
NHTSA IS FAILING 
BICYCLISTS
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History of the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA)

Part of USDOT
a. Less than 1% of DOT

budget
Created in 1970

b. Since 2017 has been
acting without a
confirmed administrator
for all but 2 months

Unsafe at Any Speed 
published in 1965

Congress authorizes 
consumer info work in 
1972

Last new consumer 
info test



What is the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA)?

Two Agencies in one:
1. Safer People 

a. Through Highway Traffic Safety Grants 
administered by states (~70% of budget)

2. Safer Vehicles 
a. Through recall authority, standards, and 

testing (~16% of budget)
b. First standard predates agency and set 

standards for seatbelts



How does NHTSA create Safer 
Vehicles?

Safer Vehicles created through 
recall authority, standards, and 
testing (~16% of budget)
● New Car Assessment Program 

(NCAP) is less than 1% of 
NHTSA’s budget

● Vehicles Standards are 1.5%



Background on NCAP

New Car Assessment Program tests new vehicles 
and promotes a 5-star rating to inform consumer 
choice

● Not a regulation - does not require vehicles to have specific 
technologies

○ Public testing provides consumer information so 
consumers can choose safer vehicles

○ Widely credited with being cost-effective and 
pro-market

○ Most vehicles currently receive 4-5 stars
● Widely copied by other countries due to success with 8 

global NCAPs in 2019 https://lindseyresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/0
5/NHTSA-2020-0016-0001-NCAP_5-Star_Quantitative
_Full_Report_dated_2020-05-05.pdf 

https://lindseyresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/NHTSA-2020-0016-0001-NCAP_5-Star_Quantitative_Full_Report_dated_2020-05-05.pdf
https://lindseyresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/NHTSA-2020-0016-0001-NCAP_5-Star_Quantitative_Full_Report_dated_2020-05-05.pdf
https://lindseyresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/NHTSA-2020-0016-0001-NCAP_5-Star_Quantitative_Full_Report_dated_2020-05-05.pdf


Background on NCAP

https://saferoads.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/NCAP-at-40-Time-to-Return-to-Excellence-by-Joan-Claybrook.pdf 

https://saferoads.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/NCAP-at-40-Time-to-Return-to-Excellence-by-Joan-Claybrook.pdf


The League and NHTSA’s NCAP

NHTSA has not updated the New Car Assessment Program in over a 
decade

● 2013 NHTSA proposes updates to NCAP
● 2015 NHTSA proposes updates to NCAP

○ League and its supporters provide >60% of comments (out of 300+)
○ “The League recommends that crash avoidance systems are evaluated for their effectiveness at detecting and avoiding crashes 

with bicyclists and other non-occupants or, at the very least, that NHTSA develops a timeline for when bicyclists will be included in 
testing procedures for crash avoidance technologies and take appropriate steps to make the public aware that crash avoidance 
technologies may not detect and avoid crashes with bicyclists and other non-occupants not included in testing procedures.”

● 2018 NHTSA public meeting on NCAP
○ “A large number of individuals submitted comments requesting that NCAP account for pedestrians and bicyclists in its rating 

system, as members of the League of American Bicyclists.”
● 2022 NHTSA proposes updates to NCAP and somewhat addresses timeline required by Congress

○ More than 14,000 comments, including more than 2,000 from League and its supporters
● 2023 NHTSA proposes pedestrian crashworthiness testing



The League and NHTSA

Since 2015 the League has asked for crash avoidance tech and a 
timeline for including bicyclist safety

NHTSA has yet to propose testing crash avoidance tech for bicyclist 
safety or a timeline for including bicyclist safety in its vehicle safety 
efforts

● “Section 24213(b) of the [Bipartisan Infrastructure Law] also requires that the Agency publish a notice ‘to 
establish a means for providing to consumers information relating to pedestrian, bicyclist, or other vulnerable 
road user safety technologies’ within one year of enactment.” 
https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2021-0002-0001 

● NHTSA published a notice, but did not provide a specific timeline for inclusion other than “2025 or beyond”

https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2021-0002-0001


Bicyclist-AEB Safety Opportunity

Systems designed with the three most common deadly crash 
scenarios in mind have the potential to help mitigate or 
prevent up to 26 percent of bicycle crashes and 52 
percent of fatal crashes. 

Systems that also address the remaining two most common 
crash modes could help mitigate or prevent up to a total of 
47 percent of crashes and 54 percent of fatal crashes

https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/bicycle-crash-study-could-gu
ide-design-of-bicyclist-detection-systems 

The Subaru Eyesight system reduced parallel crashes it 
was designed for by 29 percent but had only a minor 
impact on crashes with bicyclists overall

https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/subarus-bicyclist-detection-s
hows-positive-results 

https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/bicycle-crash-study-could-guide-design-of-bicyclist-detection-systems
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/bicycle-crash-study-could-guide-design-of-bicyclist-detection-systems
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/subarus-bicyclist-detection-shows-positive-results
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/subarus-bicyclist-detection-shows-positive-results


NHTSA on 
Bicyclist-AEB

“NHTSA believes that detecting cyclists is technically 
more challenging for vehicle AEB systems than 
detecting pedestrians since cyclists often move at 
higher speeds.”  
https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2021-0002-0001 

● We are not asking for new tests with new 
technical challenges

● We are asking for tests done for 5 years in 
Europe that US manufacturers currently do well 
in when tested

● We want to know if Americans get the same 
safety as other countries

https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2021-0002-0001


The League and Bicyclist-AEB

NHTSA’s established criteria (78 FR 
20599) for inclusion in NCAP are:
1. Technology addresses a safety 

need;
2. System designs exist that can 

mitigate the safety problem;
3. Technology provides the potential 

for safety benefits; and
4. Performance-based objective test 

procedure exists that can assess 
system performance.

Bicyclists Have the Right to Safer Vehicles | League of 
American Bicyclists (bikeleague.org)

Tested by Euro NCAP since 2018

https://bikeleague.org/content/bicyclists-have-right-safer-vehicles
https://bikeleague.org/content/bicyclists-have-right-safer-vehicles


Bicyclist and Pedestrian-AEB

○ Bicyclists and Pedestrians are different
■ EuroNCAP has different tests
■ Bicyclists speeds are higher
■ Vehicle speeds are also often higher

○ NHTSA has not yet proposed any bicyclist-AEB tests
■ NHTSA has not yet proposed parity or harmonization with pedestrian-AEB tests

              Adult Crossing
        Walking / Running 

       Car speed: 20-60 km/h
     Pedestrian: 5 and 8 km/h
    Impact point: 25% / 50%
  Daylight / Night-time*

                 Child Crossing
                  Obstructed 

            Car speed: 20-60 km/h
         Pedestrian: 5 km/h
        Impact point: 75%
      Daylight / Night-time

             Adult Longitudinal
                      Walking

         Car speed: 20-60/80 km/h
        Pedestrian: 5 km/h
      Impact point: 25% / 50%
    Daylight / Night-time

             Cyclist Longitudinal
                   & Crossing

         Car speed: 20-60/80 km/h
        Cyclist: 15/20 km/h
      Impact point: 25% / 50%
    Daylight



“the Agency seeks comment on the 
appropriate timeframe for adding a 
cyclist component to NCAP”



Global tests for 
bicyclist-AEB

Bicyclist-AEB is now part of testing in Japan, Korea, Australia, and 
China
https://www.safetywissen.com/requirement/ 

https://www.safetywissen.com/requirement/


NHTSA - Crashworthiness

Tested by Euro NCAP since 1997

EuroNCAP first adopted pedestrian crash 
testing in 1997

China, Australia & New Zealand, Japan, 
Korea, or Latin American & the Caribbean 
have all since adopted pedestrian crash 
testing

UN Global Technical Regulation #9 on 
pedestrian safety has been around since 
2005

In 2023, cyclist head injury testing was 
incorporated into update of EuroNCAP



Bicyclist Crashworthiness

“NHTSA notes that, at this time, there are not widely 
accepted objective test procedures for 
crashworthiness bicyclist protection evaluation of 
vehicles, and thus it does not meet the four 
prerequisites for inclusion NCAP. However, it may be 
possible that countermeasures that reduce injury risk for 
pedestrians may also have a positive effect for bicyclists. 
The Agency recognizes that Euro NCAP has proposed 
incorporating bicyclist impact tests in the future. 
NHTSA will continue to monitor that effort, continue to 
evaluate whether objective test procedures can be 
developed, and may reassess the inclusion of bicyclist 
safety in NCAP in the future.”

https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2023-0020-
0001 

https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2023-0020-0001
https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2023-0020-0001


NHTSA Delays

In a decade of inaction we went from needing tests to be “feasible” to needing tests to be “widely accepted”

“NHTSA notes that, at this time, there are not widely accepted objective test procedures for crashworthiness 
bicyclist protection evaluation of vehicles, and thus it does not meet the four prerequisites for inclusion NCAP.”
https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2023-0020-0001 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2013/04/05/2013-07766/new-car-assessment-program-ncap 

https://www.regulations.gov/document/NHTSA-2023-0020-0001
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2013/04/05/2013-07766/new-car-assessment-program-ncap


NHTSA - Crashworthiness

Crashworthiness may indirectly show larger, taller, 
wider vehicles such as SUVs and trucks are less 
safe for pedestrians, but:

● A pass/fail rating is proposed, reducing the 
availability of information on the poor 
performance of the most dangerous vehicles

● Tall vehicles with high bumpers 
(LBRL>500mm or 19.7 inches) will 
automatically fail, reducing the availability of 
information on their poor performance

○ Expected to be 20% of vehicles
● Failing vehicles can still earn 5-stars

Proposed results only visible on NHTSA’s website, 
not at dealerships

https://www.axios.com/ford-pickup-trucks-history 

https://www.axios.com/ford-pickup-trucks-history


Congress has asked for Action

People have noticed new cars and trucks are taller, and it’s a 
common talking point in stories about rising deaths for people 
walking

What the IIJA (SEC. 24214) did:
● By November 2023, we will get a notice and a report

○ Notice will potentially update hood and bumper 
standards, including standards for the safety of 
people biking and walking and crash avoidance

○ Report will describe current status of standards, 
and may include a plan for incorporating crash 
avoidance technology

NHTSA tests show US versions of vehicles sold in EU perform 
worse: Vehicle Bumper Performance in Part 581 Versus 
Pedestrian Leg Protection (bts.gov)

https://twitter.com/KostelecPlan/status/1149
036067456053248 

https://rosap.ntl.bts.gov/view/dot/49825
https://rosap.ntl.bts.gov/view/dot/49825
https://twitter.com/KostelecPlan/status/1149036067456053248
https://twitter.com/KostelecPlan/status/1149036067456053248


NHTSA Has a Bad Record of Responding

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-104635.pdf 

Vision: “NHTSA aims to be the global leader in 
motor vehicle and highway safety.” - NHTSA's 
Core Values | NHTSA

Reality: “The NTSB considers the slow pace 
of progress in NCAP expansion as the primary 
reason for the underutilization of NCAP 
potential”
● National Transportation Safety Board 

Comments on NCAP

“the U.S. NCAP program is dangerously close 
to irrelevance.” - NTSB remarks at Roadmap 
for Safer Vehicles 2030

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-104635.pdf
https://www.nhtsa.gov/about-nhtsa/nhtsas-core-values
https://www.nhtsa.gov/about-nhtsa/nhtsas-core-values
https://www.ntsb.gov/news/Documents/NTSB%20comments%20on%20NHTSA%20New%20Car%20Assessment%20Program%20NPRM.pdf#:~:text=The%20National%20Transportation%20Safety%20Board%20%28NTSB%29%20has%20reviewed,%E2%80%9Cpotential%20to%20help%20people%20make%20safe%20driving%20choices.%E2%80%9D
https://www.globalncap.org/news/road-map-for-safer-vehicles-2030-a-global-perspective
https://www.globalncap.org/news/road-map-for-safer-vehicles-2030-a-global-perspective


NHTSA - Call to Action

Specifics of proposals and deliberation 
are not great

Pattern and practice of exclusion and 
delay is worse

Continued exclusion and delay is 
unacceptable, we need your help for that 
message to break through

America will not be a traffic safety leader 
if it’s traffic safety agency refuses to lead



NHTSA - Call to Action

Action Alert to submit comments on Proposed Vehicle Safety Standard for 
Pedestrian-AEB

● Absolutely great that Pedestrian-AEB is proposed
○ Estimated cost of $27.38 per passenger car and $11.74 per light 

truck annually
● Proposal largely harmonizes with ECE Regulation No. 152 that 

also includes bicyclist-AEB
○ NHTSA specifically did not propose bicyclist-AEB inclusion

NHTSA promises a bicyclist-AEB report completed by the end of the year
● Our demand = That report better show a way forward from endless 

delays and exclusion

https://bikeleague.org/the-national-highway-traffic-
safety-administration-is-failing-bicyclists/ 

https://bikeleague.org/the-national-highway-traffic-safety-administration-is-failing-bicyclists/
https://bikeleague.org/the-national-highway-traffic-safety-administration-is-failing-bicyclists/


END OF PRESENTATION



NHTSA - Call to Action

● More people are being killed in 
“frontover” crashes
○ Frontovers are responsible for 386 

deaths and over 14,000 injuries per 
year, 75% involved a larger size 
vehicle, 61% involved a parent or 
someone who knows the child hit

● FY2024 budget has $2 million to 
research impact of size and weight on 
pedestrian safety 



NHTSA - Call to Action

https://bikeleague.org/take-action/policy-advocacy/on-the-issues/automated-vehic
les/

https://bikeleague.org/take-action/policy-advocacy/on-the-issues/automated-vehicles/
https://bikeleague.org/take-action/policy-advocacy/on-the-issues/automated-vehicles/


NHTSA - Call to Action

https://twitter.com/tomflood1/status/16277173833169
63339/photo/1 

https://twitter.com/tomflood1/status/1627717383316963339/photo/1
https://twitter.com/tomflood1/status/1627717383316963339/photo/1


NHTSA - Call to Action

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm
7126a1.htm?s_cid=mm7126a1_w#T1_down 

Since 2009
● ~79% increase in pedestrian 

deaths
● ~57% increase in bicyclist deaths

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7126a1.htm?s_cid=mm7126a1_w#T1_down
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7126a1.htm?s_cid=mm7126a1_w#T1_down


Problem
● 4% of registered vehicles are a large truck
● 11% of Bicyclist Fatalities are from crashes with large 

trucks.

A Solution
Research: Lateral Protective Devices (side guards) can stop 
a cyclists from:
● Getting sucked under the truck
● Getting crushed by the back wheel of a turning truck

.

TRUCK SAFETY

US DOT VOLPE Center



SIDE GUARDS
 AKA LATERAL PROTECTIVE DEVICE (LPD)

Source:UMass Traffic Safety Research



         Large Trucks:
4% of registered vehicles  

BUT

11% of Bicyclist Fatalities



TWO COMMON TYPES OF SIDE CRASHES

1- Truck overtaking cyclists/ cyclist losing control - When a truck passes close 
by to a bicyclist, and the vacuum created under the truck pulls the bicyclists under 
the truck

2- Truck driver turns into cyclists



THE PROBLEM WITH BIG VEHICLES



Cyclist lucky 
to be alive

Still shots from video-
https://www.youtube.com/watc
h?v=z19m_70GKSU

Analysis by
Brian Sherlock
International Safety Specialist
Amalgamated Transit Union

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z19m_70GKSU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z19m_70GKSU


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



TWO COMMON TYPES OF CRASHES

1- Truck overtaking cyclists/ cyclist losing control - When a truck passes close 
by to a bicyclist, and the vacuum created under the truck pulls the bicyclists under 
the truck

2- Truck driver turns into cyclists



SIDE GUARDS AND TURNING TRUCKS
Notional turning crash simulation

Source: Seven Hills Engineering 



Source: Seven Hills Engineering 

SIDE GUARDS AND TURNING TRUCKS
Notional turning crash simulation



SIDE GUARDS
 AKA LATERAL PROTECTIVE DEVICE (LPD)

13.8 inches Max clearance is lower than UN standard 
in order to better prevent cyclists fatalities 
Source:UMass Traffic Safety Research



2017

2017 US DOT recognizes an increase in bicyclists/ VRU 
fatalities in crashes with Large Trucks

US DOT Volpe Center (Research Arm of DOT) directed 
to research crashes and the potential of side guards to 
reduce fatalities 



SIDEGUARDS CREATE PHYSICAL BARRIER



RESEARCH SHOWS

Literature review by the US DOT Volpe Center found: 

11 studies including both field and Volpe studies 

In sideguard related crashes, sideguards: 

- Reduced Bicyclist fatalities 55-75%, 
- Reduced Pedestrian fatalities by 20-27%

Conclusion: sideguards work!

In XXXX the United Kingdom required sideguards on 
(most) trucks.

A study comparing truck- VRU interactions post 
requirement found

61% decrease in cyclist fatalities in truck 
passing/overtaking cyclists crashes

40% decrease in cyclist fatalities in truck turning crashes. 

US DOT VOLPE Center



WHY DON’T WE HAVE SIDEGUARDS?

American Trucking Association lobbied on report language
- 6 months of meetings
- US DOT conceeded to ATA reviewing/ offering edits to the report

Resulting in DOT agencies removing from the 2020 Final Report:
- Any reference to benefits of a regulation
- 70 pages of the report, including study results. 

How do we know this?





2021 INFRASTRUCTURE BILL

TRUCK SAFETY ADVOCATES

- Advocated for Congress to require US DOT to set a regulation for side 
underride guards

WHAT IS IN THE BILL: DOT Required to: 

- complete additional research on side underride guards to better understand 
the overall effectiveness of side underride guards;

- assess the feasibility, cost- benefit of installing side underride guards    

standards for side underride guards. 



SIDE UNDERRIDE GUARDS
VS. SIDEGUARD

Side Underride guards- 
- Goal is to stop the car before the  

occupants living space is under 
the truck. 

- Need it to stop a car at 40 mph 
through contact to the grill/ hood.

Sideguards (LPDs) - 
- Goal is keep a fallen cyclist/ 

pedestrian from being in the 
path of the rear wheel. 

- Need a lower side guard that 
doesn’t allow a fallen cyclist 



NHTSA RESPONSE

Released an “advanced” Notice of Proposed Rulemaking 

- The cost/ benefit analysis shows cost is higher than the benefit.
- Did NOT include VRU, or motorcyclists
- Limited the types of car-truck crashes they looked at

Two goals

- Require side guards
- Create precedent to consider

 bicyclist fatalities 



WHAT WE CAN DO 



NOW IS THE TIME



CHANGE THE PATTERN NOW

We don’t want to have to battle with NHTSA to include bicyclists in              
EVERY SINGLE NEW TECHNOLOGY

Large Truck AEB

Blind spot detection 

Stay in lane technology

Autonomous and Connected Vehicle technology



WHAT WE WANT

Long term goal- Fundamental change at NHTSA

- NHTSA to include bicyclists in ALL its vehicle safety evaluations

Pushback

- Detecting and responding to bicyclists is hard for today’s technology

Shorter term goal-
- Include cyclists AEB in the NCAP
- Revise the Truck side underride guard cost- benefit analysis to 

include VRU (including motorcyclists)  fatalities and serious injuries



BIKELEAGUE ON NHTSA

BE IN THE CONVERSATION ON VEHICLE SAFETY

Be visible to NHTSA/ Connect NHTSA to larger DOT
- Expertise and content
- Be more proactive  

Partner with Industry
- Principles for testing with bicyclists
- Join advisory boards 

Build Coalitions
Newest partner- American Motorcyclist Association



WHAT YOU CAN DO 

Individuals
- ACTION ALERT - To NHTSA on Cyclists AEB 

https://bikeleague.org/take-action/action-center/

Organizations/ Bike clubs
Sign onto letter to Secretary Buttigieg asking for NHTSA to:

- Include Cyclist and Motorcyclist AEB in the NCAP
- Include VRU (including motorcyclists) fatalities and serious 

injuries in the cost- benefit analysis on truck side underride 
guards.

https://bikeleague.org/take-action/action-center/
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