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Police harassment represents a “silent barrier” to biking

https://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/justice-department-finds-tampa-police-bike-tickets-disproportionately/2274729/
https://www.tampabay.com/news/publicsafety/justice-department-finds-tampa-police-bike-tickets-disproportionately/2274729/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-chicago-bike-tickets-minorities-0319-20170317-story.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-chicago-bike-tickets-minorities-0319-20170317-story.html
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/2014/06/04/with-dallas-bike-helmet-law-rules-of-the-ride-enforced-unevenly/
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/2014/06/04/with-dallas-bike-helmet-law-rules-of-the-ride-enforced-unevenly/
https://bike-lab.org/2019/05/20/biking-while-black-racial-bias-in-oakland-policing/
https://bike-lab.org/2019/05/20/biking-while-black-racial-bias-in-oakland-policing/
https://betterbikeshare.org/2017/03/03/silent-barriers-bicycling-part-iii-racial-profiling-black-latino-community/
https://betterbikeshare.org/2017/03/03/silent-barriers-bicycling-part-iii-racial-profiling-black-latino-community/
https://www.villagevoice.com/2014/10/30/cycling-on-the-sidewalk-the-new-stop-and-frisk/
https://www.villagevoice.com/2014/10/30/cycling-on-the-sidewalk-the-new-stop-and-frisk/
https://www.bicycling.com/culture/a33383540/cycling-while-black-police/
https://www.bicycling.com/culture/a33383540/cycling-while-black-police/


Current low rate of infractions points to discretionary enforcement

Data: Seattle Municipal Court, Bicycle Infractions Data Report

Bicycle-related infractions in Seattle 
(2003-2020)*

SPD Detective Mark Jamieson: “Do we write [helmet-related] tickets? Yes, 
from time to time. We have the discretion to either write a citation or explain 
the laws and road safety and provide a warning. I think officers probably do 
the latter more.” (Seattle Times, 2017)

Infraction Count

Bicycle helmet required 1668

Rights and duties of riders or 
roadway rules

986

No/improper lamps/reflectors 213

Yielding right of way in crosswalk or 
on public path

90

Unsafe pass on right 27

No/improper hand signals 20

No/improper brakes 12

Bike control (one hand minimum 
required)

8

Others (clinging/attaching to vehicle, 
failure to ride on seat, excess 

passengers, etc.)
13

* Due to incomplete court records, these 3,037 citations are a subset 
of the approximately 6,000 that have been issued from 2003-2020.

https://www.seattle.gov/courts/about/data-and-publications/general-data-reports/bicycle-infractions
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/transportation/helmets-may-be-seattle-law-but-many-bike-share-riders-dont-wear-them/


Seattle police issued 43% of helmet citations since 2017 to homeless cyclists

Dr. Fred Rivara (UW Medicine): “I still 
firmly believe in the importance of 
helmets. Whether having a law enforced 
now would help to boost that, I don’t 
know. It’s an open question.” (Crosscut, 2020)

Source: Real Change, YouTube (Nov. 2020); also see Seattle Bike Blog (Nov. 2020), Crosscut (Dec. 2020)

https://crosscut.com/news/2020/12/nearly-half-seattles-helmet-citations-go-homeless-people
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jIv6XK-BIyQ
https://www.seattlebikeblog.com/2020/11/13/watch-person-driving-injures-a-biking-real-change-vendor-then-spd-mocks-and-blames-the-victim/
https://crosscut.com/news/2020/12/nearly-half-seattles-helmet-citations-go-homeless-people


Court records also reveal racial disparities in helmet citations

For more information: “Technical report on bicycle infractions in Seattle (2003-2020): 
Methodology and preliminary findings on racial disparities,” Ethan C. Campbell (Mar. 2021) 

Related reporting: Seattle Times (source of graphic at right), South Seattle Emerald, Crosscut, 
Cascade Bicycle Club, Seattle Bike Blog (Feb. 2021)

• Seattle police issue helmet citations to Black cyclists about four 
times more frequently and Indigenous cyclists more than twice as 
frequently as white cyclists 

- 1,667 helmet infractions from 2003-2020 examined 

- Rates are relative to demographic groups’ estimated share of bicycle trips 

• Next steps for research: 

- Geographic distribution of citations in Seattle 

- Frequency with which helmet citations go unpaid and are sent to 
collections 

- Disaggregation of non-Hispanic and Hispanic riders 

- Rates of citation issuance in King County cities outside Seattle

http://tinyurl.com/Seattle-bicycle-infractions
http://tinyurl.com/Seattle-bicycle-infractions
http://tinyurl.com/Seattle-bicycle-infractions
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/transportation/racial-disparities-prompt-calls-to-repeal-king-countys-bicycle-helmet-law/
https://southseattleemerald.com/2021/02/15/community-bicycling-groups-hope-to-get-arbitrary-and-troubling-helmet-laws-on-county-public-health-boards-agenda-in-february/
https://crosscut.com/news/2021/02/king-county-reexamine-decades-old-bicyclist-helmet-law
https://cascade.org/blog/2021/02/cascade-and-washington-bikes-support-decriminalizing-helmet-use
https://www.seattlebikeblog.com/2021/02/18/king-county-likely-to-examine-helmet-law-as-cascade-bicycle-club-supports-repeal/


No/neutral stance on helmet law
11%

Helmet law is important or useful
14%

Helmet law is important or useful,

but dislikes aspects of enforcement

9%

Keep helmet law but deprioritize

enforcement and/or fines

4%

Make it a warning,

not infraction

2%

No firm policy stance, but dislikes

aspects of enforcement and/or fine

12%

Repeal for adults,

mixed feelings about minors

4%

Repeal or modify

(e.g. to recommendation only)

2%

No firm policy stance,

but strongly dislikes helmet law

9%

Repeal (moderate, e.g. "open to it")
6%

Repeal
27%

Helmet Law Working Group survey responses
Stance on helmet law 
(n = 387 respondents as of Feb. 23)

Take our survey: http://tinyurl.com/KC-helmet-law-survey

http://tinyurl.com/KC-helmet-law-survey


• King County has declared that racism is a public health crisis (Seattle & King County Public Health, 2020) 

• Last month, King County Councilmember Jeanne Kohl-Welles introduced an 
amendment committing the Board of Health to reexamine the law in 2021 

• The amendment was adopted in a unanimous vote (12-0) 

• What the Helmet Law Working Group is asking for:  

1. A thoughtful process that engages community, especially BIPOC and unhoused 
individuals, and stakeholders like the Seattle Bicycle Advisory Board 

2. Alternative strategies to promote helmet use without police involvement 

3. Recognition that safety goes beyond helmets, and consideration of interventions like safer 
infrastructure and lower vehicle speeds

Board of Health to review helmet law this year

https://publichealthinsider.com/2020/06/11/racism-is-a-public-health-crisis/

