Beijing traffic: The standard operating procedures of pedestrians, cyclers, and automotive/truck/bus drivers are not easily understood by Western standards.  A lot of people have written about the horrific traffic jams with the mixture of masses automobiles and bicycles in Beijing, but what interests me is the attitudes of the participants.

There is rudeness and sheer outrageous behavior flaunted at every intersection, at every light change, 24 hours a day.  Let me give you an example for any intersection that has a traffic light.  The light system works pretty much the same as in the United States, left and right turn only lights, pedestrian and bicycle lights, etc. the major difference is that Beijing traffic lights thoughtfully give you a warning when you're red light is about to turn green by flashing the yellow light underneath it.  The traffic that has stopped of course takes this as a signal to go, while the 90 degree traffic is trying to squeeze out the last few tenths of seconds of their yellow light and make it across the intersection.  The masses of cyclists are not daring enough to move out in front of the automobile traffic by now running a red light, but they do take advantage of the small gap between that traffic and the oncoming traffic that is trying to turn left.  There are now literally 100 or more cyclists streaming across the intersection and the left turning traffic, while not necessarily stopping, it is slowed to less than a walk.  This left turning traffic now blocks of progress of those automobiles that were simply trying to across the intersection on their green light, but no way, gridlock.  There is a fair amount of horn honking, and the pressure builds.  Finally a few cyclists will lose heart and stop, blocking those behind them and thus permitting all this left turning traffic to stream through the intersection.  If one shows one ounce of human kindness or politeness, one will simply be taking advantage of by the multitude.

I get pissed off all the time, taxis that blatantly invade bicycle only lanes for long distances, and who persistently honk at those who don't get out of their way.  Buses and cars that operates solely on the principle that might makes right, pedestrians and cyclists that jaywalk in situations they clearly endanger everybody.  The list goes on and on.  Do you remember the rebellion here in 1989 in Tiananmen Square, where a lone student stood in front of a tank and stopped its progress?  We Westerners interpreted that as an act of great courage, actually I think not.  This kid was doing just what comes naturally, he'd been trained to operate in this manner since birth.  I find myself saying over and over "if you idiots would simply obey the traffic rules and regulations, everything would flow much more smoothly and efficiently here!"  I would not want to be hooked to a blood pressure machine while traveling in Beijing, I don't want to know the numbers.  I do have a clearer understanding of road rage.

The funny thing is that I appear to be alone in my frustration and anger.  None of the natives seemed to take this at all very seriously, I haven't seen anybody get mad.  Nobody even gets any tickets!  The intersection story described above takes place in the presence of 4 traffic directors standing at each of the four corners of the intersection trying with varying degrees of success to manage the cyclists, and a couple of policeman who are usually standing around talking to each other.  'Tis the norm, nothing to get excited about.

Beijing loses about 1000 cyclists and pedestrians a year, in the order of three per day.  There are roughly 11 million people in the city proper.  The city of Cleveland, not including the suburbs, has approximately a half million people, there is roughly one death due to homicide every day.  You can do the math yourself on a per capita basis.  Maybe my anger here is miss-directed.  Okay Gardner, cool it.

