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Question of the Month

What is rat-running and is it illegal?

Not to be confused with Missouri’s yearly biker 
event called the Rat Run or the biking route in 
West England, rat running is the practice of using 
side streets, residential roads, parking lots, or 
other less congested areas to avoid traffic and 
traffic lights on main roads or highways. The 
origin of the phrase is unknown, though people 

in Great Britain and Australia also use the term 
similarly to compare people driving through 
back roads, much like rats maneuvering their 
way through houses, mazes, or streets.  

While it is often frowned upon, rat running is a 
common occurrence. Who wouldn’t take a side 
street after sitting through three green lights 
at an intersection and still unable to cross? All 
the Southern states have statutes stating that 
drivers must obey traffic control devices, leaving 
ambiguity on whether taking alternative routes 
to avoid them counts as disobedience.   
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jqm_tyh7LQU
https://bikepacking.com/routes/woods-rat-run/
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Why is rat running so controversial? Here are some Pros and Cons

Pros

Timesaving: Rat running can sometimes 
provide a quicker route to a destination by 
avoiding congested main roads or highways, 
especially during peak traffic hours. This can 
be particularly advantageous for commuters 
seeking to minimize travel time.

Avoiding traffic jams: Rat running allows drivers 
to bypass traffic congestion on major roads, 
potentially reducing the frustration and stress 
of being stuck in traffic.

Flexibility: Rat running offers drivers alternative 
routes, offering more options for navigating 
an area. This flexibility can be beneficial when 
unexpected road closures, accidents, or other 
disruptions occur on main routes.

Local knowledge: Rat running often relies 
on familiarity with local roads and shortcuts. 
Drivers familiar with the area may use this 
knowledge to navigate efficiently and avoid 
traffic bottlenecks.

Cons

Pollution: The influx of additional vehicles can 
lead to higher levels of air and noise pollution, 
decreasing the quality of life and affecting 
resident health, particularly for vulnerable 
communities.  

Safety hazards: The influx of additional vehicles 
on residential streets can pose safety risks 
to pedestrians, cyclists, and children playing 
outdoors. Higher traffic volumes can increase 
the likelihood of accidents and collisions, 
particularly in areas where speed limits may not 
be strictly enforced.

Negative impact on property values: The 
perception of increased traffic and congestion 
due to rat running can potentially lower 
property values in affected residential areas. 
Homebuyers may be less inclined to purchase 
properties in neighborhoods with heavy rat 
run traffic, leading to decreased demand and 
property devaluation 

Increased traffic congestion: Rat running can 
lead to increased traffic volumes on residential 
streets not designed to handle high levels of 
traffic. This can result in congestion, particularly 
during peak hours, making it more challenging 
for residents to navigate their neighborhoods 
safely and efficiently. 

Florida, Texas, and Virginia are the only states 
with statutes directly addressing rat running and 
are as follows: Florida law states that no driver 
can use another roadway to avoid obeying a 
traffic control device, Texas law states that a 
driver may not use a sidewalk, driveway, parking 
lot, or business or residential entrance at an 
intersection to turn right or left from one highway 
to another highway, and Virginia law states that 
drivers cannot turn off a roadway or use private or 
public property to avoid a traffic control device. 

It is important to note that while most of the 
Southern states have not implemented legislation 
prohibiting rat running, some counties and cities 
have local ordinances in places addressing rat 
running.  
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Rat Running Laws in Southern States
State Code Is Rat Running Prohibited

Alabama 32-5A-190 

40-6-20 

63-3-313 

47-11-201  

545.423 

27-51-104 

189.290 

304.271 

56-5-950 

46.2-833.1 

23.316.074 

14:99 

20-140 

55-8-109 

17C-3-4 

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

Arkansas

Florida

Georgia

Kentucky

Louisiana

Missouri

North
Carolina

Oklahoma

Tennesse

Texas

Virginia

West 
Virginia

Mississippi

South
Carolina

https://codes.findlaw.com/al/title-32-motor-vehicles-and-traffic/al-code-sect-32-5a-190/
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=6de7553c-8e90-4e3b-8ff3-924271501137&nodeid=ABOAAHAADAAC&nodepath=%2FROOT%2FABO%2FABOAAH%2FABOAAHAAD%2FABOAAHAADAAC&level=4&haschildren=&populated=false&title=40-6-20.+Obedience+to+traffic-control+devices+required%3B+presumptions%3B+red+light+cameras.&config=00JAA1MDBlYzczZi1lYjFlLTQxMTgtYWE3OS02YTgyOGM2NWJlMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2feed0oM9qoQOMCSJFX5qkd&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A6348-FY71-DYB7-W2ND-00008-00&ecomp=bgf5kkk&prid=50c35b36-6957-462c-a2b9-a9ef291ec95e
https://law.justia.com/codes/mississippi/2010/title-63/3/63-3-313/
http://www.oklegislature.gov/osstatuestitle.aspx
http://32-5A-190 
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/TN/htm/TN.545.htm
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=953cac45-aec8-4f74-b80a-875202f62108&nodeid=ABBAAEAADAACAAF&nodepath=%2fROOT%2fABB%2fABBAAE%2fABBAAEAAD%2fABBAAEAADAAC%2fABBAAEAADAACAAF&level=5&haschildren=&populated=false&title=27-51-104.+Careless+and+prohibited+driving.&config=00JAA2ZjZiM2VhNS0wNTVlLTQ3NzUtYjQzYy0yYWZmODJiODRmMDYKAFBvZENhdGFsb2fXiYCnsel0plIgqpYkw9PK&pddocfullpath=%2fshared%2fdocument%2fstatutes-legislation%2furn%3acontentItem%3a4WVS-6BF0-R03K-850R-00008-00&ecomp=bgf5kkk&prid=876d3719-6402-4171-86fc-9f3018b52e21
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=6364
https://revisor.mo.gov/main/OneSection.aspx?section=304.271&bid=16253&hl=
https://www.scstatehouse.gov/code/t56c005.php
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title46.2/chapter8/section46.2-833.1/
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=0300-0399/0316/Sections/0316.074.html
https://legis.la.gov/Legis/Law.aspx?d=78753
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/bysection/chapter_20/gs_20-140.html
https://advance.lexis.com/documentpage/?pdmfid=1000516&crid=b1568083-bc7a-4f3b-a426-41d83cb2fb4c&nodeid=ACCAAIAABAAK&nodepath=%2FROOT%2FACC%2FACCAAI%2FACCAAIAAB%2FACCAAIAABAAK&level=4&haschildren=&populated=false&title=55-8-109.+Obedience+to+any+required+traffic-control+device.&config=025054JABlOTJjNmIyNi0wYjI0LTRjZGEtYWE5ZC0zNGFhOWNhMjFlNDgKAFBvZENhdGFsb2cDFQ14bX2GfyBTaI9WcPX5&pddocfullpath=%2Fshared%2Fdocument%2Fstatutes-legislation%2Furn%3AcontentItem%3A659R-FKB0-R03N-44VT-00008-00&ecomp=bgf5kkk&prid=8e5cbc8b-98d7-4a17-ae98-f187dd23eb02
https://code.wvlegislature.gov/17C-3-4/

