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Agenda
H 232 – Bicycle Safety and Traffic Law Study

Committee Meeting #4
November 18, 2015

NCDOT Transportation Building
Emergency Information Center (EIC) Conference Room

10:00 a.m. – Welcome
Housekeeping (lunch order, agenda review)

10:15 a.m. Approval of minutes
Review of previous votes and other priority issues

10:30 a.m. Revisit tabled items for action
(2) Whether bicyclists on a roadway should be required to ride single file or
allowed to ride two or more abreast.
Operating position in roadway

11:30 a.m. Lunch break

12:00 p.m. Revisit tabled items for action
Aggressive driving, harassment, and distracted driving laws
Vulnerable road user protection

1:15 p.m. Summary of Committee Actions

1:50 p.m. Discussion of Committee Report

2:00 p.m. Adjourn
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(1) Is overtaking and passing a bicycle or bicycles as defined by 20-171.1  
proceeding in the same direction,  

(2) Is in compliance with subsections (a), (b), (c), and (d) of this section. 
(3) Provides a minimum of 4’ or completely enters the left lane. 
(4) And the operators of bicycles that will be passed has not provided signal of 

their intention to perform a left turn. 
(5) And did not interfere with the bicycle(s) being passed 
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Vehicle and Bicycle-Traffic Laws in North Carolina (2015) 
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• Secure the Load — Fasten the
load securely with elastic cords
(bungee cords or nets).  Elastic
cords with more than one attach-
ment point per side are more
secure. A tight load won’t catch
in the wheel or chain, causing it
to lock up and skid. Rope tends
to stretch and knots come loose,
permitting the load to shift or fall.

• Check the Load — Stop and
check the load every so often to
make sure it has not worked
loose or moved.

GROUP RIDING
If you ride with others, do it in a

way that promotes safety and doesn’t
interfere with the flow of traffic.

KEEP THE GROUP SMALL
Small groups make it easier and

safer for car drivers who need to get
around them.  A small number isn’t
separated as easily by traffic or red
lights.  Riders won’t always be hurry-
ing to catch up.  If your group is 
larger than four or five riders, divide it
up into two or more smaller groups.

KEEP THE GROUP TOGETHER
• Plan — The leader should look

ahead for changes and signal
early so “the word gets back” in
plenty of time.  Start lane
changes early to permit everyone
to complete the change.

• Put Beginners Up Front —
Place inexperienced riders just
behind the leader, that way the
more experienced riders can
watch them from the back.

• Follow Those Behind — Let the
tailender set the pace.  Use your
mirrors to keep an eye on the per-
son behind.  If a rider falls
behind, everyone should slow 

• down a little to stay with  the 
tailender.

• Know the Route — Make sure
everyone knows the route.  Then,
if someone is separated they
won’t have to hurry to keep from
getting lost or taking a wrong
turn.  Plan frequent stops on long
rides.

KEEP YOUR DISTANCE
Maintain close ranks but at the

same time keep a safe distance to
allow each rider in the group time and
space to react to hazards.  A close
group takes up less space on the high-
way, is easier to see and is less likely
to be separated.  However, it must be
done properly.
Don’t Pair Up — Never operate

directly alongside another rider.
There is no place to go if you have
to avoid a car or something on the
road.  To talk, wait until you are
both stopped.

Staggered Formation — This is the
best way to keep ranks close yet
maintain an adequate space 
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cushion.  The leader rides in the left
side of the lane, while the second
rider stays one second behind in the
right side of the lane.
A third rider maintains in the left

position, two seconds behind the first
rider.  The fourth rider would keep a
two-second distance behind the 
second rider.  This formation keeps
the group close and permits each rider
a safe distance from others ahead,
behind and to the sides.

• Passing in Formation — Riders
in a staggered formation should
pass one at a time.

• First, the lead rider should pull
out and pass when it is safe.
After passing, the leader should
return to the left position and
continue riding at passing speed
to open room for the next rider.

• After the first rider passes 
safely, the second rider should
move up to the left position and
watch for a safe chance to pass.
After passing, this rider should
return to the right position and
open up room for the next rider.

Some people suggest that the
leader should move to the right side
after passing a vehicle.  This is not a
good idea.  It encourages the second
rider to pass and cut back in before
there is a large enough space cushion
in front of the passed vehicle.  It’s
simpler and safer to wait until there 
is enough room ahead of the passed
vehicle to allow each rider to move
into the same position held before 
the pass.
Single-File Formation — It is best

to move into a single-file formation
when riding curves, turning, enter-
ing or leaving a highway.
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GROUP PASSING (STAGE 1) GROUP PASSING (STAGE 2)

When riding in a group, inexperienced
riders should position themselves:
A. Just behind the leader.
B. In front of the group.
C. At the tail end of the group.
D. Beside the leader.

Answer - page 42
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Evolution of Stay-Right Laws 
BikeWalk NC 

Abstract 
This paper provides an overview of the developmental history of stay-right laws for slower traffic in the 
United States, including generic laws applicable to all vehicles and special laws applicable only to bicycles. 
Particular attention is focused on the Uniform Vehicle Code (UVC) and the state laws of California and 
North Carolina. The paper concludes with BikeWalk NC’s reasons for recommending that North Carolina 
preserve its existing generic stay-right law. 

 

A car stuck on an unpaved Johnston County Road in 1909. [Image: State Archives of NC] 

The Generic Stay-Right Laws 
The generic stay-right laws affecting all vehicles evolved over many decades as roadway surfaces 
improved, roads were widened, speeds increased, and lane markings became common.  Modern traffic laws 
define the slower-traffic-stay-right rule separately from the drive-on-the-right-half-of-the-road rule, but 
they originated as a single rule.  

In 1926, lane markings were rare, and poor surface conditions at the edge of narrow roads often resulted in 
drivers traveling down the middle of the road. Such drivers would move over to the right to accommodate 
opposite-direction traffic or passing traffic (faster drivers would usually honk the horn to alert the slower 
driver to move to the right half of the road). The 1926 UVC stay-right law combined the right-half and slow-
vehicle rules into a single stay-right rule that accommodated operating left of center when surface 
conditions were poor. 

In the 1930 UVC a separate stay-right rule was created for roadways with lane markings. This rule required 
drivers to use the right hand marked lane except when passing or preparing to turn left. The slower-vehicle 
stay-right rule for unmarked roadways remained combined with the right-half rule.  

In the 1948 UVC, the right-half rule was placed in its own section with detailed exceptions. The slower-
traffic-stay right rules for marked lanes and unmarked roads were consolidated into one section.  Where 
marked travel lanes were provided, slower drivers would use the right hand marked lane; on roads without 
marked lanes, slower drivers would operate as far right as practicable. North Carolina’s current slower-
traffic-stay-right rule is virtually identical to this 1948 UVC rule.  



UVC 1926 (Combined Right-Half, Stay-Right) 
Section 10. Drive on Right Side of Highway. 

…Upon all highways of sufficient width, except upon one way streets, the driver of a vehicle shall drive 
the same upon the right half of the highway and shall drive a slow moving vehicle as closely as 
possible to the right-hand edge or curb of such highway, unless it is impracticable to travel on 
such side of the highway and except when overtaking and passing another vehicle subject to the 
limitations applicable in overtaking and passing set forth in Sections 13 and 14 of this act. 

UVC 1930 (Added Separate Section for Marked Lanes) 
Section 26. Drive on Right Side of Highway  

(a) Upon all highways of sufficient width other than one way highways except upon oneway streets the 
driver of a vehicle shall drive the same upon the right half of the highway [and shall drive a slow 
moving vehicle as closely as possible to the right hand edge or curb of such highway,] except 
when the right half is out of repair and for such reason impassable [unless it is impracticable 
to travel on such side of the highway] or when overtaking and passing another vehicle subject to 
the limitations [applicable in overtaking and passing] set forth in Section 30 [Sections 13 and 14]. 

 (b) In driving upon the right half of the highway the driver shall drive as closely as practicable to the 
right hand edge or curb of the highway except when overtaking or passing another vehicle, or when 
placing a vehicle in position to make a left turn. 

(d) In driving upon a one way highway the driver shall drive as closely as practicable to the right hand 
edge or curb of the highway except when overtaking or passing or traveling parallel with another 
vehicle or when placing a vehicle in position to make a left turn.  

Section 27 Special Regulations Applicable on Streets and Highways Laned for Traffic. Whenever 
any street or highway has been divided into clearly marked lanes for traffic drivers of vehicles shall 
obey the following regulations: 

(a) A vehicle shall normally be driven in the lane nearest the right hand edge or curb of the 
highway when said lane is available for travel except when overtaking another vehicle or in 
preparation for a left turn…. 

UVC 1948 (Separated Right-Half, Combined Stay-Right for Laned/Unlaned) 
11-301 Drive on Right Side of Roadway - Exceptions  

(a) Upon all roadways of sufficient width a vehicle shall be driven upon the right half of the roadway 
except as follows … 

(b) Upon all roadways any vehicle proceeding at less the normal speed of traffic at the time and place 
and the conditions then existing shall be driven in the right lane then available for traffic, or as 
close as practicable the right hand curb or edge of the roadway, except overtaking and passing 
another vehicle proceeding in the same direction or when preparing for a left turn at an intersection 
or into a private road or driveway. 



NC § 20-146. (b)   (Current - 2015) 
§ 20-146. (b)  Upon all highways any vehicle proceeding at less than the legal maximum speed limit 
shall be driven in the right-hand lane then available for thru traffic, or as close as practicable to the 
right-hand curb or edge of the highway, except when overtaking and passing another vehicle 
proceeding in the same direction or when preparing for a left turn. 

The Bicycle-Specific Stay-Right Rule  
Ever since the original 1926 version, the UVC has defined bicyclists as having the rights and duties of 
drivers of vehicles. NC statute also defines a bicycle as a vehicle. All the normal rules of the road for drivers 
of vehicles, including the stay-right rules, applied equally to bicyclists until bicycle-specific rules were 
written to override them. 

UVC 1926 
“Vehicle.” Every device in, upon or by which any person or property is or may be transported or drawn 
upon a public highway, excepting devices moved by human power or used exclusively upon stationary 
rails or tracks; provided, that for the purposes of (Title II of) this act, a bicycle or a ridden animal shall 
be deemed a vehicle. 

NC § 20-4.01(49) (Current - 2015) 
§ 20-4.01(49) Vehicle. – …for the purposes of this Chapter bicycles shall be deemed vehicles and every 
rider of a bicycle upon a highway shall be subject to the provisions of this Chapter applicable to the 
driver of a vehicle except those which by their nature can have no application. 

In 1944, a new bicycle-specific rule was introduced into the UVC requiring bicyclists to operate differently 
from other drivers. It required bicyclists to stay far to the right regardless of lane markings, speed, 
destination, or traffic conditions. No evidence has been uncovered to suggest that any bicyclist 
organizations were consulted during the creation of this rule. 

UVC 1944 – First Bicycle-Specific Stay-Right Rule 
UVC 11-1205 – Riding on roadways and bicycle paths 

(a) Any person operating a bicycle upon a roadway shall ride as near to the right-hand side of the 
roadway as practicable, exercising due care when passing a standing vehicle or one proceeding in the 
same direction.  

In 1963 the California Highway Patrol sponsored Assembly Bill 1296 to incorporate the bicycle-specific 
stay-right law into California law. On May 9, 1963 the Office of the Commissioner of the CHP wrote: “This 
will enable the development of a more effective safety program when the youngsters can see the simple 
and clear cut rules they are to obey.”1 On May 15, 1963 Governor Pat Brown was advised that “The bill 
(1296) is sponsored by the Department of California Highway Patrol…There is no known opposition to the 
bill.” However, there is no record of the CHP or legislature contacting adult bicyclist organizations 
regarding the new rule, nor any record of a study being made of the safety implications of such a rule at 
that time. 

                                                             
1 https://docs.google.com/document/d/1t8Zpm5iqWpIG2YwhEbswjk4z-e6CCOqiFmeCewwSYts/ 



This bicycle-specific stay-right rule was never adopted into law by North Carolina, Massachusetts, 
Pennsylvania, Indiana, Iowa or Arkansas. Other states adopted some version of it. New York’s version 
explicitly describes the intent of the law as preventing bicyclists from slowing motor traffic: 

New York § 1262   VAT   Title 7   Article 34  
 § 1234. Riding on roadways, shoulders, bicycle or in-line skate lanes and bicycle or in-line skate paths. 
(a) Upon all roadways,  any  bicycle or  in-line  skate shall be driven either on a usable bicycle or in-line 
skate lane or, if a usable bicycle or in-line skate lane  has  not  been provided,  near  the  right-hand  
curb  or edge of the roadway or upon a usable right-hand  shoulder  in  such  a  manner  as  to  prevent  
undue interference  with  the flow of traffic except when preparing for a left turn or when reasonably 
necessary to avoid conditions that would make it unsafe to continue along near the right-hand curb or 
edge. 

Opposition to the Bicycle Stay-Right Rule 
As states began to enforce the bicycle-specific stay-right rule, experienced adult bicyclists found that it 
conflicted with safe and efficient bicycling practices. In 1975, the NCUTLO commissioned its Panel on 
Bicycle Laws to study bicycling issues. The Panel recommended repeal of UVC § 11-1205(a). It wrote2: 

5. Position on Roadway 

Panel Recommendation: Delete UVC § 11-1205(a) and allow bicyclists to use the roadway under the 
same conditions as other drivers. 

Summary of Deliberations: UVC § 11-1205(a) requires bicyclists to ride as close as practicable to the 
right hand side of the roadway. This provision is very unpopular with bicyclists for a number of 
reasons. It treats the bicyclist as a second class road user who does not really have the same rights 
enjoyed by other drivers but who is tolerated as long as he uses a bare minimum of roadway space at 
the side of the road. The provision is also frequently misunderstood by bicyclists, motorists, policemen 
and even, unfortunately, judges. The provision requires the bicyclist to be as close to the side of the 
road as is practicable, which we all understand to mean possible, safe and reasonable. But many 
people apparently don’t understand the significance of the word practicable, and read the law as 
requiring a constant position next to the curb. Even where the significance of the word practicable is 
recognized, the bicyclist is exposed to the danger of policemen and judges who may have a different 
idea about what is possible, safe and reasonable, and he is exposed to the very real danger of motorists 
who, because of their misconception of this law, will expect the bicyclist to stay next to the curb and 
will treat him with hostility if he moves away from that position. 

The side of the road is a very dangerous place to ride. The bicyclist is not nearly as visible here as he is 
out in the center of a lane. Also there is reason to believe that motorists don’t respect a bicycle as a 
vehicle when it is hugging the side of the road. It is at the side of the road where all the dirt, broken 
glass, wire, hub caps, rusty mufflers, and other road debris collects, and it is hazardous to try to ride 
through this mess. Storm sewer grates are generally at the side of the road. The roadway is frequently 
less well maintained in this position. Also, in urban areas there is frequently a dangerous ridge where 
the roadway pavement meets the gutter, and the bicyclist must try to ride parallel with this ridge 
without hitting it. A bicyclist riding near the right edge of the roadway is also in substantially greater 

                                                             
2 Report of the Panel on Bicycle Laws: https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B8yYlSlJo3DfbnVRVUhxVExLaDQ/ 



danger from vehicles cutting in front of him to turn right than is the bicyclist who rides out in the 
middle of the right lane. 

UVC § 11-301(b) requires all vehicles proceeding at less than the normal speed of traffic at the time 
and place and under the conditions then existing to stay in the right hand lane, or as close as 
practicable to the right-hand curb or edge of the roadway, except when passing or preparing for a left 
turn. This law will effectively require bicycles to stay in the right lane (although it will not require 
them to stay near the right edge of the roadway) when moving slower than other traffic. This is all 
that is needed. 

The NCUTLO did not adopt the recommendation of its Panel on Bicycle Laws. Instead, it later attempted to 
patch § 11-1205(a) with a series of exceptions to try to address some of the operational issues that 
bicyclists had with the law. These exceptions are discussed in the next section. 

After the NCUTLO went inactive, the NCUTCD took up the task of revising the UVC. In 2013 the NCUTCD 
Bicycle Technical Committee invited stakeholder feedback on proposed changes to § 11-1205. The 
California Association of Bicycling Organizations, one of the sponsored solicited for comments, replied as 
follows: 

[W]e believe that removal of § 11-1205(a) is by far the most important change that can be taken to 
insure that bicyclists have the same rights of the road as other drivers. The deletion of § 11-1205(a) is 
long overdue, and was first proposed by the NCUTLO Panel on Bicycle Laws in 1975. That report 
provided a thorough and compelling rationale (with which CABO fully endorses) for the removal of § 11-
1205(a) from the UVC. 

Patching UVC § 11-1205(a) 
Bicyclist organizations and knowledgeable advocates across the country have identified numerous 
situations where it is unsafe or disadvantageous for bicyclists to ride at the edge of a roadway3. In 1974 the 
California Statewide Bicycle Committee recommended a number of amendments to California’s law to 
provide exceptions to the requirement that bicyclists stay at the road edge. These amendments became law 
in 1976. In 1979, the NCUTLO folded these amendments into the UVC, and added another exception in 
2000. The most recent (2000) UVC section on bicyclists’ position on the roadway now reads as follows: 

  

                                                             
3 Reasons for cycling away from road edge include : 
Cycling at prevailing or high speed 
Queuing with other traffic 
Destination positioning/avoiding right hook collisions 
Narrow lanes/deter unsafe passing 
Surface hazards near edge (risk of punctures or falls) 
Door zone hazards 
Improved conspicuity (esp. at junctions) and sight lines 
Increased response time at junctions 
Passing, group rotation 
Communicating with another bicyclist 



UVC 2000 
11-1205 Position on roadway 

(a) Any person operating a bicycle or a moped upon a roadway at less than the normal speed of traffic 
at the time and place and under the conditions then existing shall ride as close as practicable to the 
right-hand curb or edge of the roadway except under any of the following situations: 

1. When overtaking and passing another bicycle or vehicle proceeding in the same direction. 

2. When preparing for a left turn at an intersection or into a private road or driveway. 

3. When reasonably necessary to avoid conditions including, but not limited to, fixed or moving objects, 
parked or moving vehicles, bicycles, pedestrians, animals, surface hazards, or substandard width lanes 
that make it unsafe to continue along the right-hand curb or edge. For purposes of this section, a 
“substandard width lane” is a lane that is too narrow for a bicycle and a vehicle to travel safely side by 
side within the lane. 

4.  When riding in the right turn only lane. 

(b) Any person operating a bicycle or a moped upon a one-way highway with two or more marked 
traffic lanes may ride as near the left-hand curb or edge of such roadway as practicable. 

Exception #3 is essentially a catch-all provision that the authors thought would allow bicyclists to judge for 
themselves when it is reasonably safe to ride at the roadway edge to facilitate same-lane passing versus 
occupying the right-hand lane like other traffic. And since most marked travel lanes are only 10-12 feet 
wide – too narrow for safe passing distance between a bicyclist and the average car or pickup truck – adult 
bicyclist safety education programs taught cyclists that this exception allowed them to ride near the center 
of most travel lanes for their own self-preservation. 

Continued Enforcement Issues for Bicyclists 
Police in states with bicyclists-stay-right laws continued to stop and cite bicyclists for riding away from the 
right edge of narrow lanes despite the explicit exceptions.  Police do not generally receive detailed training 
on bicycle laws; many police officers in states with a bicycles-stay-right requirement are unaware of the 
legal exceptions. Like most other members of the public, most police are unaware of the safety benefits of 
operating a bicycle near the center of a marked lane. As a result, knowledgeable bicyclists who exercise 
defensive bicycling practices in narrow lanes have had to challenge unfair citations in court. Examples of 
such citations include recent cases in Florida4 and California5 6.  

In states that did not adopt a bicycle-specific stay-right law, including North Carolina, citations of bicyclists 
for failure to stay to the right are practically unheard of. Police in these states who are unfamiliar with the 
legal and safety issues will occasionally make improper stops of bicyclists, but after talking with the 
bicyclists and consulting the written law, let the bicyclists continue as they were. (This in fact happened to 
Study Committee member Steven Goodridge in Cary in 2010.) Exceptions exist in municipalities that have 
adopted their own local traffic ordinances that conflict with state law. In Chapel Hill, bicyclist Wayne Pein 
                                                             
4 Florida Cyclists: Guy Hackett, Ryan Scofield: “Cyclist fights ticket for using full lane, and wins” http://www.news-
press.com/story/news/local/2015/01/28/cyclist-fights-ticket-using-full-lane-wins/22494755/ 
5 California: David Kramer (6/29/2014), Scott Golper (7/6/2014), Greg Liebert (11/10/2013) 
6 California: http://bikinginla.com/2014/07/07/la-sheriffs-deputies-ticket-pch-cyclists-in-clear-violation-of-the-law-
lacbc-demands-fair-and-legal-treatment/ 



was stopped by CH Police while accelerating downhill in the center of the rightmost lane of a four lane 
road. The officer was unable to find a state law that Mr. Pein had violated, but did find a local ordinance, 
§21-42(c), enacted in 1981, that required bicyclists to stay to the right edge of the road, and cited him for 
that. Mr. Pein challenged the ticket in court, and lost. After the Chapel Hill Town Council received 
complaints about their local bicycle ordinance being in conflict with state law and best bicycling practices, 
the Council ultimately repealed the ordinance in 2015. 

BikeWalk NC Recommendation on Bicycle-Specific Stay-Right Laws 
There are three fundamental problems with bicycle-specific stay-right laws as they have been proposed, 
enacted, and revised in ways that assign bicyclists inferior rights to marked travel lanes: 

1. Most marked lanes are too narrow for same-lane passing to be safe. The rule and its exceptions are 
presented backwards. 

2. If a stay-right law does not make it clear that it is up to the bicyclist’s judgement to decide when to 
operate away from the lane edge, then bicyclists who employ defensive bicycle driving techniques 
face constant threat of citation or harassment by less knowledgeable police officers who have 
different opinions of where bicyclists should ride. 

3. If a bicycle-specific stay-right law truly allows a bicyclist discretion on where to operate in a 
marked lane, it is unenforceable and unnecessary. 

By comparison, the generic stay-right law addresses all vehicle types and provides equitable treatment for 
users of marked travel lanes. This raises the question of what, if any, valid motivation exists for a bicycle-
specific stay-right law. It is quite rare for bicyclists to use a full lane when the usable width of that lane is 
truly wide enough for safe same-lane passing and such passing would be advantageous and appropriate 
under the conditions present. Rather, motorist complaints about bicyclists using a full lane almost always 
involve narrow lanes where same-lane passing would be unsafe. Bicyclists using a full lane in daylight are 
rarely involved in car-bike collisions, while most motorist-overtaking collisions involve bicyclists riding at 
the right edge of narrow lanes. For these reasons, BikeWalk NC opposes enactment of a bicycle-specific 
stay-right law or modification of the state’s existing stay-right law. 



Safe Passing Principles and Laws 
BikeWalk NC 

Abstract 
This paper provides an overview of existing passing laws in North Carolina and other states as related to 
safe passing of bicyclists. Operational, geometric and enforcement issues related to same-lane versus next-
lane passing are discussed. Recommendations by BikeWalk NC are presented in the concluding remarks. 

Current North Carolina Passing Laws 
Existing state law identifies the conditions required for safe and legal passing based on traffic conditions, 
road features and sight distances. Passing of vehicles must be done on the left unless in a separate marked 
lane. Passing within the same marked lane is permitted only when it can be done safely and at no less than 
two feet of separation under NC law. Drivers who move into the adjacent lane to pass must yield to other 
drivers in that lane before doing so, and may not move back into the passed drivers’ lane until safely clear. 
When the adjacent lane carries opposite-direction traffic, drivers must not pass where limited sight 
distance prevents sufficiently early detection of oncoming traffic that may be affected by the pass, or at an 
intersection. Passing may be prohibited by roadway markings, typically due to insufficient sight distance to 
safely pass a motor vehicle traveling just below the speed limit. 

§ 20-146.  Drive on right side of highway; exceptions  
(a) Upon all highways of sufficient width a vehicle shall be driven upon the right half of the highway 
except as follows: 

(1) When overtaking and passing another vehicle proceeding in the same direction under the 
rules governing such movement; 

(2) When an obstruction exists making it necessary to drive to the left of the center of the 
highway; provided, any person so doing shall yield the right-of-way to all vehicles traveling 
in the proper direction upon the unobstructed portion of the highway within such distance 
as to constitute an immediate hazard; 

[…] 
(d) Whenever any street has been divided into two or more clearly marked lanes for traffic, the 
following rules in addition to all others consistent herewith shall apply.  

(1) A vehicle shall be driven as nearly as practicable entirely within a single lane and shall not 
be moved from such lane until the driver has first ascertained that such movement can be 
made with safety. 

§ 20-149.  Overtaking a vehicle. 
(a) The driver of any such vehicle overtaking another vehicle proceeding in the same direction shall 
pass at least two feet to the left thereof, and shall not again drive to the right side of the highway until 
safely clear of such overtaken vehicle. This subsection shall not apply when the overtaking and passing 
is done pursuant to the provisions of G.S. 20-150.1. 

(b) Except when overtaking and passing on the right is permitted, the driver of an overtaken vehicle 
shall give way to the right in favor of the overtaking vehicle while being lawfully overtaken on audible 
signal and shall not increase the speed of his vehicle until completely passed by the overtaking vehicle. 



Failure to comply with this subsection: 

(1) Is a Class 1 misdemeanor when the failure is the proximate cause of a collision resulting in serious 
bodily injury. 

(2) Is a Class 2 misdemeanor when the failure is the proximate cause of a collision resulting in bodily 
injury or property damage. 

(3) Is, in all other cases, an infraction.  

§ 20-150.  Limitations on privilege of overtaking and passing. 
 (a) The driver of a vehicle shall not drive to the left side of the center of a highway, in overtaking and 
passing another vehicle proceeding in the same direction, unless such left side is clearly visible and is 
free of oncoming traffic for a sufficient distance ahead to permit such overtaking and passing to be 
made in safety. 

 (b) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass another vehicle proceeding in the same 
direction upon the crest of a grade or upon a curve in the highway where the driver's view along the 
highway is obstructed within a distance of 500 feet. 

 (c) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass any other vehicle proceeding in the same 
direction at any railway grade crossing nor at any intersection of highway unless permitted so to do by 
a traffic or police officer. For the purposes of this section the words "intersection of highway" shall be 
defined and limited to intersections designated and marked by the Department of Transportation by 
appropriate signs, and street intersections in cities and towns. 

 (d) The driver of a vehicle shall not drive to the left side of the centerline of a highway upon the crest 
of a grade or upon a curve in the highway where such centerline has been placed upon such highway 
by the Department of Transportation, and is visible. 

 (e) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass another on any portion of the highway which is 
marked by signs, markers or markings placed by the Department of Transportation stating or clearly 
indicating that passing should not be attempted. 

 (f) The foregoing limitations shall not apply upon a one-way street nor to the driver of a vehicle 
turning left in or from an alley, private road, or driveway.  

§ 20-150.1.  When passing on the right is permitted. 
The driver of a vehicle may overtake and pass upon the right of another vehicle only under the 
following conditions: 

(1) When the vehicle overtaken is in a lane designated for left turns; 

(2) Upon a street or highway with unobstructed pavement of sufficient width which have been marked 
for two or more lanes of moving vehicles in each direction and are not occupied by parked vehicles; 

(3) Upon a one-way street, or upon a highway on which traffic is restricted to one direction of 
movement when such street or highway is free from obstructions and is of sufficient width and is 
marked for two or more lanes of moving vehicles which are not occupied by parked vehicles; 

(4) When driving in a lane designating a right turn on a red traffic signal light. (1953, c. 679.) 



NC § 20-146. (b)   (Current - 2015) 
§ 20-146. (b)  Upon all highways any vehicle proceeding at less than the legal maximum speed limit 
shall be driven in the right-hand lane then available for thru traffic, or as close as practicable to the 
right-hand curb or edge of the highway, except when overtaking and passing another vehicle 
proceeding in the same direction or when preparing for a left turn. 

Bicyclist Operating Space and Passing Distance 
Bicyclists must move laterally to maintain balance and to avoid surface hazards. They require a significant 
area of good pavement to both sides of their wheels to facilitate control and recovery. AASHTO defines the 
minimum operating space for a bicyclist to be 48 inches, and the preferred operating space to be at least 60 
inches. Bicyclists can be destabilized by wind blasts from passing vehicles, and are not surrounded by a 
safety cage. For these reasons, greater minimum passing distance is recommended for passing bicyclists 
than for passing dual track vehicles.  Three feet is commonly described as a minimum safe distance for 
passing bicyclists, but greater distance is recommended as speeds increase. Scale diagrams of different 
vehicles, pavement widths and remaining clearance distances for same-lane passing are shown below. 

 

Left: AASHTO  “Bike Guide” illustration of bicyclist operating space. Right: A pickup truck cannot 
pass an edge-riding bicyclist within the same 10 foot wide travel lane. 



 

 

Above: The minimum pavement width for safe passing of a bicyclist by most cars, SUVs and pickup 
trucks is 14 feet.  The minimum pavement width required for safe passing by a truck, landscaping 

trailer, or bus is 16 feet. Greater width is required as speeds increase. [Images: see 
http://iamtraffic.org/resources/interactive-graphics/ ] 

Some urban streets feature lanes that are 14 feet or wider, sometimes to facilitate passing of parked 
vehicles or bicycle traffic. The minimum recommended combined width for a general purpose lane and 
adjacent bicycle lane is 16 feet to accommodate safe passing by wide vehicles such as trucks and buses. 
However, most important roads feature only general purpose marked travel lanes that are 10 to 12 feet 
wide. In North Carolina, 74% car-bike collisions occur on two-lane roads. Most of these occur in rural areas, 
and most involve roads with posted speed limits of 40 mph or greater.1 BikeWalk NC’s investigations of 
overtaking collisions indicate that most such collisions involve narrow travel lanes where the bicyclist was 
operating at the right edge of the lane.  

                                                             
1 http://www.pedbikeinfo.org/pbcat_nc/_bikequery.cfm 



Minimum Passing Distance Requirements in US States 
About half of US states define three feet as the minimum lateral clearance distance for legal passing of 
bicyclists. A summary of state requirements for passing distance appears below. 

Minimum Passing Distance State 
Function of Speed (5’ at 50 mph) New Hampshire 
4 Feet Pennsylvania 
3 Feet  Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, 

District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Kansas, Louisiana, 
Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nebraska, Nevada, 
Oklahoma, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, Wisconsin, Wyoming 

2 Feet  North Carolina, Virginia 
“Safe Distance” Alabama, Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, Massachusetts, 

Michigan, Missouri, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North 
Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont, 
Washington, West Virginia 

“Reasonably Clear” Kentucky 
“Safely without endangering” Montana 

Source: http://bikeleague.org/sites/default/files/safe_passing_laws.pdf 

Solid Centerline/No Passing Zone Exceptions  
The minimum operating space and passing distance required for safety means that motor vehicle drivers 
cannot pass bicyclists safely within most marked travel lanes (10-12 feet wide), and therefore must usually 
move into the next lane to pass safely.  On many two-lane roads, solid centerlines are often marked 
indicating a prohibition on use of the adjacent lane to pass. Engineering policy for marking solid versus 
broken centerlines is based on the minimum sight distance required to pass a motor vehicle traveling just 
below the maximum posted speed limit.2  The sight distance required to pass a slow moving bicyclist in the 
next lane is much shorter. For instance, safely passing a motorist traveling at 35 mph on a 45 mph road 
requires a sight distance 600 feet longer than passing a 15 mph bicyclist on the same road.3 Most motorists 
recognize this, and will cross a solid centerline to pass a bicyclist when there is no risk of collision with 
oncoming traffic.  

Practically no motorists will follow a bicyclist for miles at reduced speed (waiting until they reach a broken 
centerline), but some may be tempted to squeeze by within the bicyclist’s lane at unsafe distance, or to pass 
without yielding to oncoming traffic. Most daytime overtaking car-bike collisions involve failed attempts at 
same-lane passing in narrow lanes. Many public safety officials, including many police, want to encourage 

                                                             
2 NCHRP Report 605, Passing Sight Distance Criteria, Transportation Research Board, 2008. 
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/nchrp/nchrp_rpt_605.pdf 
3 2. Consider a driver planning a pass on a 45 mph road. Observation of real-world behavior shows that drivers take 
an average of seven seconds to pass a 15 mph bicyclist (with a speed differential of 10 mph), but an average of ten 
seconds to pass a 35 mph car. A seven second pass at 25 mph covers about 256 feet worst case (shorter with 
acceleration). By comparison, a ten second pass at 45 mph covers about 660 feet. An oncoming 45 mph driver travels 
462 feet in seven seconds and 660 feet in 10 seconds. Calculation of the required minimum safe passing sight distance 
in the average bicyclist case includes the total traveled distance of 256+462 = 718 feet, 602 feet shorter than in the 
average motorist case (660+660=1320). 



drivers to pass bicyclists more safely, but may feel hindered from giving useful advice by the solid 
centerline law4.  

Police in some states (such as Florida5) have turned to the “obstruction” exception as a rationale for 
allowing motorists to go left of center to pass slow moving bicyclists safely in a no passing zone. In NC the 
obstruction exception appears in § 20-146(a)(2): 

When an obstruction exists making it necessary to drive to the left of the center of the highway; 
provided, any person so doing shall yield the right-of-way to all vehicles traveling in the proper 
direction upon the unobstructed portion of the highway within such distance as to constitute an 
immediate hazard; 

 

N.C. Highway Patrol 1st Sgt. Brian Gilreath provides the following explanation of how the exception could 
apply: 

“As long as you don’t affect the movement of oncoming traffic — that’s where common sense comes 
in — you’re allowed to go left of center to avoid hazards and obstructions in the roadways,” Gilreath 
said. “Take for example if a farmer drops a bale of hay in the roadway, and you need to go around it. 
Even though you’re left of center, you have not violated the law. […] An officer would have a hard 
time convincing a judge that you’re supposed to ride behind a bicyclist for 10-15 miles…. “ 

- Citizen Times, 8/19/2014 http://www.citizen-
times.com/story/news/local/2014/08/19/answer-man-legally-pass-cyclist/14312653/ 

A stationary obstruction such as a fallen tree limb could be found anywhere, including places where there 
is only enough sight distance for an oncoming driver to stop. If a driver proceeds left of center around an 
obstruction at sufficiently slow speed when no conflicting traffic is visible, oncoming drivers who arrive 
from beyond view should be able slow or stop in time to avoid collision and allow completion of the 
maneuver (because all drivers are required to limit their speed so that they can stop within their sight 
distance). The obstruction exception law does not prohibit the passing driver from requiring oncoming 
traffic to slow, it only requires that the passing driver not create an immediate hazard. It is the short 
distance required for passing a stationary obstruction that makes this maneuver safe in most places. But if 
the obstruction is actually a moving object, this increases the distance and time required to pass as a 
function of the object’s speed. Drivers tend to be very good at estimating the time and distance required to 
pass stationary and slow moving vehicles, but less accurate as speeds increase. Grave mistakes made at 
high speeds are what motivated the installation of the solid centerlines that designate no passing zones.  

Many bicyclists, police, and legislators recognize the inadequacy of treating bicyclists as “obstructions” 
under the law, while also recognizing that solid centerlines are unreasonably restrictive in the context of 
passing slow moving bicyclists. As a result, states are moving toward relaxing the solid centerline passing 
prohibition for passing of bicyclists under conditions where such passing is safe. At the time of this writing, 
eight states (Colorado, Maine, Mississippi, Montana, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Utah and Wisconsin) have 
provisions in their passing laws to allow crossing a solid centerline to pass a bicyclist when safe, as shown 
below.  

                                                             
4 http://www.slowtwitch.com/Interview/CHP_talks_to_Slowtwitch_4723.html 
5 See Florida Bicycle Law Enforcement Guide at http://www.floridabicycle.org/resources/pdfs/PEGLEG_2012.pdf 



Colorado  
42-4-1005. Limitations on overtaking on the left 

(1) No vehicle shall be driven to the left side of the center of the roadway in overtaking and passing 
another vehicle proceeding in the same direction unless authorized by the provisions of this article 
and unless such left side is clearly visible and is free of oncoming traffic for a sufficient distance 
ahead to permit such overtaking and passing to be completed without interfering with the 
operation of any vehicle approaching from the opposite direction or any vehicle overtaken. In every 
event the overtaking vehicle must return to an authorized lane of travel as soon as practicable and, 
in the event the passing movement involves the use of a lane authorized for vehicles approaching 
from the opposite direction, before coming within two hundred feet of any approaching vehicle. 

(2) No vehicle shall be driven on the left side of the roadway under the following conditions: 

(a) When approaching or upon the crest of a grade or a curve in the highway where the driver’s 
view is obstructed within such distance as to create a hazard in the event another vehicle might 
approach from the opposite direction; 

(b) When approaching within one hundred feet of or traversing any intersection or railroad grade 
crossing; or 

(c) When the view is obstructed upon approaching within one hundred feet of any bridge, viaduct, 
or tunnel. 

(3) The department of transportation and local authorities are authorized to determine those 
portions of any highway under their respective jurisdictions where overtaking and passing or 
driving on the left side of the roadway would be especially hazardous and may by appropriate signs 
or markings on the roadway indicate the beginning and end of such zones. Where such signs or 
markings are in place to define a no-passing zone and such signs or markings are clearly visible to 
an ordinarily observant person, no driver shall drive on the left side of the roadway within such no-
passing zone or on the left side of any pavement striping designed to mark such no-passing zone 
throughout its length. 

(4) The provisions of this section shall not apply: 

(a) Upon a one-way roadway; 

(b) Under the conditions described in section 42-4-1001 (1) (b); 

(c) To the driver of a vehicle turning left into or from an alley, private road, or driveway when such 
movement can be made in safety and without interfering with, impeding, or endangering other 
traffic lawfully using the highway; or 

(d) To the driver of a vehicle passing a bicyclist moving the same direction and in the same lane 
when such movement can be made in safety and without interfering with, impeding, or 
endangering other traffic lawfully using the highway. 

Maine 
Title 29-A: MOTOR VEHICLES HEADING: PL 1993, C. 683, PT. A, §2 (NEW); PT. B, §5 (AFF) 

Chapter 19: OPERATION HEADING: PL 1993, C. 683, PT. A, §2 (NEW); PT. B, §5 (AFF) 



Subchapter 1: RULES OF THE ROAD HEADING: PL 1993, C. 683, PT. A, §2 (NEW); PT. B, §5 (AFF) 

§2070. Passing another vehicle 

1. Passing on left. An operator of a vehicle passing another vehicle proceeding in the same direction 
must pass to the left at a safe distance and may not return to the right until safely clear of the 
passed vehicle. An operator may not overtake another vehicle by driving off the pavement or main 
traveled portion of the way. 

[ 1997, c. 653, §11 (AMD) .] 

1-A. Passing bicycle or roller skier. An operator of a motor vehicle that is passing a bicycle or roller 
skier proceeding in the same direction shall exercise due care by leaving a distance between the 
motor vehicle and the bicycle or roller skier of not less than 3 feet while the motor vehicle is 
passing the bicycle or roller skier. A motor vehicle operator may pass a bicycle or roller skier 
traveling in the same direction in a no-passing zone only when it is safe to do so. 

Mississippi 
MS Code § 63-3-1309 (2013) 

(1) While passing a bicyclist on a roadway, a motorist shall leave a safe distance of not less than 
three (3) feet between his vehicle and the bicyclist and shall maintain such clearance until safely 
past the bicycle. 

(2) A motor vehicle operator may pass a bicycle traveling in the same direction in a nonpassing 
zone with the duty to execute the pass only when it is safe to do so. 

(3) The operator of a vehicle that passes a bicyclist proceeding in the same direction may not make 
a right turn at any intersection or into any highway or driveway unless the turn can be made with 
reasonable safety. 

Montana 
61-8-326 (2) (a) Except as provided in subsection (b), where official traffic control devices are in 
place to define a no-passing zone as set forth in subsection (1) an operator of a vehicle may not 
drive on the left side of the center of the roadway within the no-passing zone or on the left side of a 
pavement striping designed to mark the no-passing zone throughout its length.  

(b) Subsection (2)(a) does not apply to the operator of a faster vehicle passing a bicycle when:  

(i) the bicycle is traveling at less than half the posted speed limit;  

(ii) the faster vehicle is capable of overtaking and passing the bicycle without exceeding the posted 
speed limit; and  

(iii) there is sufficient clear sight distance to the left side of the center of the roadway to meet the 
overtaking and passing requirements in 61-8-325. 

Ohio 
4511.31. Hazardous zones 



(A) The department of transportation may determine those portions of any state highway where 
overtaking and passing other traffic or driving to the left of the center or center line of the roadway 
would be especially hazardous and may, by appropriate signs or markings on the highway, indicate 
the beginning and end of such zones. When such signs or markings are in place and clearly visible, 
every operator of a vehicle or trackless trolley shall obey the directions of the signs or markings, 
notwithstanding the distances set out in section 4511.30 of the Revised Code. 

(B) Division (A) of this section does not apply when all of the following apply: 

(1) The slower vehicle is proceeding at less than half the speed of the speed limit applicable to that 
location. 

(2) The faster vehicle is capable of overtaking and passing the slower vehicle without exceeding the 
speed limit. 

(3) There is sufficient clear sight distance to the left of the center or center line of the roadway to 
meet the overtaking and passing provisions of section 4511.29 of the Revised Code, considering the 
speed of the slower vehicle. 

Pennsylvania 
§ 3307. No-passing zones. 

(a) Establishment and marking.–The department and local authorities may determine those 
portions of any highway under their respective jurisdictions where overtaking and passing or 
driving on the left side of the roadway would be especially hazardous and shall by appropriate signs 
or markings on the roadway indicate the beginning and end of such zones and when the signs or 
markings are in place and clearly visible to an ordinarily observant person every driver of a vehicle 
shall obey the directions of the signs or markings. Signs shall be placed to indicate the beginning 
and end of each no-passing zone. 

(b) Compliance by drivers.–Where signs and markings are in place to define a no-passing zone as 
set forth in subsection (a), no driver shall at any time drive on the left side of the roadway within 
the no-passing zone or on the left side of any pavement striping designed to mark a no-passing zone 
throughout its length. 

(b.1) Overtaking pedalcycles.–It is permissible to pass a pedalcycle, if done in accordance with 
sections 3303(a)(3) (relating to overtaking vehicle on the left) and 3305 (relating to limitations on 
overtaking on the left). 

(c) Application of section.–This section does not apply under the conditions described in section 
3301(a)(2) and (5) (relating to driving on right side of roadway). 

Utah 
41-6a-708. Signs and markings on roadway — No-passing zones — Exceptions. 

(1) (a) A highway authority may designate no-passing zones on any portion of a highway under its 
jurisdiction if the highway authority determines passing is especially hazardous. 

(b) A highway authority shall designate a no-passing zone under Subsection (1)(a) by placing 
appropriate traffic-control devices on the highway. 



(2) A person operating a vehicle may not drive on the left side of: 

(a) the roadway within the no-passing zone; or 

(b) any pavement striping designed to mark the no-passing zone. 

(3) Subsection (2) does not apply: 

(a) under the conditions described under Subsections 41-6a-701(1)(b) and (c); or 

(b) to a person operating a vehicle turning left onto or from an alley, private road, or driveway. 

41-6a-701. Duty to operate vehicle on right side of roadway — Exceptions. 

(1) On all roadways of sufficient width, a person operating a vehicle shall operate the vehicle on the 
right half of the roadway, except: 

… 

(c) when overtaking and passing a bicycle or moped proceeding in the same direction at a speed 
less than the reasonable speed of traffic that is present requires operating the vehicle to the left of 
the center of the roadway subject to the provisions of Subsection (2) 

Wisconsin 
346.09 Limitations on overtaking on left or driving on left side of roadway. 

(3) (a) Except as provided in par. (b), the operator of a vehicle shall not drive on the left side of the 
center of a roadway on any portion thereof which has been designated a no-passing zone, either by 
signs or by a yellow unbroken line on the pavement on the right-hand side of and adjacent to the 
center line of the roadway, provided such signs or lines would be clearly visible to an ordinarily 
observant person. 

(b) The operator of a vehicle may drive on the left side of the center of a roadway on any portion 
thereof which has been designated a no-passing zone, as described in par. (a), to overtake and pass, 
with care, any vehicle, except an implement of husbandry or agricultural commercial motor vehicle, 
traveling at a speed less than half of the applicable speed limit at the place of passing. 

Confusion in California 
Events in California reveal law enforcement problems arising from the lack of an exception to the state’s 
solid centerline passing prohibition. In multiple instances, California Highway Patrol officers have told 
bicyclists that motorists are not allowed to move left of center to pass bicyclists, and therefore bicyclists 
have a duty to stay far enough right to allow motorists to pass within the same narrow lane, or else face 
citation.  

One incident was reported in an online cycling forum on October 28, 2014: 

“CHP, 3 foot law bicycles  

“New california new law requiring 3 feet from car passing cyclist. On a two lane road with double 
yellow line [no passing], a SUV passed us, and went over double yellow. CHP officer wrote her a 
ticket [no on coming vehicle on this rural road]. After writing motorist ticket, CHP officer follow us. 
We pulled over and stopped, and he said he could not legally pass us. This was do to the width of 



our lane. He went on to say, we could receive a ticket for "Impeding traffic." Ok, there is the "Law," 
but to follow to the letter of the law and not to the practical purpose, defeats the intent of law. This 
law could result in more traffic accidents due to motorist afraid of CHP giving ticket for mildly going 
over double yellow.” 

http://forum.slowtwitch.com/forum/Slowtwitch_Forums_C1/Triathlon_Forum_F1/CHP%2C_3_foo
t_law_bicycles_P5310553 

Cycling writer Dan Empfield subsequently discussed this issue with bicycling attorney Bob Mionske in an 
interview published on the Slowtwitch.com blog: 

Dan Empfield: “With the advent of the 3-foot minimum buffer afforded bicyclists by a motorist 
when passing, a conflict created by the vehicle code can arise, and arose via a citation written in a 
rural part of San Diego County last week. When the Legislature passed the new 3-foot law there was 
no corresponding modification of Vehicle Code Section 21460, which restricts motorists from 
crossing a double yellow. My question: If, on a rural 2-lane road, an officer gives a motorist a 
citation for part of the vehicle crossing the double yellow in order to grant the cyclist room, 
assuming there was clearly sufficient room to do so without peril from an oncoming vehicle, what is 
the likeliest scenario in a courtroom if the motorist decides to contest this citation?” 

Bob Mionske: “Technically, it's against the law. However, two previous versions of this legislation 
explicitly allowed motorists to cross the double yellow line when safe to do so in order to pass a 
cyclist with at least 3 feet of safe passing distance. The first bill was vetoed by Governor Brown for 
an unrelated concern. The second bill was vetoed by Governor Brown over concerns that the State 
would be exposed to liability if a motorist made an unsafe pass across the double yellow line. This 
expressed concern was not realistic, because the state would only have allowed drivers to cross the 
double yellow line when it is safe to do so. A similar situation exists when the state allows drivers to 
make a right turn at a red light – it is only legal when the turn can be made safely. The failure of a 
driver to make a safe turn doesn't expose the state to liability.” 

http://www.slowtwitch.com/Interview/CHP_talks_to_Slowtwitch_4723.html 

Another incident with CHP was captured on video by bicyclist Ken Adams in July 2015: 

 “…  a CHP SUV passed us dangerously close – probably about 2 feet away. […]Approximately 13 
miles from the previous incident, the same CHP SUV passed us again, this time much more closely.  
He was no more than 1 – 1.5 feet from us.  At that point, the road was straight, there were clear 
sight lines for at least ½ mile, no oncoming traffic and we were riding single file on the white line.” 

“The officer continued on for some time, then turned around and returned. We flagged him down 
and had a conversation with him. […] During our conversation, the officer claimed that he must 
drive on the right half of the road and that he “cannot violate a law to follow a law” when asked 
about California’s 3-foot cycling law. He seemed completely unconcerned when I pointed out that 
he had just needlessly endangered my life. In the course of the rest of my ride and subsequently via 
social media, I learned that this same officer passed numerous other cyclists dangerously close 
during this same time period on the same stretch of road.” 

http://bikinginla.com/2015/07/13/morning-links-glendora-cyclists-buzzed-by-chp-officer-la-
times-maps-the-most-dangerous-intersection/ 



 

BikeWalk NC Recommendations on Passing Law 
BikeWalk NC recommends that North Carolina’s passing law be based on a geometrically sound and 
physically functional concept of operations for safe passing of bicyclists on existing roads.  Given the 
narrow width of most existing travel lanes, most safe passing maneuvers will require use of space in the 
adjacent lane.  This in turn requires that drivers look for, yield to, and potentially wait for other traffic (and 
ensure safe sight distance) before passing. Prudent drivers who take these steps before passing bicyclists 
don’t collide with bicyclists or other vehicles. Bikewalk NC recommends that state law be brought into 
alignment with best practices for passing (via movement into the adjacent lane) by relaxing the solid 
centerline prohibition on passing, allowing drivers to cross it when safe to pass bicyclists. All of the other 
legal limitations on the privilege of overtaking and passing would remain in effect. BikeWalk NC believes 
this first step is essential to allowing police, NCDOT, and other members of the public to participate in 
meaningful conversations, education activities and enforcement campaigns related to safe passing of 
bicyclists.  

Bikewalk NC does not recommend pursuit of “3 feet” or similar legislation at this time. Bikewalk NC 
believes that the current legislature will be unfriendly to a bill that places new constraints on motorists in 
order to benefit bicyclists, and will likely attempt to amend such a bill with new restrictions on bicyclists 
that will interfere with bicyclists’ ability to exercise defensive bicycling techniques and/or reach their 
destinations, as has happened with legislation in other states (such as in Washington, where in 2011 
legislators attempted to prohibit bicyclists’ roadway use where a shoulder existed6). BikeWalk NC 
recommends that relaxation of the solid centerline law be followed by comprehensive education and 
enforcement activities to promote public understanding of bicyclists’ roadway rights and best practices for 
safe passing and bicycle driving.7  

 

                                                             
6 http://www.seattlebikeblog.com/2011/01/14/mutual-responsibility-bill-trades-rights-for-space/ 
7  http://www.bikewalknc.org/2014/05/safer-passing/ 
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Recommendation to allow passing bicycles on North Carolina Highways 

Any consideration of allowing a motorist to pass a bicycle in situations where it is not permissible to pass 
other vehicles needs to also consider the number of cycles, the manner in which they are riding (abreast, 
single file, etc).  My recommendation is to treat this issue similar to the allowance of a motorcycle to 
proceed through a red light as shown in 20-158 (e). 

 

§ 20-158.  Vehicle control signs and signals. 

(e)        Defense. - It shall be a defense to a violation of sub-subdivision (b)(2)a. of this section if the operator of a 
motorcycle, as defined in G.S. 20-4.01(27)d., shows all of the following: 

(1)        The operator brought the motorcycle to a complete stop at the intersection or stop bar where a steady red 
light was being emitted in the direction of the operator. 

(2)        The intersection is controlled by a vehicle actuated traffic signal using an inductive loop to activate the 
traffic signal. 

(3)        No other vehicle that was entitled to have the right-of-way under applicable law was sitting at, traveling 
through, or approaching the intersection. 

(4)        No pedestrians were attempting to cross at or near the intersection. 
(5)        The motorcycle operator who received the citation waited a minimum of three minutes at the intersection 

or stop bar where the steady red light was being emitted in the direction of the operator before entering 
the intersection. 

 

We agree that it should be reasonable to allow a motorist to pass a slower moving cycle in a no passing 
zone when certain conditions exist.  The reason for this agreement is that the no passing zones are 
established based upon the normal operations of a motor vehicle.  For instance on a roadway where the 
speed limit is 55 mph, we expect that there should be sufficient passing sight distance for 55 mph 
operations in both direction, without interfering with the passed vehicle or the opposing direction vehicle.  
It clearly takes longer to pass a vehicle traveling 45 mph that a vehicle traveling 20 or lower.  Therefor 
the sight distance requirements for passing a bicycle are significantly smaller. 

My recommended approach is to add a Defense paragraph to 20-150 rather than indicating that the current 
language does not apply. 

§ 20-150.  Limitations on privilege of overtaking and passing. 

(a) The driver of a vehicle shall not drive to the left side of the center of a highway, in overtaking and passing another vehicle 
proceeding in the same direction, unless such left side is clearly visible and is free of oncoming traffic for a sufficient distance 
ahead to permit such overtaking and passing to be made in safety. 

 (b) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass another vehicle proceeding in the same direction upon the crest of a grade 
or upon a curve in the highway where the driver's view along the highway is obstructed within a distance of 500 feet. 

 (c) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass any other vehicle proceeding in the same direction at any railway grade 
crossing nor at any intersection of highway unless permitted so to do by a traffic or police officer. For the purposes of this section 
the words "intersection of highway" shall be defined and limited to intersections designated and marked by the Department of 
Transportation by appropriate signs, and street intersections in cities and towns. 

 (d) The driver of a vehicle shall not drive to the left side of the centerline of a highway upon the crest of a grade or upon a curve 
in the highway where such centerline has been placed upon such highway by the Department of Transportation, and is visible. 

 



(e) The driver of a vehicle shall not overtake and pass another on any portion of the highway which is marked by signs, markers 
or markings placed by the Department of Transportation stating or clearly indicating that passing should not be attempted. 

(e1) Defense. -  It shall be a defense to a violation of sub-section (e) of this section if the operator of a motor vehicle shows all of 
the following: 

(1) Is overtaking and passing a bicycle or bicycles as defined by 20-171.1  proceeding in the same direction,  
(2) Is in compliance with subsections (a), (b), (c), and (d) of this section. 
(3) Provides a minimum of 4’ or completely enters the left lane. 
(4) And the operators of bicycles that will be passed has not provided signal of their intention to perform a left 

turn. 
(5) And did not interfere with the bicycle(s) being passed 

 

(f) The foregoing limitations shall not apply upon a one-way street nor to the driver of a vehicle turning left in or from an alley, 
private road, or driveway.  

 

I believe this approach keep the purpose and safety of pavement markings that prohibit no passing.  
I believe it will also address the rare occasions where we have (or may) prohibit passing in 
multilane roadways with double solid white lines.  I also believe this approach will separate the 
issue from the number of bicyclist, the position in the roadway, and whether they are riding abreast 
or not. 
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November 17, 2015 

To the Members of the H 232 Bicycle Safety and Traffic Law Study Committee: 

I am writing you to offer my professional and personal observations on the safety of group 
cycling and riding abreast versus single file. 

I am 46 years old and have been riding bikes on the roads my whole life. Somehow 
growing up we did not have to worry much about cars. Drivers expected to see bicycles and 
looked out for us. We rode all over our neighborhood and into the next town and I never heard of 
anyone being hit. In 2001 I took up recreational road cycling. I rode with a group several times a 
week in the North Raleigh area and into Durham County. Since then I have moved to Charlotte 
and have now ridden in many places all around the state, from the mountains to coast.  

 
I have been a lawyer in North Carolina since 1995. In 2003 I began to focus my practice on 

representing cyclists. More than 90% of my caseload now consists of cycling-related cases and I 
have represented and advised hundreds of cyclists around the state. I regularly speak to groups 
around the state about bicycling safety and work to educate cyclists about their rights and 
responsibilities. I have also authored a booklet on North Carolina bicycle laws and regularly write 
on bicycle law related topics. 

As with MV/MV crashes, intersection collisions are the most common in bicyclist/MV 
crashes. However, a disturbing number of bicyclists are hit from behind. Of those who are hit 
from behind, some are hit by inattentive drivers who are looking elsewhere and simply plow 
right into the bicyclist. However, many are hit by the mirrors of vehicles attempting to squeeze 
by them without moving to the next lane.  

In September of 2013, I took on 4 new clients, all women, who had been hit from behind in 
this manner. Unfortunately one client was not the woman herself but her estate, represented by 
her husband of more than 40 years. Another woman was taken to the hospital where hardware 
was implanted to fuse 5 levels of her spine. The other two women suffered spinal fractures and 
other significant injuries. These four women all had something in common. They were riding 
alone and they were riding to the far right of the lane they were in. All were knocked down by the 



2 
 

mirror of a car or truck attempting to pass. I have come to understand that motor vehicle drivers 
do not appreciate the width of their vehicles. 

Because of the work I do and my knowledge of these occurrences, I rarely ride alone 
recreationally. In all my years of representing cyclists, I have rarely received calls from cyclists 
who were hit while riding in a group. I have never received a call from anyone who was hit while 
riding two abreast in a group. The incidents I am aware of occurred in very small groups riding 
single file. I do frequently ride with groups that ride two abreast and have ridden with such 
groups throughout the state. I cannot think of any time where I have ridden with a group that has 
held up motor vehicle traffic for more than a few minutes; it is usually more a matter of seconds.  

I have now represented and consulted with hundreds of cyclists and I feel very confident 
that riding two abreast in a group is both safer and more efficient. I cannot see any logic behind a 
single file requirement; it would have the effect only of endangering bicyclists and increasing 
frustrations for drivers who do try to pass safely by allowing a safe passing distance between 
themselves and the bicyclists. 

I am attending the November 18 meeting as an observer and would be happy to answer 
any questions you have about legal and related safety issues affecting cyclists on North Carolina 
Roads. 

 
     
     Sincerely yours,       
       

      
      
     Ann Groninger 
            

                  
    



Recommended Regulations for Bicycling Abreast 
11/9/2015 

Introduction 
The state legislature has asked the H232 Study Committee to clarify how state law should treat 
bicyclists operating side-by-side. Riding two abreast is one of the most effective safety strategies 
used by knowledgeable bicyclists when riding together; it makes bicyclists more conspicuous and 
greatly reduces unsafe close passing, sideswipes and run-off-road crashes on state roads. It is 
therefore important for riding two abreast to remain a legal practice that may be exercised at 
bicyclists’ discretion. Bicycling more than two abreast can increase traffic throughput at signalized 
and stop-sign-controlled intersections and thereby reduce traffic delays to all road users. However, 
riding more than two abreast can sometimes create crowding situations within narrow travel lanes 
and can result in bicyclists interfering with traffic in an adjacent lane.  

The following recommended regulations for riding abreast are designed to match best practices for 
safe group bicycling.  

Bicycling Abreast 

(a) Drivers of bicycles traveling along a roadway shall not operate more than two abreast 
within a single marked travel lane except when overtaking another bicyclist and under 
conditions noted in subsection (b). 
 

(b) Drivers of bicycles stopping and restarting at intersections controlled by stop signs or 
traffic signals may operate more than two abreast but shall operate entirely within a 
single marked travel lane, and shall return to no more than two abreast after leaving the 
intersection. The purpose of this subsection is to facilitate increased throughput of 
bicycle traffic at controlled intersections. 
 

(c) Drivers of bicycles operating abreast within a single marked travel lane shall not move 
left or change formation in a manner that would interfere with a vehicle that is 
overtaking lawfully. 
 

(d) The driver of a motor vehicle shall not overtake within the same marked travel lane as 
two or more drivers of bicycles operating abreast.  

Discussion 
Most marked travel lanes on state-maintained roads are between 8 and 12 feet wide, which is too 
narrow for a motor vehicle to pass a bicyclist safely within the same lane. Drivers of motor vehicles 
must change lanes to pass bicyclists safely on most state roads by waiting for traffic in the next lane 
to clear. The scale drawings below illustrate the space limitations of 10 and 12 foot lanes. 



      

Figure 1: 10 foot wide travel lanes. Left: Attempted same-lane passing in 10 foot lane. Right: passing at 
minimum safe distance. 

 

 

Figure 2: Same-lane passing in a 12 foot wide travel lane does not provide adequate space for safety.  

Riding two abreast reduces in half the distance required to pass a group of bicyclists, as shown 
below: 

             

Figure 3: Riding single file (left) increases the length of the group and encourages unsafe same-lane 
passing attempts compared to riding two abreast (right). 



Bicycling two abreast makes it clear to drivers approaching from a long distance back that same-
lane passing is not feasible, resulting in drivers slowing earlier and planning safe maneuvers earlier, 
and reduces attempts at unsafe same-lane passing, as shown in Figure 4. Riding two abreast is so 
safe that cycling safety advocates can find no record of a same-direction motorist-overtaking-
bicyclist crash involving two abreast bicycling in North Carolina. 

 

Figure 4: Top: Riding two abreast is a highly visible and effective form of lane control, making it clear 
from a long distance that the lane is fully occupied. When cyclists ride single file at the lane edge, 

motorists approaching at high speed often misjudge the available space in the lane (bottom). 

Bicycling two abreast increases bicyclists’ visibility from behind and in front of the group by making 
them as wide as a car. This reduces the risk of overtaking-type collisions as well as common drive-
out and left-cross collisions, as shown below. 

 

Figure 5: Operation away from the edge of the road puts bicyclists where other drivers scan for traffic 
and reduces screening problems caused by common sight line obstructions. 



 

Figure 6: Operation away from the right edge of the road reduces screening problems caused by other 
vehicles when oncoming drivers prepare to turn left. 

Bicyclists who are riding two abreast within a single lane are still required to comply with all of the 
normal traffic laws applicable to drivers of vehicles, including the following:  

 Operating on the right half of the road: § 20-146(a) 
 Using the right hand marked lane except when passing or preparing to turn left: § 20-

146(b) 
 Looking/yielding before moving laterally: § 20-146(d)(1)) 
 Riding entirely within a single lane: § 20-146(d)(1) 

Singling Up 
Groups of bicyclists often switch to single file formation under special conditions where the clean 
and usable pavement width allows for safe passing by motorists who cannot otherwise pass. 
Bicyclists must be careful in their selection of where to single-up; if the usable pavement narrows 
before a driver can complete passing, this can squeeze road users into a sideswipe scenario, as 
shown in Figure 7.  The edge of the road can be a very dangerous place to ride due to surface 
defects, debris, and width fluctuation. Many of the roadside hazards that can injure bicyclists are 
not visible or obvious to motorists or police officers. Due to the nature of these hazards, the time 
required to change formations and the complexity of the decision, bicyclists must be allowed 
discretion in their choice of when to go single file versus remain two abreast. 

XXX



 

Figure 7: Changes in the width of usable pavement can endanger bicyclists riding single-file at the 
road edge if other traffic is overtaking.  

Resources 
For more information about best practices and legal issues applicable to bicycling abreast, see the 
following links: 

 “As a bicycle accident lawyer who has represented hundreds of injured cyclists in South Carolina 
and elsewhere and the founder of Bikelaw.com, I am acutely aware of cycling safety, and riding two 
abreast is one of the most important safety techniques we have.”  -Peter Wilborn, “Riding Two 
Abreast” http://www.bikelaw.com/2014/06/18/riding-two-abreast/ 

“Video: Chris Boardman explains why cyclists can - and do - ride two abreast” 
http://tinyurl.com/boardmantwoabreast 

“Interactive Graphics: Lane Width and Space” http://iamtraffic.org/resources/interactive-
graphics/ 

“FAQ: Why Do You Ride Like That?” http://cyclingsavvy.org/hows-my-driving/ 

“What Is a Courteous Cyclist?” http://iamtraffic.org/education/courteous-cyclist/ 

“Bicycle Law Enforcement: Enforce Laws with Mutual Respect,” Kirby Beck, Law and Order 
Magazine, July 2013. http://kbeckconsulting.com/docs/Law-and-Order_Bike-Law-
Enforcement_July-2013.pdf 

“Why Cyclists Ride Two Abreast” http://www.bikewalknc.org/2015/04/why-cyclists-ride-two-
abreast/ 
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