Bicycle ridership 1increases
when helmets not mandatory

By Elisabeth Rosenthal, New York Times

One spectacular Sunday in Paris last month, I decided to skip
museums and shopping to partake of something even more
captivating for an environment reporter: Vélib, arguably the
most successful bike-sharing program in the world. In their
short lives, Europe’s bike-sharing systems have delivered
myriad benefits, notably reducing traffic and its carbon
emissions.

A number of American cities — including New York, where a
bike-sharing program is to open next year — want to replicate
that success.

So I bought a day pass online for about $2, entered my login
information at one of the hundreds of docking stations that
are scattered every few blocks around the city and selected
one of Vélib’'s nearly 20,000 stodgy gray bikes, with their
basic gears, upright handlebars and practical baskets.

Then I did something extraordinary, something I’'ve not done in
a quarter-century of regular bike riding in the United States:
I rode off without a helmet.

I rode all day at a modest clip, on both sides of the Seine,
in the Latin Quarter, past the Louvre and along the Champs-
Elysées, feeling exhilarated, not fearful. And I had tons of
bareheaded bicycling company amid the Parisian traffic. One
common denominator of successful bike programs around the
world — from Paris to Barcelona to Guangzhou — is that almost
no one wears a helmet, and there is no pressure to do so.

In the United States the notion that bike helmets promote
health and safety by preventing head injuries is taken as
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pretty near God’s truth. Un-helmeted cyclists are regarded as
irresponsible, like people who smoke. Cities are aggressive 1in
helmet promotion.

But many European health experts have taken a very different
view: Yes, there are studies that show that if you fall off a
bicycle at a certain speed and hit your head, a helmet can
reduce your risk of serious head injury. But such falls off
bikes are rare — exceedingly so in mature urban cycling
systems.

On the other hand, many researchers say, if you force or
pressure people to wear helmets, you discourage them from
riding bicycles. That means more obesity, heart disease and
diabetes. And — Catch-22 — a result is fewer ordinary cyclists
on the road, which makes it harder to develop a safe bicycling
network. The safest biking cities are places like Amsterdam
and Copenhagen, where middle-aged commuters are mainstay
riders and the fraction of adults in helmets is minuscule.
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