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Examining the Effectiveness of
icycle Patrols Versus Automobile
Patrols in Charlotte, North Carolina,
and Hartford, Connecticut

Chris Menton, Associate Professor, School of Justice Studies,
Roger Williams University, Bristol, Rhode Island

introduction

20 years, the use of bicye ‘pm%ic e departments has grown signi §mu thv.
tually a resurgence of the use of bicycles in police patrols. In the late 1
b cle patrols were used by many major city police dey m*tmcrxt;w,
’E O%, 19 ). Itis apropos that bicycles for police patrol have experienced E s revival

along with the focus on community policing. The use of bikes harkens back to a
e when the police were a closer part of the commumity. They were connected. It
rkes sense that bicycles should be used in an atmosphere where the concept of
police/community relationships is being renewed as a valued and important facet
in the strategy of controlling crime. Early in 1987, the Seattle Police Department
started deploying bicyale patrols in their downtown area to augment foot patrols.
This is believed to be the first integrated use of bicycles in patrols since the early

20th century.

I the pa

oS A

The use of police b patrols has become widespread. The International Pm ice
Mountain Bike A 'La 0& (IPMBA]J reports that approximate ely 5,600 (43%) of
all police departments use these bike patrols on a routine basis, including % F Vo Of

!eiegpw?mcm: serving at least 100,000 residents, X;mmm “mm: Iy 309 (13%) of all
sheriff's departments, including about 50% of those serving 500,000 residents or
more, also employ officers on bikes. These departments employ over 83% of all
> of all deputies (International Police Mountain Bike Association

officers and 45

Facts, n.d.).

The scant research that exists on bicycle patrols is inconsistent with the level of
deplovment of bicycle patrols across the country. Research on the effectiveness of
this method of patm? conveyance needs to catch up. Currently, m*w‘&myﬂ stories
are the primary source of information on bicycle wtmh Re N.mg;isam police patrol
effectiveness has focused on automobile or foot patrols. The landmark Kansas
City motor patrol study revealed important information on the effectiveness of
motor patrols (Kelling, Pate, Dieckman, & Brown, 1974). With increased focus on
community policing, an increase in accompa inying support for foot patrols has
wit. Numerous articles have been published in IP \ib A’s newsletters by member
icers detailing the effectiveness of bicycle patrols in their community, These
assertions are based on internal statistics and can provide little basis 1
The bicycle patrols themselves have been deploved in coo rtion wi
such as redevelopment and community revitalization effor

i

Law Enforcement Executive Forum » 20086 « 6(5) 1




VEPE reCoriy 8 accurately as
k to an arrest. Contacts fellona
“w us at all; 2 for having some

1 Ena ing a

F A% UX\EEL”\E‘«? HIOUSNERSTEN
entitle j e

e claims by police dey

rious effect.

§ %mmx ledge o

L4

oy

effective.

In June 1995, I rod

0. I was quite ama

P o
eV 1RIKEK

x& \iw’i‘f' §1§§ 24 ?&%%ﬂ@: 4

Car Bike

#People #ours Sessions Contacts  #People #Hours

Sessions Clontac

tact with the
initial foray

”zMC‘S ¢ mmt ixv

. i it 16 ® 3 A 53 I
What Is Effectiveness? * 'z:si 8 z@
The mission of gmi ice is multidime nal and sometimes contr Totals 14 4 190
functioning of police as im !i\m:%:%i\%'ii‘xy‘siéiidi%%&);”«w? social order § 38 i
is often in the details. WUM* current statistics generated by police dep miﬁx:i‘ﬂ% olbter /Hour Comparison PeapletHiour Comparison
arrest statistics or statistics on other official activities as measures of effectiveness. . Bike Cax Bike
Th nbe P oblematic; if the measure of success is based on arrests, then are E‘m; e / Muean 238 Mean 395 Mean BT Mean
not encours swwi to arrest? Observations in this study revealed quite the contrary. - 8.0 .49 S0 0.67 K., 327 $.0.
Ustally the mission of police is to de-escalate situations. Often, an arrest is required ‘ = ; 0 n o
because of the nature of an activit y in which an individual is participating. Othes ly f‘f 4 s df , 4
times, an arrest can be prevented and arrest avoidance can be the preferred w«b(mw T Comparison 215 ¥ Comparison

Significance | Significance Significant at the

as arrests are me-consurning activities and if a better alternative is available, it i

et T thesis that bike mean {accept alternate |
generally utilized. reject nudt by t mean {aecept alternat

is equal o car mean) mean {5 greater than ¢

Both departments use civil citations for issues such as public drinking and other
“quality-of-life” offenses. Even the tracking of civil citations will not provide an
adequate picture of what the gwiu e activity is and its effectiveness.

As illustrated in Table 1, bicyde patrols had a far greater amount of contact when
compared %u the car patrols. This Q,ﬁ%aliguié?h into, for cars 2.38 contacts per hour
compared to 3.95 contacts per hour for bicycles. When it is broken down on a per
person level, Em car patrol M&z'wnizuzi“«'ééi’s 6.97 people per hour, and the bike patrol
E’w«‘ contact with 16.67 pm@s% per hour. From the pmm of view of having contact

srver model,

The method of data gathering used in this study was the participant-obs

The criterion constituting a data entry was the police hav ing contact with a member « ith th . h b | i ¢
. ) i . with the pu the bicyele is obviously superior in this category.
of the public, A tally of all these contacts and a brief description, as well as the time - ad i Bt o b ) e
and number of people involved was recorded during a total of 10 tours of duty . ; : - :
; % ' In s,&amiu g whether the contact with a member of t?wmxh! ic was positive, negative

between Charlotte

Vorth Carolina, and Hartford, Connecticut. Half of the patrols

e ; ¢ 4 s i or neutral, a judgment was reached by the observer on the attitude of the principal
observed were in a car, and Ew other half were on a bicycle. The bicycle pei{mis@ e e b e T : P b
sy o ey N L e . indivi "funl n waolved in the contact based on Bmdv Eamm&gx‘; language, and the
were the same or similar in area, hours, and day of the week to the car pats that p i A

uhL re of the contact. i onsidering the amount of contact by the bicycle patrols,

were observed, The police officers were asked not to do anything special, simply
to conduct their tour of duty as they would normally had an ui*ww er not been
present, Judging from the use of discretionary iwhaykm‘&, the observation seemed

generally unobtrusive.

that of the car patrols, these figures for positive, negative,
¢ o;ama“i seem %mﬁéém’. When the tenor of the contact could not be judged,
a rating of neuty signed.

L3

Access to these departments was secured | }zummai ~ith the Law Enforcement
Bicycle Association {1 } for Charlotte and the International Police Mount
Bike Association (IPMBA) for Hartford. These obser \’mum took place during july
and August of 2005. Data was gathered by note taking on-site, often as the contacts

eg
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Table 2
Contacts (Positive/Negative/Neutral)
s ‘ Car - }§ ike - ;
16 )
23 54
41 54

Positive/Negative/Neutral Encounters

Note: positive = 1, negative = -1, neutral = ()

Car Bike
Mean Mean
S.D. S.D.
n n
df df 1§.4°]
T Comparison 0.65
Significance Not statistically significant {cannot reject null hvpothesis that bike mean is
equal to car mean)
Table 3
Serivusness of Contact
Car Bike
Not Serious 39 {01
Somewhat Serious 53 75
Serious 18 15
Seriousness Note: serious = 1, not serious = -1, somewhat serious = (0
Car Bike
Mean ).191 Mean
8.0, 0.697 S5.D.
n 110 n
df 109 df
T Comparison 3,20
Significance Significant at the alpha = (L.e., 01 Level (accept alternate hy pothesis that bike

mean is less than car mean; b encounters are on average less serious)

Seriousness of the contact was determined by how much of an effect the contact
had on the member of the public. Nonserious contacts were contacts that involved
salutations or chatting. Any contact that affected the person’s knowledge or behavior
or had a consequence on that person was classified as a somewhat serious contact.,
‘l'h;§ would include asking for and receiving directions, receiving a civil citation,
}mxjn;; a conversation about a citizen concern regarding a public order issue such
as git\cussing the presence of individuals in the neighborhood who are in POsSsession
of firearms. A serious contact would be an event that alters that person’s behavior.
This would include an arrest, a moving violation, impoundment of a motor vehicle
resolving a domestic violence issue, or an order to leave a motel room.

As can be seen in Table 3, serious contacts were similar between the bicycle and the
automobile patrols. Somewhat serious contacts were a bit higher in the bicycle patrol.
Not serious contacts were significantly higher in the bicycle patrols, nearly three
times higher, than for the automobile patrols. One might ask why we would want
the police to bother with nonserious contacts given that it may detract from their
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ability to do the serious duties. Yet, this information does not reveal detraction from
gerious contacts, simply anenhancement of nonserious contacts. These contacts, in
many ways, may have a positive effect on the public perception of police, particularly
in H‘:;’ areas that are patrolled. These areas were downtown areas or areas of modest

socioeconomic means and often, predominantly racial minority communities.
Contacts in which little or nothing is at stake might serve to promote the concept

Y

of the police as approachable in more serious future happenings.

The measures given here, fswiuvm\‘ of contact, character of contact, and seriousness
of the contact, are not negatively affected, and in some cases, are positively affected,
by the use of bicycle patrols. This should give cause for reflection. The other
d;i\:”l\‘x}",ﬂt‘“‘ of bicycle patrols will be discussed later, but at this point, the sheer
contact with p(}t)pi() clearly is superior on hi(y(}ﬁ} ;_‘xa{-;‘ml:;, with the cxgj(-ptiuﬁ of

O area.

Table 4

Number of Radio Calls Answered
Car Bike
20 13

In this category, all contacts were classified in terms of whether they were initiated
by a radio call, a citizen flagging down a police officer, or the police officer. In this
study, when a citizen flagged down a police officer, that contact was not listed as
a m”; although, in some of these cases, these incidents would rank as somewhat

Serious.

Patrol cars in this study answered 30 calls. Bicycle patrols answered 13 calls. On the
face, these numbers would seem to indicate that police on bicycles cannot answer
as many calls. Certainly this is the logic that often seems to be employed when
we think about calls for which officers must traverse great distances. In densely
populated areas and in downtown areas, this is generally not the case, and either
by habit or by deployment policy, police on bikes are not given as many calls as
police in motor vehicles are given. It is not that the police on the bicycles received
and refused calls or received and were unable to respond to those calls. They simply

were not called as often as motor patrols.

Insome cases, thecalls to which the police officers responded were some distance away——
amile or more. The police officers traversed that distance on bicycles ina very short
period of time. Officers on bikes sprinting to the scene of an important call can
arrive there in a relatively short amount of time. Often, the calls to which the cars
responded were longstanding calls regarding a crime that had taken place, perhaps
the night before. The issue of whether bicycle patrols should be responding to calls
has been indirectly addressed by Pate, Bowers, Ferrara, and Lorence (1976). Theirs
and subsequent work questions the urgency of many calls and has led to classifying
of calls. Further examination might yield information that demonstrates that bicycle
patrols may be as effective if utilized with certain types of calls,
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Training

In both Charlotte and Hartford, officers assigned to bicycle patrols must first attend a
training program certified by a national police cycling organization. Charlotte uses a
curriculum developed by the Law Enforcement Bicycle Association, which includes
riding technique training, interaction with vehicles and criminal suspects, as well
as attention to physical health maintenance. Hartford uses the IPMBA curriculum,
and all of its bicycle patrol officers are IPMBA-~certified.

I'he use of a bicycle as a vehicle for patrol changes the character of policing and
requires officers to be properly skilled and physically fit. Training is a start in
addressing these issues.

Equipping officers to do patrols on bicycles involves the cost and maintenance of
bicycles, accessories, and clothing. Storage, maintenance, and staging areas are
also needed for bicycle patrol units. The equipment and accommodations vary
from unit to unit. Generally, a maintenance/storage space was available, Major
maintenance was contracted out while small repairs and adjustments were done
by the officers themselves, often while on patrol, taking a moment to fix a flat tire
or make a slight adjustment.

Standard equipment included a quality mountain bike with a chain-stay kick
stand, a rear rack with a bag, lighting systems, water bottle, and flat tire repair
capabilities. Outfitting an officer to patrol on bike is quite different than outfitting
an officer in a patrol car. For example, there are seasonal change considerations.
Jackets, coats, and long sleeve shirts are the usual clothing differences for a motor
patrol officer based on the seasons. Seasonal changes for a bicycle officer include
gloves, trousers versus short pants, wind jackets, and footwear. Footwear needs to
provide stiff lateral support for pedaling as well as flexibility for standing, walking,
and running. Generally, outfitting bicycle patrol officers requires equipment that
is protective, lightweight, and flexible. Protective gear must be designed for both
crashes and violence. All officers observed wore protective vests, bike helmets, and
gloves. Helmets and gloves were standard bicycling equipment and provided some
collateral protection from noncrash violence.

Equipment belts must secure the same items that automobile patrol officers use.
This equipment consists of those items that are required and permitted by a specific
department. The belt and securing devices are required to be leather in Class B patrol
uniforms. Mesh belts and securing devices are less inhibiting to body movement
and are overwhelmingly used by the bicycle patrol officers.

Riding Skills

A common impression exists that riding a bicycle is an unskilled activity. That
practically anyone can ride a bike may be true; however, riding a bicycle safely
and effectively on patrol entails a number of techniques and skills. Training and
experience can hone these skills.

These skills include preliminary safety checks before going out; the ability to shift,

brake, and steer appropriately; route selection; obstacle management (e.g., stairs
and curbs); mounting and dismounting; and placement of the dismounted bike.
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These, and other capabilities, allow officers to quickly and quietly appear on the
scene. Smooth shifting, braking, and steering allow for quick and safe riding. Route
selection, both on an immediate (micro) level and a destination (macro) level, allow
for the safest and most appropriate distances to traverse. The ability to manage
obstacles further enhances the ability of the officer to get to the scene or cover
territory more effectively. Mounting, dismounting, and placement of the bicycle
will vary according to the situation with which the police officer is confronted.
Again, training qm‘i experience will inform the police officer on the best strategy to
employ in specific circumstances.

Routes including alleyways, footpaths, paths through parks, and other parkways
and walkways are accessible to bicycles and not to cars. Bike patrol officers have

made it their business to know and use these cut-throughs and footpaths, which
allow them to be present from unexpected directions. Nonroadway access to hotspots
were commonly employed by the bicycle patrol units.

In one specific incident, after responding to a domestic violence call for which
motor patrol officers had also responded, the bicycle patrol unit was asked by the
sergeant to go to a specific address where gun and drug activities were m.xspf;;‘u'(,i.
One motor patrol officer lamented that every time his car rolled into the apartment
complex, he was spotted by a lookout that was three buildings down and the activity,
and therefore probable cause, ended. The bicycle patrol unit, which consisted of
three officers at the time, came around the corner of the apartment building where
the activity was taking place, and was in front of the lookout who quickly tossed
something into the apartment and then tried to close the door. This constituted
a suspicious activity, and though there were no arrests made, the activity was
disrupted for then, and possibly for good because of subsequent discussions with
the person who held the lease and that person’s parents. A small amount of drugs
and drug and gun paraphernalia were confiscated. The apartment was secured,

and it appeared that the keys were taken away from those persons who had been
using the apartment without authorization.

Incidents of public drinking and pot and crack smoking were more readily discovered
and dealt with by bicycle riding officers. In most cases, a simple civil citation was
é?smxi. This provides animmediate and potentially long-term deterrence: immediate
deterrence by the confiscation and citation and a potentially long-term deterrence
through violators” knowledge that the police can virtually appear from nowhere
with the bicycle’s stealth capabilities. ‘

I hf: response by many members of the public in the areas patrolled by bicycles was
quite positive. It seems to provide an opportunity for people to express their positive
teelings for public safety personnel. On occasions, individuals or groups would stop
orapproach the bicycle officers to report an event or to tell them a specific time to
come back when illicit activity would be taking place.

In Charlotte, in addition to observin g patrols in low socioeconomic residential areas,
observation of bicycle patrol units deployed as a major component to a saturation
patrol of the downtown entertainment area was conducted. A few weeks prior to the
Qbﬁt‘rvmmn sessions, the downtown area was the location of a civil disorder after a
3“9%3!’%1} of July celebration. The disorder took place, partially, because too few police
officers were present after the celebration. This area, uppr{)xinmto}y four by seven
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city blocks, contains a number of restaurants, clubs, and bars. The main drag has

become a cruising event on weekend evenings, with heavy, slow traffic moving in
both directions. The sidewalk on the main drag in places is extra wide, with park
benches perpendicular and abutting the streets. Other sitting areas are available in
front of set back, high rise buildings. The bicycle patrols initially assigned to the
area patrolled in two pairs, from 3:00 v to 7:00 pm, when redeployed officers from
other districts on bicycles, motorcycles, cars, and foot, were briefed and assigned to
the area. Two officers on foot were assigned to each intersection on the main drag,
Motorcycle officers were directed to traffic enforcement within the grid. Two patrol
cars were assigned to remain on the perimeter to deploy for prisoner transport when
arrests were made. About 25 officers in all were redeployed to this operation.

Because this operation depended heavily on officers not usually assigned to the
central district, the four officers on the bicycles who were regularly assigned to the
downtown area circulated continuously and advised, prodded, and modeled what
the officers unfamiliar with the area should do.

Large numbers of people congregated away from the intersections, on the benches
provided. There was almost constant social control present with the additional bike
units from other districts. The ongoing order maintenance was under the su pervision
ofa captain and a sergeant. A plan methodically developed by the downtown bicycle
officers was carried out in large measure by these bicycle officers

I'he plan was executed as follows: The cruising of cars was disrupted prior to the
bars closing by closing off the main drag and rerouting traffic to the secondary
roads. This disruption effectively deterred people from continuing to cruise the
downtown area. When the bars closed and the patrons emerged from the drinking
establishments, it was to a quieter environment with a large police presence. A
reasonable time after last call, the bicycle patrol officers started to patrol the parking
lots, eventually denying vehicle egress and mostly gently urging folks to 2o home.
The message from the bike units was lower key yet as serious as any approach by
a police officer in a motor unit with flashing lights and loud sirens.

Limitations of This Study

One hundred hours of observation is a limit to this study; however, the data
gathered was more detailed. More than arrests, calls, and citations were counted.
By comparing the number of contacts with the public by officers on bicycles to those
by motor patrol officers, we see that officers on bikes can address situations more
easily and seem more approachable to the public. In order to develop a practi
comparison, the same or similar shifts, days of the week, and patrol areas were
observed. In all cases, shifts and days of the week were exact matches. The small
amount of data collected was influenced by the allotted length of time. Additional
observations are taking place as this work is being submitted.

The deployment of bicycle patrols has substantial differences from that of motor
patrols. These differences constitute a double-edged sword. For emergency calls more
than two miles away from a bicycle patrol officer’s location, it may be impractical
to expect him or her to constantly be the first responder. On the other hand, bicycle
patrols can insert themselves more deeply and quietly into a situation.

Law Enforcement Executive Forum « 2006 « 6(5)

Other Limits to Bicyc;fg Patrols

Bicycle patrols cannot transport arrestees, witnesses, or uvi‘k'xm‘ -(.'Hi/,t..‘(‘\ﬁ. They a:“::mr'mi
senerate the imposing presence of a motor patrol with flashing lights and sirens,
r;;ghuugh oftentimes that is not necessary. They can, however, tmn_\p?ﬂrt small
:mmm‘\it«‘ of evidence and lace through congested traffic areas more quickly than
v or on foot.

aca

Who Rides Bicycle Patrols?

Police officers who ride bicycle patrols are predominantly mdlg, as are th(u police
departments that were gbi‘»sem'm‘!. 'he nature of the activities of th.:s duty assignment
requires and attracts officers who are in good to excellent physical ('(m‘d‘ ition. The
riding 1 observed took place in 90 to 100+ degree temperatures, yet officers were
able to sprint to the scene, and in one case, chase down a car. Officers doing this will
naturally have a high level of exposure to the public and therefore, at some level,
must have an a ffinity towards high visibility and accessibility.

All of the officers riding bicycles were volunteers who were certified by a national
organization. Many of the officers were assigned part-time to the bicycle patrol
and in some cases, even had the option of using imotor patrol instead of bicycle
patrols. Generally speaking, bicycle patrol assignments were sought after pusitiwxjh,
and being reassigned to motor patrols or other duties was generally a cause for

disappointment.

Conclusion

Bicycle patrol units perform effectively in most dimensions of patrol duties. They
also perform more effectively in some dimensions of patrol duties. Under community
policing philosophies, closer relations with the public is an objective. Bicycle patrol
units provide those closer exposures and relationships with the public. This study
provides evidence that is consistent with assumptions based on departmental crime
statistics, anecdotal observations, and intuitive conclusions. Bicycle patrol officers
are more approachable for pedestrians and for those members of the public in motor
vehicles. Bike patrol officers are more likely to roll up on illicit activities or situations
in which people are in need because they can see and hear better from their perch
which is over 6 feet high and unimpeded by air conditioning fans and the cage
construction of a motor vehicle. Their views are unfettered as is their hearing.

In one situation in which suspects in a stabbing were located in a slight blind in a
downtown area, a motor patrol officer was overhead saying, “1 didn’t even know
this place existed.” There were four homeless men who had been camping out
in that blind and either witnessed or were participants in a beating and stabbing
incident, which sent another man to the hospital,

How bicycles are used and the strategies of their deployment should be integrated
considerations in patrol strategies. Although not all officers on motor patrol and
other assignments felt that bicycle patrols were safe, and in some cases, they
believed they were not as effective in providing a show of force, the overwhelming
1el:xiim.\;»;hip'{wtwc{m motor patrol and bicycle patrol was that of mutual assistance
and respect. One motor officer asserted that there should be no foot patrols; they
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