Saguaro National Park – Where are we going?

By Paul Austin, Rincon Mountain District Ranger                   

Background
As I stepped away from my computer and outside my office this morning to enjoy the fresh air, I was approached by a cyclist who politely asked, in essence, “Why doesn’t Saguaro National Park like bicyclists?” During our 15-minute conversation, I realized we could do more to let our visitors know what we’re doing and why.

First, let me introduce myself. My name is Paul Austin.  I’m a park ranger in the Rincon District of Saguaro National Park.  My job includes patrolling by vehicle, foot, and bike to help protect the park’s resource for future generations while providing for the safety and enjoyment of our park visitors. My family and I moved here about a year ago from the Grand Canyon and we are thoroughly enjoying all that Tucson has to offer (including the phenomenal riding both on and off road!).
One of our most concerning statistics at the park is that we have averaged 7 major bicycle related accidents a year over the past 5 years  on the Cactus Forest Loop Drive. These are accidents that require helicopter evacuation, ambulance transport, and/or hospital time. Considering we have close to 25,000 bicyclists on the Cactus Forest Loop annually, that number may seem low.   However, we know bicycling accidents are drastically underreported.. We are committed to reducing bicycling injuries in the park, as safety is always a priority.      
Saguaro National Park offers a myriad of opportunities for diverse user groups.  I’m honored to help manage this amazing 66,947 acres of your National Park ranging from the majestic Saguaro of the Sonoran desert to the ponderosa pine forest and remote sky island that is the top of the Rincons all located right in Tucson’s backyard.   We strive to ensure all user groups have a positive experience.
Clearly, this is a large order and cannot be accomplished alone or by only focusing on one method.  With help from Matt Zoll (Pima County – Bicycle and Pedestrian Program Manager) and others in the community (GABA, BAC, and others) we have developed a Visitor Use Strategy to provide a framework to move us all forward, with the Cactus Forest Loop Drive as the primary focus. Many of you have seen similar plans in Pima County and other municipalities. We have focused on the 4 E’s: Education, Enforcement, Engineering, and Encouragement. 
The following is a summary of some elements of this strategy that you might be interested in.
Vision

The vision is to facilitate safer use and enjoyment of the park on a park-wide basis. Achieving this vision will allow bicyclists to ride in the park and interact with other park users in a safer environment and promote a more positive experience for all users.
Goals

The following goals can help achieve this vision:

Goal 1: Education
Educate all road users, bicyclists, pedestrians, and motorists, on legal, predictable and safe behavior. Continue and expand implementation of both adult and child bicycle driving and traffic education programs incorporating the mission of the National Park Service and Saguaro National Park. Coordinate with Pima County, area school districts, and with the state.

· Continue development and use of safety information to promote proper and legal cyclist behavior, mission of Saguaro National Park, and other educational materials to be disseminated at entrance station, visitor center and shelter signs, as well as posters in bike shops, community centers, libraries, and other public and semi-public locations. 
· Educate the public on traffic laws, and the legal status of bicyclists, especially the three feet minimum passing distance law (ARS 28-735).

· Support and expand the adult bicycle education program; utilize periodic safety, commuter and defensive driver classes, open houses and other marketing methods.
· Continue and expand local NPS Bicycle Patrol Units and Volunteer Group, and dedicate a percentage of the Ranger and Volunteer’s time to educational efforts on proper bicycling behavior.
· We are looking for additional people interested in joining our Volunteer Bicycle Patrol. Our goal is to have more cyclists who have a desire to contribute and educate fellow users whether on bike, on foot or in a vehicle to improve everyone’s visitor experience while at Saguaro National Park. There is an application process, minimum time requirement, and check ride process. If interested, please contact me at Paul_Austin@nps.gov or 733-5111.
· Develop and implement a bike offender diversion program (i.e., community service program) to complement the enforcement efforts. 

Goal 2: Enforcement
Establish and implement targeted enforcement of specific traffic laws for motorists, bicyclists and pedestrians, based on the documented, most frequent bicyclist–motorist crashes.
· Commit a defined portion of law enforcement time (both bicycle and motor vehicle patrols) to target specific research-based motorist and bicyclist offenses for focused enforcement.
· Statistics show us that the majority of accidents in the park involve speed as the primary or a contributing factor.
· Due to these results, focused enforcement patrols will be targeting speed. Do not be surprised to see Rangers with radar as well as radar trailers on the loop drive. 
· Acquire or develop training materials for Rangers to increase their understanding of and attention to legal and illegal motorist and bicycling behaviors.
Goal 3: Engineering
Plan, design, construct and maintain facilities that meet or exceed accepted standards and guidelines.
· Continue to develop/maintain a park bicycle crash database to assist in educational and roadway improvement efforts.

· Evaluate all intersections to determine if current traffic control signage is appropriate

· Riders recently have noticed changes around the kiosk in the past month to include:  a rotating stop sign, new pavement markings, and a new speed bump.
· Determine need for more bicycle specific warning signs

· Stop signs have been added with remainders for cyclists. This will be expanded to all stop signs in Saguaro National Park.
· Evaluate alternative marking/painting of roadway

· Currently we are looking at alternative road marking for the first hill ¼ mile in one the loop

Goal 4: Encouragement

Encourage use of bicycles for recreation. Encourage use of the park to experience the natural wonder of Saguaro National Park rather than a personal training ground (or only train hard while going up the hills). Encourage multi-modal use of all facilities. 

· Continue the positive interface between bikes, pedestrians, and vehicles.

· Encourage wide-spread support of and participation in bicycle awareness programs by bicycle shops, bicycle clubs, the Tucson-Pima County Bicycle Advisory Committee, and other bicycle interest groups in efforts to promote public awareness of bicycling.
· Reach out to user groups to reward positive behavior.
· Promote and support Bicycle to Work Month and Bike Fest.
· Saguaro National Park will be hosting a GABA sponsored event on April 10, 2010. This ride is targeting those who have wanted to ride the Cactus Forest Loop Drive but haven’t been able to make it happen. It will be a friendly, supported ride empowering people to enjoy all that the loop has to offer. As of right now, I can’t guarantee a free entrance but be assured we are working on it!
Other upcoming dates:
In May expect the Cactus Forest Loop drive to be closed for a couple days during the chip seal project. The National Park Service and the Federal Highway Administration have partnered to preserve the multi-million dollar investment of taxpayer dollars in Saguaro road assets. When conducted on a cyclic schedule, chip sealing is an important component in the pavement preservation process. The Cactus Loop road will be chip-sealed with a type 1 product which is composed of chips of a smaller diameter than on traditional chip seal projects. This product has been used at Grand Teton National Park on their bike pathways projects with positive results. Standard chip-sealing will be used on the remaining roads in the park, both east and west sides.
Closing:

Saguaro National Park is a phenomenal place to ride; from the wonderful rolling hills to fun climb on the backside to the great 2 ½ mile section of single track (soon to be expanded!). As cyclists, we have to remember the speed limit is 15 mph. Yes, we know it’s possible to go faster, but consider your opportunities to sit up, recover, and look around. The limit is based upon the nature of the road (a scenic drive built in the 1930’s for the enjoyment of the Sonora Desert Ecosystem) and recommendations from the Federal Highway Administration. Also, we are not the only users on the road. From runners with strollers to large RV’s to dogs on leash – all are valid users of the Loop Drive.  We all need to be aware of who might be around any corner or stopped in the middle of a blind dip/corner.  Little things make a big difference – let folks know when you are approaching, stop at the stop signs, use the bike racks, and thank the entrance station folks for doing a good job. We have a great resource here in Tucson. Together, we can make it even better.
