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Suggested revisions to the Middlebury bike ordinance 

by Middlebury residents, Molly Robinson and Claire Tebbs 
 
Background 
We use Middlebury’s streets and sidewalks daily to get to work, to run errands, to get our children to 
school, as well as for recreation, and much of the time we are doing so by bike and foot. We choose to 
live here so we can do this. Supporting families and all residents to walk and bike in a safe environment 
can only enhance the vitality to our town. The health benefits of an active lifestyle, as well as the 
economic and environmental benefits that accrue to walkable and bikeable communities are well 
documented.1 Upon reviewing the suggested edits to the Middlebury bike ordinance, we felt that the 
original document needed a more thorough update in order to best support a more inclusive, walkable 
and bikeable Middlebury.  We ask that the Selectboard consider these suggested revisions and vet them 
with the public prior to a final adoption of an updated bike ordinance. 
 
Specific areas of revision 
1. Clear, consistent, and enforceable language. Our revision better reflects the State’s cycling laws, 
including for signaling and the use of lights at nighttime, and definitions, including for “bicycles”. In 
some cases, we have adopted more enforceable language that is in use in other New England towns. 
Terms that are substantially open to interpretation, particularly by different sidewalk/roadway user 
groups, have been replaced with less ambiguous language. Language has been updated to reflect the 
great variety of rideable devices (e.g., electric-assist bicycles, segways, electric scooters) currently in use. 
 
2. Safety as paramount. Cyclists who are comfortable using the road should be supported and 
encouraged to do so in a safe manner. Our revision reflects safety as the paramount objective and 
provides additional clarity for all roadway users regarding the safe and legal positioning of cyclists within 
the roadway.  
 
3. Safe multi-modal use of the sidewalks. Middlebury does not currently have the needed infrastructure 
to convey all “wheeled” user groups safely and conveniently to desired destinations without the use of 
sidewalks. The select board’s proposed restricted downtown sidewalk area is large and includes key 
destinations and connection points to other areas of town. The restriction on wheeled use of sidewalks 
is problematic for some of the most vulnerable users (e.g., families with young children on tricycles and 
scoot bikes, seniors and/or inexperienced cyclists, cyclists riding an adapted bike). Requiring cyclists to 
dismount and walk in the downtown 9 a.m.-3 p.m. even when pedestrians are not present or even when 
cyclists and pedestrians can safely share the space is overly restrictive. Moreover, situations occur 
outside of 9-3 when cycling on the sidewalks would be dangerous.  
 
Our revision suggests creating an environment where the space is shared with safety maximized for all 
users in all locations and at all times -- first and foremost by requiring that the most vulnerable sidewalk 
user - pedestrians! -- be yielded to in all instances. We also suggest in our revision several requirements 
regarding safe sidewalk use by wheeled forms of transportation, including allowable speeds, situations 
when dismounting is required, and when and how to safely overtake pedestrians.  

                                                            
1 Vermont Agency of Transportation. Economic Impact of Bicycling and Walking in Vermont Final Report, July 6, 
2012.  
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AN ORDINANCE FOR 
THE SAFE OPERATION OF BICYCLES AND OTHER RIDEABLE DEVICES 

 

We the Selectmen of the Town of Middlebury, under the authority of 24 V.S.A. Chapter 61, 
Subchapter 11, Section 104 of the Middlebury Charter, and such other Statutes as may be 
applicable hereby enact and adopt the following Ordinance: 

 
 

ARTICLE I 
DEFINITIONS 

 

Section 101. 
Per 19 VSA §2301, “bicycle” is herein defined as every pedal-driven device propelled by 
human power, whether assisted by electrical means or not, having two or more wheels on 
which a person may ride, including so-called pedal vehicles, which may have an enclosed 
cab. 
 

Section 102. 
“Other rideable devices” is defined herein as every wheeled device propelled on which a 
person may ride, excluding bicycles and motor vehicles, and  including, but not limited to 
skateboards, skates, unicycles, segways, and scooters. 
 

Section 103. 
A person operating a bicycle is granted all of the rights and is subject to all of the duties 
applicable to operators of motor vehicles, except as to those provisions which by their very 
nature, have no applications, or as otherwise stated in this ordinance.  
 

Section 104.  
Whenever a person dismounts from a bicycle or other rideable device the person shall be 
subject to all regulations applicable to pedestrians. 

 
 

ARTICLE II 
GENERAL OPERATION OF BICYCLES AND OTHER RIDEABLE DEVICES 

 

Section 201. 
The parent of any child and the guardian of any ward shall not encourage or permit any 
such child or ward to violate any of the provisions of this Ordinance. 
 

Section 202.  
Bicycles and other rideable devices may be used to carry at any one time no more than the 
maximum number of persons for which it is designed and equipped. 
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Section 203. 
No person may operate any bicycle or other rideable device while the person, bicycle, or 
device is attached to any motor vehicle. 
 

Section 204. 
Bicycles and other rideable devices shall be parked in such a manner as to afford the least 
obstruction to pedestrians and persons operating motor vehicles, bicycles, and other 
rideable devices. 
 

Section 205. 
No person may equip a bicycle or operate a bicycle that is equipped with any siren or 
whistle, or any device simulating a siren of any authorized emergency vehicle. 
 

Section 206. 
Operation of a bicycle requires that the bike be equipped with a brake that enables the bike 
to stop within 30 feet while traveling 15 mph on dry, clean hard and level surface. 
 

Section 207. 
Any person operating a bicycle must ride upon or astride a permanent and regular seat 
attached thereto. 
 

Section 208. 
A person operating a bicycle must be able to keep at least one hand upon the handle bars, 
even when carrying one or more packages, bundles or other articles. 
 

Section 209. 
As per 23 VSA §1141(a), operating a bicycle at nighttime, defined as from one half-hour 
after sunset until one half-hour before sunrise, requires use of a lamp that emits a white 
light that is visible from a distance of at least five hundred feet to the front of the bicycle. 
Operation of a bicycle at nighttime additionally requires use a red light that is visible three 
hundred feet from the rear; or reflective rear-facing material of at least 20 square inches or 
reflectors; or both, that is visible three hundred to the rear. 
 
 

ARTICLE III 
OPERATION OF BICYCLES ON ROADWAYS  

 

Section 301. 
A person operating a bicycle upon a roadway shall ride in the right-most through-lane of 
the roadway and may occupy a full lane subject to the following provisions: 

1. If the right-most through-lane is wide enough to be safely shared with 
overtaking vehicles, a person operating a bicycle shall ride far enough to 
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the right as judged safe by the bicyclist to facilitate the movement of such 
overtaking vehicles. 

2. A person operating a bicycle may use a lane other than the right-most 
through-lane when: 

a) Passing another vehicle proceeding in the same 
direction; 

b) Preparing for a left turn at an intersection or into a 
private road or driveway; 

c) Reasonably necessary to avoid conditions, including, but 
not limited to, fixed or moving objects, parked or moving 
vehicles, bicycles, pedestrians, animals, or surface 
hazards; 

d) Riding on parts of roadways set aside for the exclusive 
use of bicycles. 

 

Section 302. 
A person operating a bicycle shall not be expected or required to: 

1. Ride over or through hazards at the edge of a roadway, including but not 
limited to fixed or moving objects, parked or moving vehicles, bicycles, 
pedestrians, animals, surface hazards, or narrow lanes; or 

2. Ride without a reasonable safety margin as judged by the cyclist on the 
right-hand side of the roadway. 

 

Section 303. 
A person operating a bicycle in compliance with this section and not violating any other 
section of law is not impeding traffic. 
 

Section 304. 
Persons operating bicycles upon a roadway may ride no more than two abreast except on 
paths or parts of roadways set aside for the exclusive use of bicycles. 
 

Section 305. 
Consistent with 23 VSA §1065(a,b), all signals to indicate change of speed or direction, 
when given by hand, are best given on the left side of the bicycle and shall be given in the 
following manner: 
 

1. Left turn: Left hand and arm extended horizontally to the left of the bicycle. 
 

2. Right turn: Left hand and arm extended upward. Alternatively, a person 
operating a bicycle may give a right-turn signal by extending the right hand and 
arm horizontally to the right side of the bicycle. 

 

3. Stop or decrease speed: Left hand and arm extended downward. 
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4. It is not necessary to signal if you need your hands for braking. 
 
 

ARTICLE IV 
OPERATION OF BICYCLES AND OTHER RIDEABLE DEVICES 

 

Section 401. 
A person operating a bicycle or other rideable device on sidewalks shall in all cases yield 
the right of way to pedestrians.  
 

Section 402. 
A person operating a bicycle or other rideable device on a sidewalk shall travel in a 
predictable manner and at sufficiently slow speeds to ensure safe passage of pedestrians 
and operators of other bicycles and other rideable devices, including those entering and 
exiting the sidewalk from buildings, alleys, and driveways. 
 

Section 403. 
A person operating a bicycle or other rideable device on a sidewalk shall dismount and 
walk the bicycle or other rideable device at times and locations where the sidewalk is 
congested. 
 

Section 404. 
Any persons operating a bicycle or other rideable device shall only overtake pedestrians 
where sufficient room exists to overtake safely and shall give a reasonably audible signal 
before overtaking pedestrians. 

 
 

ARTICLE V 
PENALTIES 

 

Section 501. 
A person who violates any provision of this ordinance shall be fined not more than $25 for 
each offense. 
 

Section 502. 
[could we rewrite this to clarify its meaning and intent?] A violation of any provision of this 
ordinance by any person under sixteen years of age is not negligence or evidence of 
negligence. Adopted: May 24, 1977 


