is pleased that the draft White Flint Sector Plan highlights the importance of bicycling within the sector.  Such prioritization of bicycle use is a significant step in the right direction.   

But we are troubled by some aspects of the plan and with its apparent underlying philosophy: that bicyclists' needs can largely be met by providing shared use paths rather than making the streets themselves safe and comfortable for bicycling.

Shared use paths should not be the only option for bicyclists in a dense urban area.  Urbanized streets are full of pedestrian activity.  Of course that's what we want.  But if this sector gets as many bicyclists as we're all aiming for, and you put them all on the sidewalk, you are just asking for a high frequency of conflicts between bicyclists and pedestrians (including people getting off buses, getting out of their cars, exiting stores, etc.).

Another problem with paths, especially those in urban areas, is the frequency of streets and entrances crossing the path and of drivers turning into or out of these streets and entrances.  Turning cars all have to cross over the path.  Drivers making turns may not see path cyclists or may not yield to them.  Frequent crossings put cyclists at risk and force them to proceed slowly or stop. 

We certainly do not oppose the paths in the plan, because many bicyclists prefer to use them.  Our position is that the roads in the sector must support safe riding in the roadway as well.  Also, some of the shared use paths in the White Flint sector plan are superb, namely the Montrose Parkway Trail and the Bethesda Trolley Trail south of Edson Lane.  These feature a very limited number of street crossings.  

The following main streets should have on-road bike accommodations such as bike lanes or wide outside lanes:  

· Rockville Pike 

· Nicholson Lane

· Executive Boulevard (all of it)

· The new section of Old Georgetown Road linking the two broken segments of Executive Boulevard

· Marinelli Road 

· Woodglen Road   

· Nebel Street (in sector plan)

Main streets such as these are very important to bicyclists.  Main streets typically connect to the greatest number of other streets, represent the most direct routes, have the most favorable signal cycles or right-of-way, and have the most destinations.  

The plan creates a lack of continuity with surrounding on-road bike routes. Tilden/Nicholson Lane and Executive Boulevard are currently on-road bike routes as you approach the sector from the west, and are master planned to continue through the sector as bike lanes.  These provide key connections to the west across Old Georgetown Road.  Tilden is master planned to be the main east-west bike lane route through the sector.  But the new plan would ignore much of the bikeways master plan and have these on-road bike routes simply stop at the western sector boundary without entering the sector.  A bicyclist would either have to shift onto a path or brave a busy narrow arterial.  This leaves no bike-friendly road route into the sector from the west, except at the south end where Edson Lane is reasonable, though not a planned bike route.  

Nicholson Lane is master planned for bike lanes at both ends of the sector, yet would not have them within the sector, creating a discontinuity.  The sector plan puts bike lanes on Marinelli instead, requiring cyclists coming from the east on Nicholson (if it gets bike lanes as master planned) to jog north and make a couple turns, and Marinelli doesn't continue straight through the sector.  Bicyclists shouldn't need a map to ride through the sector.  

The plan "boulevardizes" a long section of Rockville Pike, a vision we strongly support.  This creates a golden opportunity to provide bike lanes, but the sector plan fails to do that.  This segment of Rockville Pike will have many destinations and join to other streets and absolutely should be bikeable regardless of bike conditions beyond the sector.  Providing just a shared use path on this section is not adequate.

Planning staff has stated that most cycling traffic will be people riding from within the sector to within the sector. But the plan would add thousands of new housing units and a large new mix of jobs and retail, and in addition there are already several office buildings, a shopping mall and a Metro Station in the sector. The sector will be an important destination and a source of commuters.  Rockville Pike, Old Georgetown Road, Randolph Road and Montrose Parkway carry quite a few cars into and out of the sector already, a hint that maybe cyclists will want to do that too.

We disagree with the apparent philosophy behind this plan – that it is acceptable to keep bicyclists off the street.  "Complete Streets" doesn't mean putting cyclists on the sidewalk.  During deliberations of the county Road Code Working Group on which I served last year, there was a clear consensus that bicycles should be served on our roadways as a matter of routine.  The group embraced width in the form of wider lanes or bike lanes as a way to ensure that bicyclists are not squeezed out when new roads are built.  The Road Code Working Group was charged with developing the county's new road design standards. 

Residential streets or lesser CBD-type streets often do not have to be wide to serve bicyclists well.  If traffic moves slowly, blocks are short, and/or traffic volume is low, minor streets can be quite bikeable.  Our issue is rather with the design of arterials and primary streets in the sector.

Jack Cochrane
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