
A bike crash rarely happens in a vacuum. The ride-up to impact usually runs through a small chain of design and
maintenance decisions, sometimes made years earlier and far from where you picked up speed. As a bicycle
accident attorney, I have walked crash sites with tape measure in hand, traced skid marks that fade into pea
gravel, and compared as-builts to what the city actually poured. When a road, path, or intersection channels riders
into danger, the question isn’t simply who drove the car. It becomes whether the public entity built and
maintained a safe place to travel.

This piece explains how unsafe road design contributes to bicycle crashes, how government claims differ from
typical insurance cases, and how to preserve your rights when the responsible party sits behind a public seal. I will
also touch on where other practitioners intersect, from a pedestrian accident attorney investigating a crosswalk to
an auto accident attorney dealing with an overlapping insurance dispute.

Where design choices collide with human bodies
Design is philosophy in concrete. Narrow lanes that share space with buses, storm grates aligned with wheel slots,
sight lines obscured by utility cabinets, and intersections that look like spaghetti from the air all send cues to
drivers and riders. People follow those cues. Bad cues make bad outcomes more likely.

I once analyzed a crash on a five-leg intersection with a descending grade. Riders came downhill in a painted bike
lane that vanished 60 feet before the intersection so a right-turn pocket could appear. The dare you now play with
traffic is obvious. The driver who turned across the rider’s path admitted he never saw a bike lane. He wasn’t lying.
The design trained him to stop looking for bikes at the exact moment their speed increased.

Common design failures that crop up in bicycle injury cases include short merge zones, unprotected right-turn
conflicts, token-width bike lanes placed in the door zone, and multi-use paths that dump into crosswalks lacking
bicycle detection. Add surface failures like potholes, heaved concrete from tree roots, or loose aggregate at a
radius, and you have a recipe for low-side and high-side falls without any vehicle contact at all.

Where a car or truck is involved, the design may still hold a share. A rear-end collision attorney reading a police
report might focus on the driver’s following distance. But I look up and ask why the stop bar sits behind a crest
that hides approaching riders. A truck accident lawyer may home in on turning radius and off-tracking. I ask
whether the signal phasing creates dead time that prompts impatient right turns across a bike lane. Design and
operations constantly interact with driver error.

Public entity liability in plain terms
Suing a government for unsafe road design rests on a concept courts often call a dangerous condition of public
property. The language varies by state, yet the core idea repeats: if a public roadway presents a substantial risk
when used with due care, and the entity created, knew about, or should have known about the danger, you may
have a claim.

Government defendants enjoy immunities and defenses their private counterparts do not. Two in particular shape
bicycle cases.

First, design immunity. If the road element causing harm was approved by the proper authority before
construction, the entity may be immune for that design choice unless plaintiffs can show a material change in
conditions or that no reasonable public official would have approved it. That doesn’t end the inquiry, it shifts it.
Where design immunity applies, maintenance and failure-to-warn theories often remain open. If a protected bike



lane was approved as safe at 25 mph volumes, the city can still be liable for letting it deteriorate into a pothole
gauntlet or for ignoring crash data showing the adjacent right turn produces predictable conflicts that require
mitigation.

Second, claim notice requirements. Many jurisdictions require a written claim to be filed with the public entity
within a short window, often 6 months from the incident for bodily injury. Miss the deadline, and you can lose the
right to sue even if your case would otherwise win on the merits. A personal injury lawyer who files against private
insurers on auto policies may feel comfortable with two-year statutes. With government claims, that comfort can
cost a case.

The anatomy of a roadway case
When a rider calls a bicycle accident attorney after a crash, I think about the path, not just the impact. The path
includes the rider’s approach, other vehicles’ expected movements, the geometry of lanes, curb returns, signage,
signals, and the pavement condition. We compare the design’s intention to its observable operation.

We start with documents. Plans, specifications, and as-built drawings show what should be on the ground. Signal
timing sheets reveal whether a protected phase existed for the bike movement or whether permissive turns
overlapped the path of travel. Maintenance logs and service requests show whether the city knew that a storm
grate sat proud, that delineators were knocked down for weeks, or that residents complained about a blind corner
after bushes overgrew sight triangles. Public records acts can pry open emails between traffic engineers discussing
“near misses” or budget delays that kept a known fix off the schedule.

On the ground matters as much as the paper. Measurements with a wheel and level tell you whether the bike lane
meets width requirements, whether cross slope exceeds recommended limits that can slide a tire on a wet
morning, and whether the gutter seam catches narrow tires. Nighttime site visits with a light meter can show that
a critical crossing falls below recommended illumination, which explains why drivers report “she appeared out of
nowhere.” It’s physics, not magic.

Eyewitness testimony has value but can mislead. A bus driver may swear the rider was flying, yet the grade and
speed trap data reveal that 18 to 22 mph is normal coasting speed on that hill. When a bus accident lawyer
evaluates a similar site, they often focus on mirror blind spots and clearance. In a bike case, that’s one layer. The
placement of the bus stop relative to the mixing zone can be more important than the bus itself.

When no car hits you, but the road does
Some of the most serious bike injuries come from single-vehicle incidents tied to surface hazards. A front wheel
drops into a longitudinal crack or a utility trench settlement, the rider pitches forward, and the helmet snaps. If
that gap extends along the bike lane for months, there’s a maintenance story behind it.

Cities and counties owe a duty to maintain roads in a reasonably safe condition. The standard isn’t perfection, and
they will argue that isolated defects are unavoidable. The case turns on notice and foreseeability. If the crack
appeared a day ago after a heat wave, the entity may not have had a fair chance to fix it. If the same spot drew
three service requests and the road crew filled adjacent potholes but left the tire trap, the defense grows thin.

Pedestrian cases mirror this logic. A pedestrian accident attorney arguing a trip-and-fall on heaved sidewalk slabs
relies on notice, prior complaints, Personal injury law firm and knowledge that tree root heave is a chronic issue
on that block. For cyclists, the analog is a rut or lip exactly where tires track.

The notice trap and how to avoid it
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Public entity claims hinge on timing. The deadlines are not intuitive, and adjusters for private insurers will not
remind you about them. Riders often try to heal first, talk to the driver’s insurer second, then think about a claim
against the city much later. That sequence can be fatal to the public claim.

File a government claim notice early. Do it even if liability seems shared or you are still investigating whether
design played a role. Filing preserves your right to litigate once the facts mature. You can later decline to sue. You
cannot fix a missed deadline. A personal injury attorney familiar with municipal claims will calendar these dates the
week you call. If you already missed the deadline, some jurisdictions allow applications for late claim relief,
especially for minors or when the government’s conduct misled the claimant. Do not assume that applies. Ask
quickly.

Evidence that moves the needle
The strongest roadway cases combine technical and human proof. I often see police reports focus narrowly on
driver conduct. They rarely examine the geometry or maintenance condition. Your case will.

Preserve the bike and equipment. A cracked fork, tire cuts, and scraped pedal cages tell a story engineers can
read. Do not repair or discard parts. Store them in a dry, labeled box.

Photograph the scene promptly. Capture the path of travel, surface conditions, signage, and sight lines from
the rider’s height. Return at the same time of day to match sun angle and glare.

Identify witnesses beyond the driver. Nearby residents often have long memories of “close calls” at a spot. A
rideshare accident lawyer investigating a pickup zone collision will sometimes find drivers complain about
confusing curb markings. Those comments matter.

Request public records early. Ask for plans, maintenance logs, crash data, and signal timing. Agencies take
time to respond. Their delay should not become your problem.

Document injuries thoroughly. Helmet damage, abrasions called road rash, and pattern bruising correlate to
specific mechanisms. Medical records connect to biomechanics. A catastrophic injury lawyer will often bring in
life care planners early when spinal or brain injuries are involved. That approach helps even in smaller cases by
clarifying future care needs.

How design immunity is challenged or sidestepped
Many cyclists think design immunity means the city can never be liable for bad design. That’s not correct.
Immunity attaches to approved designs, but it has limits. If changed conditions render the once-reasonable design
dangerous, the immunity can crumble. For example, a painted bike lane might have met standards a decade ago
at low traffic volumes. Today, with added development, heavy rideshare activity, and a nearby school, the same
configuration could be foreseeably hazardous. Evidence of crash history and near-miss data can show the danger
matured after approval.

Another route is to focus on failure to warn. Even if the geometry stays immune, a city that knows a downhill bike
lane ends abruptly at a turning pocket can post advance warning signs, paint dashed merge lines that start earlier,
or install green conflict striping. When they do nothing, the claim reframes as an omission rather than a design
choice.

Maintenance remains separate. If a protected intersection was approved, but the city stopped maintaining the
flexible bollards and half are missing, exposing riders to turning vehicles, that is not a design decision, it’s neglect.
The same principle applies to night lighting, foliage encroachment, and pothole repair.



Insurance puzzles: when multiple policies collide
Bicycle cases involving vehicles often mix policies. The driver’s liability coverage sits first in line. If it’s a rideshare
vehicle on app time, a rideshare accident lawyer will parse the company’s commercial policy, which can be layered
by whether a ride was accepted. If the driver was a delivery truck on a gig platform, a delivery truck accident
lawyer will explore the contractor versus employee debate to reach deeper pockets.

When poor design is involved, you may pursue both the driver and the public entity. Settlement sequencing
matters. Some jurisdictions allow good-faith settlements that discharge a joint tortfeasor and leave others on the
hook for their share. Others require careful release language to preserve the right to continue against the
government. A car accident lawyer well versed in private claims might not instinctively protect the public case with
the right clauses. Coordination across counsel types helps.

Uninsured and underinsured motorist coverage on your own policy can also apply, even on a bike. Many riders
don’t realize their auto policy follows them as vulnerable road users. A personal injury attorney or auto accident
attorney should check this early and tender claims promptly, since UM/UIM insurers have notice and cooperation
requirements too.

Standards, guidelines, and what they really mean
Engineers design to standards and guidance documents. Two sets come up over and over: the Manual on Uniform
Traffic Control Devices and design guides from AASHTO and NACTO. These are not statutes, but they are
references that courts and experts treat seriously. Meeting them is evidence of reasonableness, not immunity.
Departing from them can be evidence of negligence, not automatic liability.

In one corridor case, the city insisted the bike lane width met minimums. True, on paper. On the ground, the
effective width collapsed where drainage inlets and gutter seams forced riders away from the curb. You cannot ride
on paint. Effective width won the day, not theoretical striping.

Signal timing likewise matters. Split phasing and protected-only turns can separate movements. When cost or
congestion concerns lead to permissive turns across bike lanes, engineers should add mitigations like leading
bicycle intervals, reinforced green pavement, or no-turn-on-red restrictions where sight lines are poor. If the city
ignored crash data showing conflict, it supports a negligent operations theory.

When heavy vehicles meet fragile bodies
Crashes with buses, 18-wheelers, and large delivery trucks involve forces that overwhelm helmets and carbon
frames. A bus accident lawyer or 18-wheeler accident lawyer typically focuses on driver training, blind spot mirrors,
turn policies, and telematics. In a bike design case, look farther upstream. Was the bus stop placed mid-block
encouraging out-of-lane passing? Did the protected bike lane disappear at intersections, right where large vehicles
cross it? Was the curb radius oversized for speed, which increases turning conflict zones?

Improper lane changes by large vehicles can clip riders. An improper lane change accident attorney might fault the
driver alone. When the lane widths and lane markings invite squeeze play, the government’s share becomes
clearer. A head-on collision lawyer examines centerline shifts and visual cues. For bikes, a two-way cycle track
placed against traffic without adequate buffers or clear markings can set up wrong-way conflicts that are easy to
predict and prevent.

Duties on both sides and why they matter



Defense counsel and insurers like to argue comparative fault. They point to rider speed, dark clothing, or lane
position. Sometimes those points have teeth. Often, they distract from systemic issues. Comparative fault is real,
and it reduces recoverable damages by the rider’s share of responsibility. A fair case faces that squarely.

That said, a rider does not waive rights by choosing the bike lane provided, even if that lane is poorly designed.
Nor does a rider accept hidden hazards by using a multi-use path at dusk. If anything, poorly executed facilities
heighten the duty of a public entity to warn and maintain.

On the driver side, a distracted driving accident attorney will bring phone records to prove inattention. A drunk
driving accident lawyer will trace the source of alcohol service in dram shop states. Those facts always matter. They
do not erase a design defect that funnels conflict into a small space.

Practical questions clients ask
How long will this take? Government claims tend to run longer than ordinary insurance claims, partly due to early
claim notice steps and discovery fights over public records. Twelve to eighteen months to reach settlement
discussions is common. Trial calendars push farther out.

Will filing a government claim hurt my relationship with the city? People worry, especially when they ride in the
same community that built the road. In practice, claims run through risk management and outside counsel. You
are not hurting a neighbor. You are asserting a right recognized by law, often prompting fixes that prevent more
injuries.

What if the city already changed the design after my crash? That can help and hurt. Remedial measures are
sometimes excluded as evidence of negligence, but they confirm the feasibility of safer alternatives. Public records
can show the change was in planning long before your crash, supporting notice.

What if the driver fled? A hit and run accident attorney will work with police to search camera footage and explore
uninsured motorist coverage. A road defect theory may still be viable if surface or design issues caused the crash
regardless of a vehicle’s identity.

Working with experts who speak the right language
Experts make or break government claims. Human factors specialists explain expectancy, glance behavior, and
workload at conflict points. Traffic engineers model operations and demonstrate how small changes reduce risk.
Accident reconstructionists translate scuffed asphalt and bent spokes into speed and trajectory. Medical experts
link impacts to injury mechanisms, especially in cases with concussions or spinal injuries where symptoms evolve.

Choose experts who ride or who have at least worked on active transportation projects. They understand how a
two-inch vertical lip feels at 18 mph and why green paint alone does not protect anyone. In jury trials, credibility
lives in details like that.

Damages that reflect real life
Economic losses are straightforward on paper and complex in reality. Missed work, future earning capacity, and
medical costs can be tallied, but cycling-specific losses also matter. Replacing a custom bike build with equivalent
components, not just MSRP frames, must be documented. For competitive riders, lost events and sponsorship
impacts require careful proof. For commuters, the lack of a car can complicate daily life in ways that deserve
compensation.



Non-economic damages carry the story of pain, disruption, and altered identity. A person who rides for sanity and
community loses more than transportation when fear lingers after a crash. Juries understand that when the story
is told honestly.

How other practice areas intersect and help
The best outcomes often come from cross-pollination among lawyers who handle different vehicle cases. A car
crash attorney who knows insurer playbooks can speed BI negotiations, freeing focus for the public claim. A
motorcycle accident lawyer’s understanding of conspicuity and lane position can translate to bicycles, especially
regarding driver expectancy and target fixation. A rear-end collision attorney’s knowledge of signal timing disputes
applies at stop bars where bikes queue. When large losses occur, a catastrophic injury lawyer coordinates long-
term care, home modifications, and structured settlements. In corridor studies with frequent delivery activity, a
delivery truck accident lawyer’s insight into curb management is surprisingly useful when arguing for design
changes as part of settlement.

What to do after a crash when design might be at fault
You have a lot to manage after a crash. Here is a short checklist that keeps the road-design door open without
turning your life into a second job.

Seek medical attention first, then photograph injuries and the damaged bike before anything is repaired or
discarded.

Send a written preservation request to the city or county for all records related to the site, including
maintenance logs, complaints, plans, and signal timing, and request they preserve any traffic camera footage.

File a government claim notice as soon as practicable, well within the typical 6-month window, even if you are
still investigating the design angle.

Return to the scene promptly to take measurements, videos, and day-night comparisons from a rider’s
perspective, or hire someone who can do so.

Retain counsel experienced in public entity claims, not just private insurer disputes, and ask specifically about
design immunity, notice timing, and prior corridor crash history.

Settlement dynamics and the push for change
Money matters, but so does fixing the hazard. Many public entity settlements can incorporate remedial measures.
Cities are often willing to accelerate planned improvements when claim exposure highlights risk. I have negotiated
for advanced warning signs, green conflict zones, daylighting at intersections, and moving bus stops to reduce
conflicts. These changes have a track record: collision reductions of 20 to 50 percent are common when turning
conflicts are managed and visibility is improved.

Government lawyers worry about opening the floodgates. The right approach frames the fix as part of ongoing
systematic safety efforts, aligned with Vision Zero or similar policies, not as an admission. That keeps the
conversation constructive. It also helps the next rider get home.

Final thoughts from the saddle and the file room



Roads are built by people making choices within budgets, politics, and constraints. Riders make choices in the
wrongful death injury attorney moment with limited information. When those worlds intersect badly, the law
allows a remedy. The path runs through technical evidence, strict timelines, and strategic framing that respects
public immunities while holding agencies to their duty to keep roads reasonably safe.

If you are sorting through a crash where design or maintenance may have played a part, act quickly and
methodically. Gather the right evidence, meet the government claim deadlines, and bring in counsel who
understands both the rider’s reality and the engineer’s drawings. Whether you come to a bicycle accident attorney,
a car accident lawyer, or a personal injury attorney with municipal experience, insist that the team look beyond the
bumper to the blueprint. That mindset solves your case and helps prevent the next one.
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