“DIDN’T YOU SEE MY SIGNAL?”

Letter to the Editor:
As the President of the HNHfoundation, I work every day to help promote healthier communities by making them safe for pedestrians and bicyclists. We know that a critical strategy in combating obesity is to provide an environment that encourages exercise. Improving access to healthy lifestyles is the focus of many of the projects we fund across the State each year. 

This mission came home to me in the most concrete way last week. I was leaving Concord headed toward Manchester to speak at a UNH Masters of Public Health class entitled “Health and the Built Environment.”  Driving south on Main Street in Concord, approaching the I-93 southbound entrance, I noticed a bicyclist to the right of traffic, just one car length ahead of me.  There is an entrance to a pharmacy on the right before the entrance to the highway.  The driver of the car in front of me put on her right signal while she and the bicyclist continued forward.  I cannot describe my feeling of disbelief when I realized she was not slowing down to allow him to pass but was proceeding as if he did not exist, making a right hand turn into the pharmacy parking lot.  The rider slammed on his brakes so hard that his bike shook to the point that I thought it would come apart. It was inevitable that he would hit the car.  He was catapulted forward onto the parking lot pavement, but fortunately was not seriously injured.
The driver’s first words to him summed up the whole event: “Didn’t you see my signal?”  I couldn’t help myself and answered “Of course he didn’t see your signal.  You cut right in front of him!”  While the driver apologized several times, she never indicated that she did not see him.  She assumed he would see her signal, stop or slow down and let her turn.  While her actions were not intentionally harmful, they speak volumes about our society’s culture toward sharing the road.  Behind the wheel of a 2000+ pound vehicle, she expected the bicyclist to watch out for her: “Didn’t you see my signal?”

I made it to class a little shook up, but nothing compared to how the bicyclist must have felt. I talked with the students about the work that the HNHfoundation is doing to improve the built environment for pedestrians and bicyclists with the goal of improving health.  After witnessing this incident, I am more certain than ever that we are funding the right work.  We need to continue to provide opportunities to communities to become healthier by making them more pedestrian and, yes, bicycle safe!
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