League of Michigan Bicyclists

Bike Event Planning - Points to Ponder

Bike riding is a healthy activity and meshes with social justice, public health, environmental, land use planning, family promoting, community building efforts.  Organized bike rides generate millions of dollars every year in Michigan for groups such as Habitat for Humanity, AYH, American Lung Assoc., MS, school band boosters, small museums and historical societies.

First, start planning right this minute if you intend to have your ride this summer.  If it is next year you can relax and not start planning until tomorrow.  And no, I am not kidding!

These tips are just that, tips, and shouldn't be construed as either all-encompassing or legal advice.  Planning and running a successful bike event takes planning, time, energy, dedication, common sense and dedicated volunteers or staff.  A really good sense of humour and the ability to laugh at yourself helps too.

The most important thing about the ride is that it be safe for the riders and crew. Next, that it's fun, then that it make money or at least not lose money and finally that it showcase your organization and program.

Volunteers:

You need trained, eager and energetic volunteers to plan, set up, staff, and clean up the event.  You can partner with local public service organizations, Ham operator clubs, fraternities & sororities, etc. to augment your own volunteers.  Cheerful, helpful, knowledgeable volunteers can do registration, dish out food, answer questions, help sick or injured riders, etc.  Your volunteers and the food are the two most important things after the actual route itself. They should be easy to spot, maybe with a common T-shirt or hat.

Map and Route marking:

Print a good, easy to read map that can be folded and clipped to a bike handlebar. It should have mileage increments, turnings, landmarks, etc.    You need carefully marked routes with paint that can be put on a week before and last till the ride (verify that the routes are okay both the day before AND early in the morning of the ride.  Be prepared to remove nasty roadkill that morning.

Offer routes in various increments, depending on when it is in the season. Early season choices: 15 mile, 25 mile 50K, 75K, and 100K. Later season choices: 25-35 mile, 50K, 75K, 100K, 50 mile or 100 mile. Have at least 1 each short, medium and long choice.  Contact the local Road Commission to be sure it isn't going to do any pea gravel drops or construction on your chosen routes.   Use spray chalk paint if they don't allow permanent marking.

At really tricky or confusing intersections it helps to have a volunteer directing traffic. Make very sure that someone who is an experienced cyclist who both rides and volunteers for these kinds of rides advises you on your route selection AND on how to mark it properly.  You need to watch for and mark sharp turns at the bottom of hills, confusing intersections, hazards on the road surface such as piles of gravel and big holes.  Mark them soon enough so that riders have time to react safely.  On this really, truly do get someone who knows what they are doing!  Drivers and cyclists have very different needs and perspectives on what constitutes a hazard so just driving the route to plan it and mark it is NOT enough!!

Signage and Facilities:

Post big, distinctive signs at the beginning/end of the ride to direct riders to the important things like: Registration, food, toilets and showers (showers are a nice option but not mandatory)  You should have too many rather than too few portajohns and at least one of them should be handicap accessible since there are disabled cyclists and family members and friends of the riders.

Food:

This is key, if your food is bad your ride will dwindle! Word of mouth on your food can help sell your ride for the following year. Have lots of water, esp. a place where riders can fill their water bottles at the beginning of the ride.  Carbs, carbs and more carbs; pasta, cookies, peanut butter, bagels, sub sandwiches, pizza, bananas and other fruit, carrots and celery, sport drinks, lemonade, (ice tea at the end of ride only, where you have lots of restroom facilities) pancakes, ice cream, (a big, biggie favorite!) pie, pretty much anything that is carbs or sweet. Watermelon is good and popular. Have fruit, water, cookies, bagels, juice or lemonade at the rest stops.

A cyclist who weighs 150 lbs. burns about 600 calories an hour at 14 miles an hour on the flat.  A slice of NY cheesecake is 600 calories. We are talking a LOT of food here, easily 4-5,000 calories in a day. Riders eat like a teenage football player at the training table (not his or her manners, just the food quantity!)  If at all possible your volunteers should dispense food, beverages and ice to the riders rather than taking a chance that a rider with less than perfect hygiene could contaminate the supplies.  This is NO JOKE as two-thirds of the riders on a multiday ride in another state came down with the trots from contaminated ice in a soda pop cooler.  Have a scoop and make the riders use it!

If you are providing meals, breakfast could be eggs, cereal, toast, bagels, juice,  and one or two other beverages, lunch could be something light, Perhaps sandwiches, fruit and a beverage.  Dinner should be most acceptable with a high-carb meal; salad, relishes, pasta with sauce, meat if desired, and some form of dessert and beverages.

Have at least one rest stop with toilet facilities and hand washing facilities on all the routes.  It is easiest to have one or two rest stops that all the routes loop through to preclude fifty million vols to staff too many rest stops.  On the longer loops have at least two rest stops, on the shorter routes like 25 mile, 30 mile one is okay if it's a really good one. Century (100 mile) routes need rest stops every 25 miles.  It's ok for riders to loop through the same rest stop twice if that works on the routes.

Parking:

If it is not obvious where to park at the event have a cheery welcoming sign too and it helps to have markers from the highway to your ride.

Emergency Planning:

Create a written emergency plan for seriously bad weather such as tornadoes, fatalities or serious injuries and other problems and make sure your staff and volunteers are familiar with the plan and know what to do and whom to notify in an emergency.

SAG service (support assistance group):

Very important that you have people patrolling all the routes in marked vans or cars using their flashers with basic bike tools, bike pump, first aid kits, water, emergency food for "bonking" riders, and a bike rack or space to carry a disabled bike and rider. Don't let any volunteer distribute or administer any first aid supplies whatsoever unless that person is a certified EMT, paramedic, physician, nurse or certified and formally trained Red Cross volunteer.   Instruct them very carefully that they should only offer the kit to the injured rider or responsible adult for minor riders and let the rider select and apply the first aid supplies.  The volunteers should at least know how to change a flat tire and fix a broken chain.  Use Ham radio support and or cell phones.  In the registration materials SAY CLEARLY when the SAG service will stop.

Rest Stops

A good general rule of thumb is to have a rest stop with water and some form of snacks at approximately 10-15 mile intervals, depending on the terrain and weather.  In the heat of July you might want to think about the lower mileages, especially in the afternoon when it is more likely to be extremely warm. If the weather is very warm, plan to provide the rest stops with lots of ice and plenty of sport drink, preferably in powder form so the riders can mix their own to taste.

With the numbers of riders you are expecting, you should plan on the rest stops plus three or four vehicles to patrol the route in case of trouble.  A first aid kit at the rest stops and in vehicles might be helpful.  You may want to ask if the local area ambulance company (s) would be willing to station a unit at one or two of the stops.

Police/Sheriff Support:

Tell the police early and often what you are doing and also invite their bike officers to participate or show up at the event and "show off".  If your ride has to cross a really busy road get the police to direct traffic so the riders can cross in bunches. Make sure the police know ALL the routes and have route maps. Make sure the vols are familiar with all emergency procedures. Give them a list of all area Sheriffs, State Police and hospitals with addresses and phone numbers.

Hospitals:

Prepare them in case you have any downed riders from crashes, exposure, heat stroke, heart attacks, seizures, etc.  Rare but it does happen and you'd best be prepared!

Registration both before hand and at event:

Ride applications MUST have a waiver of liability that the rider signs. Check with an insurance agent and/or lawyer on the correct language. All minors must have a parent or legal guardian sign for them and you must require that a parent or legal guardian accompany minors on the ride. DO NOT use the language from another ride application without consulting an attorney of your own. Require helmets on your ride and enforce their use to the best of your ability.  Bluntly, it's stupid not to require them and most rides do these days.  Think of the effect on your program and volunteers if someone was killed or disabled permanently on your ride because they weren't wearing a helmet.  They aren't the total answer to bike safety but they are an important part. Have a late registration cut off and charge an extra fee for those who register late.  If you have DOE (day of event) registration charge a small premium for that too.  All the MI rides do so riders are used to it.  Many riders shy away from pledge rides so you may want to just set a fee of 10-20$ with the late fees and DOE fee on top of that and then get sponsorships to defray expenses.  For a one day ride the max regular registration fee seems to be about $22 and that's pushing it a little unless you have something really special to offer the riders.

Insurance:

Do NOT even think about having an event without specific insurance for the event, including weather cancellation insurance to at least cover your costs.  Find an insurance company that specializes in athletic events or, even better, bike events, and follow their advice! Talk to your organization's insurance agent about what coverage is appropriate for the event.  At the very least make sure anyone driving a vehicle on your behalf has a driver's license, current registration and current car insurance. Ask for photocopies of their licenses and check their validity.

Your coverage should be fairly comprehensive because any number of calamities can befall your event and people in our culture sue early and often!  Remember, a motorist might hit one or more of your riders, you are serving food to which someone might be allergic or that is spoiled, you have vehicles on the course, at least some of your riders may crash into one another, your volunteers could possibly give someone wrong instructions that cause an injury, a well-meaning volunteer might administer first aid incorrectly.

If your ride is a multi-day event, encourage your riders to have fun but discourage them from partying too hearty rendering them unfit for riding and or wobbly enough that they are a potential threat to others.

Brochure:

The brochure should be in a tri fold format to fit bike shops racks and other places.  Flat sheets of paper often get tossed as they take up too much room. Your ride T-shirt should either be included in the fee or an option for no more than 10-12 dollars.  Make it colorful, have a cute, funny or emotional hook in the graphics and have artwork by someone who is a good artist. Have the event name, date, graphic and sponsors on it and offer it from adult med-XXL.  If you mail your brochures to the MI bike clubs don't send more than 10 copies; the extras get tossed quickly.

Ride packets:

They usually contain some combination: map, rider number and safety pins, wristband (if you are doing a multi-day ride or serving an expensive meal), sponsor blurbs and coupons, T-shirt, your orgs' blurb and anything else you think is useful.  OK to use small brown paper bags as packets. Ask the riders to recycle the pins and rider numbers by dropping them in a box for next year!

Publicity:

Flyers, signs in bike shops, libraries, stores, health clubs, Public Service Announcements (PSA's), sponsorship by a local radio/newspaper/TV station, in-house promos at the car plants, etc.  Invite a bigwig of some sort to do the ride or get a reporter to ride it and write about it or broadcast it.

Shelters and tables:

Have some place for riders to get out of the sun at the stops, either trees or a pop up open sided tent.  Keep the food out of the sun too so it won't spoil.  At the end of the ride have some tables for the riders.  We are all very used to high school cafeterias so that could work for you too. High schools are a good source of cheap labor and have pretty much everything you need on site.  If you pay the band boosters or chess club, etc that involves the community too and promotes the event even more.  It also makes it more likely that you can rent the school.

BTW, July is typically filled to the brim with established rides so you might want to look at either June, August or mid September for your ride.  July is ok too but you will be competing with LOTS of other established rides.

Good Luck, Have Fun and Don't Panic!
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