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Be Bright Lessons Learned
Compiled by Planet Bike
A typical Be Bright program buys or receives donated bicycle lights and gives them away to people who need them and, for whatever reason, have not purchased them. This sheet gathers lessons learned from many such programs around the country. Please share this information with those that can use it. If you have lessons learned of your own to contribute, I’d love to hear from you at jay@planetbike.com.
Rationale:

Riding without lights is dangerous and generally illegal. Riding without lights puts pedestrians, cyclists, and car drivers at risk. In addition to increasing the risk of injury, riding without lights creates a stressful situation on the road between cars and bikes, and between pedestrians and bikes, leading to frustration on all sides. Riding with lights is courteous, respectful, and increases safety and enjoyment for all road users.
People do not like to think about safety.  Talking about bike safety is tricky because it makes people less likely to ride their bike and to discourage their children from riding. One way around this obstacle is to focus on visibility, which people instinctively understand improves their safety without triggering their fear response.
Many people ride at night only rarely so getting a light never becomes a high priority.  For others, buying and maintaining a light is a cost burden.
By focusing on visibility, we encourage positive actions people can take.  By giving lights away we overcome peoples’ habits and economic factors that prevent them from purchasing lights.

Bike light laws are lightly enforced by many police departments, allowing lightless riding to flourish.  Many communities are looking to enforcement programs to increase road safety.  However, going from lax enforcement to strict enforcement of bike light laws leads to confusion and animosity on the roads. A Be Bright campaign can lead the way to improved road safety without the need for heavy police enforcement. It can be performed by citizens, bike advocates, Public Health departments, as well as police.
In the end, we want to create the widespread belief that using bike lights is the normal thing to do.

Good practices:

Give-away lights at dusk. As the sun goes down, it’s easier to see who needs lights — and easier for those who need lights to see that they need them. Dusk has the advantage (over dawn) that people are in less of a hurry after work than on the way to work.
Fall is a good time to give away lights. With the days getting shorter and the end of Daylight Savings Time, Fall is an excellent time to give away lights. People who have been biking through Summer are tempted to stop riding as darkness comes earlier, so a free light can encourage them to keep riding.
Give a set of front and rear lights. Both lights are important for safety.

Mount the lights on bikes, don’t just hand them over. Insist on it. Then the lights are on the bike, not tossed aside for “later”. While installing the lights, you can discuss bicycle safety and advocacy in your community.
Always show people how to take off the lights in order to prevent theft, it’s the #1 reason lights go missing.

Give a “safety spiel” while you mount the lights. You have 3-5 minutes of the person’s attention while you mount the lights. Use this time to educate the rider on safety issues, ask about local biking issues, etc.
Distribute a bike safety / group identity card. Create a small business card or post card with basic bike safety information that includes your group’s name, logo and website. It can also provide a web link to more safety info on the web. This is another “hit” for this info and is an opportunity to educate the rider about your group.
Bike maps & other resources. Have maps and other resources such as How to Commute by Bike guides, local bike laws, etc. Anything a curious person riding a bicycle may want to know.
Work with local police departments.  It takes more work, but police officers can be good partners and enhance program visibility, impact, and resources. Police departments are often looking for ways to have positive interactions rather than issuing a ticket. Typically, an officer will stop a person on a bicycle without lights, give the person a warning, then turn them over to a local bike advocate for the safety spiel and mounting of the lights. Develop clear expectations with the police that this program is about education rather than enforcement. Be Bright programs can be used by police departments as the education component of an education and enforcement campaign.
Turn off the flashing lights.  When working with police, turn off flashing lights on nearby cruisers. If people on bikes see the lights many will turn away prior to interception.

Invite the media.  This is a mediagenic event with opportunities to interview people riding bikes and for bike advocates to get media time.  (Ask media to embargo the time and location of the event.)
Find a sponsor.  A non-profit sponsor can raise money (or find a grant) to buy lights. A local business sponsor may be happy to provide some or all of the funds to be associated with such a great event. Funding for light giveaways may be available from a “402 safety grant”. 

Accept donations to cover the cost of the light.  Many people want to give. Use your judgement on how to do this and if it is appropriate in the location where you are doing the giveaway. Some programs have covered a third of their costs with donations, so don’t be shy about asking.

Prepare the lights in advance. Remove lights from packaging, install batteries, etc. Place front lights and brackets in one box and rear lights and brackets in a second box.
Find a restaurant that may be willing to donate pizza for light assembly parties.

Build your volunteer database. Take names when giving out lights, it’s a great source of  volunteers that are enthusiastic to help.

Supplies:  Philips & flat head screwdrivers, scissors (to cut rubber gaskets when using smaller clamp for rear light). Signs to hang on posts or trees advertising your free bike lights.

Bad practices:

Announcing the specific time and location of the light give-away. This sometimes attracts people who just want free stuff rather than those with the greatest need. It’s OK to announce a Be Bright campaign in general.
Thanks to Jeff Bernards
(www.shift2bikes.org)
for getting this ball rolling!
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