
May 27, 2021

To members of the King County Board of Health:

We are writing as a coalition of transportation and homeless advocates who have been examining the
King County bicycle helmet law since July of last year. Thank you for your responsiveness to the
concerns that we and other community members have raised about the disparate impact of the law. We are
particularly grateful to King County Councilmember Kohl-Welles for introducing an amendment
committing the Board of Health to review the helmet law this year, and to all the board members whose
thoughtful discussion and unanimous vote resulted in adoption of the work plan amendment in February.

While the King County helmet law was implemented with the best of intentions almost three decades ago,
we must recognize that its impacts have been far from equitable.

● In Seattle, nearly half of all helmet citations since 2017 were issued to people experiencing
homelessness. Since 2003, Black cyclists in Seattle have received citations at a rate 3.8 times
higher, Indigenous cyclists 2.2 times higher, and Hispanic/Latino cyclists 1.4 times higher than
white cyclists. Differences in helmet use between populations cannot explain these disparities.

● This situation is strongly suggestive of biased enforcement by police, which raises concerns
beyond those merely associated with disparate impact of the law. Elsewhere in the country, police
have been found to disproportionately stop cyclists of color on a pretextual basis, that is, for the
purpose of investigating for criminal activity. The helmet law has been used to effect pretextual
stops in Seattle, contrary to its intended purpose.

● Minor traffic stops of those riding bikes can be traumatic, and in other cities have led to instances
of inappropriate use of force against cyclists and fatal police shootings.

● We have heard stories from homeless community members and people of color, including youth,
who were stopped by police for helmet violations in King County and felt harassed, singled out,
frightened, intimidated, and discouraged from riding.

● As you may be aware, these concerns have led the Seattle Office of Inspector General to initiate
an audit of the Seattle Police Department’s helmet citation practices, which is ongoing.

Your body, the Board of Health, has declared racism a public health crisis. We call on you to act swiftly to
remove the potential for inequitable impacts of the helmet law by race and housing status. We do not
dispute the efficacy of helmets for individuals in crashes, but as discussed below in this letter, we believe
that the totality of evidence indicates that our local helmet law offers, at best, negligible benefits for injury
prevention. At the same time, the law has opened the door to biased policing and, with it, the possibility
for acute harm to be inflicted on vulnerable community members.
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Based on this holistic public health view, we urge the Board of Health to fully repeal the helmet law
for both adults and youth. Additionally:

● We oppose options that would fall short of preventing dangerous police interactions and ending
punitive, armed enforcement, such as reducing fines, authorizing warnings but not citations,
downgrading the violation to a secondary offense, or limiting the mandate to youth only.

● If preserving the helmet mandate is regarded as essential, we ask that the current Board of Health
Code Title 9 language be revised to explicitly disallow enforcement, similar to Seattle & King
County Public Health’s COVID-19 mask mandate.

● We recommend the addition of a clause to Title 9 that would prevent a negligent party in a crash
from escaping responsibility for their own negligence by blaming a cyclist for not wearing a
helmet, similar to Oregon (ORS 814.489) and New York (VAT §1238.7) state law. This would
place the responsibility for injuries where it belongs, on the party responsible for the crash.

● We encourage Public Health to increase access to helmets within homeless and low-income
populations by expanding existing efforts or establishing a new program to provide subsidized or
free helmets at bike shops, homeless service providers and shelters, and community centers.

● We support promotion of helmet use through a renewed public education campaign, as long as
such a campaign does not exaggerate the protective effects of helmet use or the risk associated
with bicycling.

● We urge Seattle & King County Public Health to recognize that motor vehicles pose the greatest
threat to cyclist safety, and to focus on interventions that are vastly more effective than helmet
mandates at preventing injuries for bicyclists, pedestrians, and all road users, such as reduced
vehicle speeds and safer infrastructure. We ask that the Board of Health commit to researching
and discussing these strategies in their 2022 work plan.

To learn about the rationale behind these recommendations, we invite you to read our Q&A
companion document (https://tinyurl.com/KC-helmet-law-rationale), which details the extensive
research, outreach, and discussion that our coalition, the Helmet Law Working Group, has engaged in
since July of last year. The following summarizes a few key points:

● Our call for repeal is consistent with opposition to mandatory helmet laws from transportation
professional groups, including the National Association of City Transportation Officials
(NACTO) and the Association of Pedestrian and Bicycle Professionals (APBP).

● Published meta-analyses of dozens of studies indicate that bicycle helmets reduce the risk of head
injury by around 50% in hospitalization incidents. Some jurisdictions that passed helmet
mandates in the 1990s saw increases in helmet use and reductions in head injuries. However, the
most rigorous, relevant, and recent studies have found that helmet mandates contribute
minimally to lowering overall rates of head injuries.

● While the available evidence on the effectiveness of the King County helmet law is limited, a
study by Seattle & King County Public Health researchers found that the extension of King
County’s helmet law to Seattle in 2003 had minimal impact on helmet use and head injuries. This
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and other evidence suggest that repeal of the helmet law would have minimal or negligible impact
on injury prevention goals. We believe that the benefits of the current helmet law, if any, could be
captured through other strategies for increasing helmet use and reducing collisions.

● Enactment of helmet mandates has reduced bicycle ridership in some locales, likely with negative
impacts to population health, though the magnitudes of these effects are uncertain.

● We note that about one-third of King County’s population lives in cities or towns with municipal
helmet laws that would be unaffected by modification or repeal of the county helmet law.

● Over 400 responses to a survey distributed by our group suggest that there is broad support in our
local bicycling community for modification or repeal of the helmet law.

We thank you for your attention to this important issue and your consideration of our recommendations.

Sincerely,
The Helmet Law Working Group and additional signatories of this letter

Helmet Law Working Group

Central Seattle Greenways (http://centralseattlegreenways.com/racial-equity/)
Brie Gyncild and David Seater, co-leaders (centralseattlegreenways@gmail.com)

Real Change (https://www.realchangenews.org/about)
Tiffani McCoy, Advocacy Director (tiffanim@realchangenews.org)
Jacob Schear, Advocacy Organizer (jacobs@realchangenews.org)

Cascade Bicycle Club (https://cascade.org/about/commitment-anti-racism)
Tamar Shuhendler, Community Organizer (tamars@cascadebicycleclub.org)

Other working group members*:
Alexander Lew, affiliated with Seattle Bicycle Advisory Board and the Whose Streets? Our Streets! working group
Bob Svercl, affiliated with Rainier Valley Greenways-Safe Streets and Beacon Hill Safe Streets
Brett Youngstrom, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Brock Howell, affiliated with Green Lake & Wallingford Safe Streets
Christopher Hoffman, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Emily Davis, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways and Seattle Pedestrian Advisory Board
Ethan C. Campbell, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Ian Crozier, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Jack Lynch, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Joseph Roberts, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways and Cascade Bicycle Club
Kian Flynn, affiliated with Central Seattle Greenways
Laura Felice, affiliated with Rainier Valley Greenways-Safe Streets
Robert Getch, chair of Beacon Hill Safe Streets

* Titles and affiliations are for informational purposes only. Unless the organization is itself a member of the Helmet Law
Working Group, members represent themselves as individuals and not the organizations they are affiliated with.
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Recommendations endorsed by:

Other organizations:
Whose Streets? Our Streets! Working Group Pinehurst Greenways (Seattle, WA)

Individuals*:
Isaac Joy, Seattle, WA (President, King County

Equity Now)
Charles T. Brown (founder and CEO of Equitable

Cities LLC)
Mike Hua, Seattle, WA (affiliated with Central

Seattle Greenways)

Graham Golbuff, Seattle, WA (affiliated with Beacon
Hill Safe Streets)

Mimi Boothby, Seattle, WA (affiliated with Seattle
Randonneurs)

Paul Tolme, Seattle, WA (affiliated with Cascade
Bicycle Club and Washington Bikes)
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https://westseattlebikeconnections.org
https://familycyclery.com
https://moveredmond.org
https://wabiburien.org
https://transitriders.org
https://www.seattle.gov/transportation/seattle-bicycle-advisory-board
https://seattlegreenways.org/about/
https://transportationchoices.org/about/
https://www.apbp.org
https://www.peopleforbikes.org/topics/inclusive-biking
https://350seattle.org
https://wabikes.org
https://www.bikeleague.org/content/statement-ntsb-decision-endorse-mandatory-helmet-laws
https://www.saferoutespartnership.org/blog/dropping-enforcement-safe-routes-school-6-e%E2%80%99s-framework
https://seattlegreenways.org/wsos/


Scott McKinley, Seattle, WA (affiliated with
Sportworks Northwest, Inc.)

Sally Norred, Redmond, WA (affiliated with Apptio)
Brian Pratt, Seattle, WA (member of Cascade Bicycle

Club)
Peter Hallson, Edmonds, WA (member of Edmonds

Bicycle Advocacy Group)
Casey Gifford, Seattle, WA (Board of Directors,

Cascade Bicycle Club)
Andrea Learned, Seattle, WA (founder of

#Bikes4Climate)
Hank Landau, Woodway, WA (member of Edmonds

Bicycle Advocacy Group)
Andrew Reding, Bellingham, WA (Senior Fellow,

World Policy Institute)
Alex Brennan, Seattle, WA (Executive Director,

Futurewise)
Daigoro Toyama, Seattle, WA (leader of Pinehurst

Greenways)
Margaret H., Seattle, WA (Precinct Committee

Officer, 43rd Legislative District)
Merlin R. Rainwater, Seattle, WA (affiliated with

Central Seattle Greenways)
Dr. Amber D. Marcu, Redmond, WA (member of

Cascade Bicycle Club, Adventure Cycling
Association, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy)

Matthew D. Bates, Seattle, WA (affiliated with
Beacon Hill Safe Streets)

Andy Schwartzmeyer, Seattle, WA (member of
Transit Riders Union)

Cliff Mountjoy-Venning, Seattle, WA (affiliated with
Central Seattle Greenways)

Jason Rock, Seattle, WA (member of Rainier Valley
Greenways-Safe Streets)

Joe Thompson, Seattle, WA
Maimoona Rahim, Seattle, WA
Clara Cantor, Seattle, WA
Reed Olsen, Seattle, WA
Jean Amick, Seattle, WA
Alex Schaefer, Seattle, WA
Ben Braudrick, Port Angeles, WA
Ches, Richland, WA
Matthew J. Clark, Seattle, WA
Brian Knollenberg, Seattle, WA
Sven Freitag, Seattle, WA
Eileen Reichert, ARNP, Seattle, WA

Fred Escher, Bellingham, WA
Apurva Mishra, Seattle, WA
Greg Palmer, Seattle, WA
Matthew H., Seattle, WA
Alex W., Seattle, WA
Nhan Nguyen, Seattle, WA
Arun Ganti, Seattle, WA
Paul Quinn, Sammamish, WA
Devin Wakefield, Seattle, WA
Sarah Saviskas, Seattle, WA
Jacob Lee, Seattle, WA
Beth Fuget, Seattle, WA
Ashley MacDuff, Seattle, WA
Oliver Norred, Seattle, WA
Demian Godon, Seattle, WA
Eric J. Hull, Seattle, WA
Scott Bonjukian, Seattle, WA
Quinton R., Seattle, WA
Eric McDougall, Seattle, WA
Ben Conway, Seattle, WA
David Reeves, Seattle, WA
Jeff Aurand, Shoreline, WA
Harold Pratt, Seattle, WA
David Winiecki, White Center, WA
Rebeckah Johnson, Seattle, WA
Sarah V., Seattle, WA
Solomon Wagner, Seattle, WA
Marike Van Denend, Bremerton, WA
Kevin O’Neill, Seattle, WA
Robin Wilder, Seattle, WA
Conrad M., Seattle, WA
Dylan Glosecki, Seattle, WA
James Harris, Bellevue, WA
Beck Wren, Seattle, WA
Rich Brown, Seattle, WA
Naomi Smith, Seattle, WA
Jacob C., Seattle, WA
Brian Almdale, Seattle, WA
Jon Gould, Seattle, WA
Colleen Kinross, Seattle, WA
John Russell, Portland, OR
Steve Garland, Bozeman, MT

* Titles and affiliations are for informational purposes only. Unless the organization is itself a member of the Helmet Law
Working Group, endorsers represent themselves as individuals and not the organizations they are affiliated with.
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Use this form to add your name or organization to the list of endorsements:
https://tinyurl.com/helmet-law-letter-endorsements

This document is accessible at:
https://tinyurl.com/KC-helmet-law-letter
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