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The increasing use of photo enforcement has been
fueled by escalating violations combined with
growing public support, advances in technology,
and mounting documentation of their safety benefits.
Photo enforcement technology has been shown to
be a promising tool that

• Leads to safer driving habits
• Saves lives
• Reduces traffic crashes and dangerous driving
• Reduces health care costs
• Increases police officer safety and public safety
• Responds to public concerns
• Creates a violator-funded system that can be

used to pay for increased public safety.
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Automated traffic enforcement has turned the corner. Once viewed as an emerging technology that
showed promise as a traffic safety tool, it has matured into a well-established strategy proven — 
again and again — to reduce crashes and save lives. Simply stated, it works. This guide offers a
comprehensive resource to help state legislators and local policymakers, law enforcement officers,
highway safety advocates and community groups design, operate, and support effective photo
enforcement programs.

During the past four years, photo technology and its application to traffic enforcement have
experienced extraordinary growth in the United States and around the world. When the National
Campaign to Stop Red Light Running report, “Stop on Red = Safe on Green: A Guide to Red Light
Camera Programs,” was published in 2002, photo enforcement in the United States was primarily
limited to red light camera programs, which were operating in about 70 communities.

As of summer 2007, red light camera programs were operating in more than 200 U.S. communities —
including nine of the 10 largest cities — and the use of photo enforcement had expanded to address
speeding (including high-risk areas such as school zones and highway work zones), failure to stop at
stop signs and rail crossings, and tollbooth violations. Accordingly, the focus of this update of the 2002
guide has broadened to include these new and growing applications of photo enforcement technology.
The intention is to provide information that helps localities design and implement successful photo
enforcement programs that reduce traffic violations, crashes, injuries and fatalities. There is no one
solution that fits the needs of every community. Individual jurisdictions must review their own
unique circumstances and determine the appropriate program applications and details.

Recent research and best practices and experiences of programs across the country and around the
world provide the foundation for this guide, which includes references for related research and
resources. Program management guidance, garnered from reports and interviews with
program administrators, should help communities develop ways to preserve
program credibility and build public support. Lessons learned by pioneering
communities — those early adapters who helped fine-tune effective photo
enforcement programs — should help others avoid potential pitfalls and 
create respected, life-saving programs.

GUIDE’S PURPOSE
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DRIVER MISCONDUCT 
Compromising Road Safety1

Traffic crashes are the single most significant cause of preventable death and injury in North America,
with one-third resulting from driving behaviors proven to be reduced by automated enforcement.
Despite the potential to reduce these fatalities by at least one-third to one-half (as detailed in chapter 2),
there is not yet sufficient leadership demanding the use of automated enforcement.

“It’s the rare Houston motorist who hasn’t narrowly escaped being struck by an
impatient driver trying to beat a red light. Police officers joke that Houstonians
believe a red light means only three more cars can go through the intersection.”
– Houston Chronicle editorial, 12.9.04.

Speeding, running red lights, ignoring school/work zones and railroad crossing warnings — in the
United States alone, these acts of aggressive driving result in more than 15,000 deaths, hundreds of
thousands of lifelong, debilitating injuries, societal costs of at least $54 billion every year,1 and
immeasurable grief for families.

Specifically:

• Total U.S. motor vehicle traffic deaths have remained fairly constant, from 41,817 in 1995 to
42,836 in 2004. In 2005 fatalities increased to 43,443, the highest level killed since 1990, and
another 2.7 million people were injured;2

• At least 13,100 people died in speed-related crashes in the U.S. in 2005;3

• At least 736 fatalities and more than 165,000 injuries were caused by red light running in the
United States in 2005;4

• Intersection crashes account for more than 45 percent of all reported crashes and 21 percent of
fatalities. In 2003, 9,213 Americans died as a result of an intersection-related crash — a rate of
more than one an hour.5

• Thirty percent of all U.S. traffic fatalities involve speeding. The National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA) estimates that the economic cost to society of speed-related crashes is
more than $40 billion each year;6

• 1,074 people were killed in work zones in the United States in 2005, a nine percent increase
from 2001. Speeding is recognized as a major factor in work zone crashes and fatalities;7

• At least 355 people were killed and 970 were injured in 3,010 U.S. highway-railway crossing
crashes in 2005;8

• Speeding in school zones continues to endanger children every weekday. In 2003 data gathered
by automated photo enforcement found that 78 percent of drivers were driving above the speed
limit in school zones.9
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Speeding scares people, but apparently not enough to prevent drivers from doing it. An annual national
driver survey, conducted by Mason-Dixon Polling & Research, Inc., in June 2005, found that 37 per-
cent of drivers feel unsafe on roads as a result of aggressive drivers, and yet 68 percent of participants
admitted that speeding was their number-one unsafe driving practice.10

“The speeding storm is brewing. Crashes and deaths are on the increase, and
speed is an increasing factor in whether or not a person will survive a crash.
Police know that speed kills, but it seems that the public does not.”
– Earl M. Sweeney, Assistant Commissioner, New Hampshire Department of Safety, Concord, 

New Hampshire, and Chair, IACP Highway Safety Committee, 2006.

NHTSA lists speeding as the third-leading contributing factor to traffic fatalities,11 yet it gets far less
attention than drunk driving and seat belt use. This leads Jim Champagne, former chairman of the
Governors Highway Safety Association, to say, “As a country, if we’re going to reduce the carnage on
our roadways, speeding must be given the same level of attention that has been given to occupant 
protection and impaired driving.”12

SPEED FACTS13

• Speeding is one of the most prevalent factors contributing to motor vehicle crashes, which are
the leading cause of death for every age from 3 through 33.

• In 2005, 86 percent of speeding-related fatalities occurred on roads that were not interstate
highways.

• Speeding was a factor in over one-fourth (27 percent) of the fatal crashes that occurred in
construction/maintenance zones in 2005.

• In 2000, the cost of speeding-related crashes in the United States was estimated to be 
$40.4 billion — $76,865 per minute or $1,281 per second.

The American Road & Transportation Builders Association (ARTBA) and The Associated General
Contractors (AGC) also have identified speeding as a key concern for roadway workers. Both have
called for increased enforcement in construction and work zones to help reduce the risk of death 
and injury to both motorists and workers.

On ARTBA’s website, Brian Holmes, executive director of the Maryland Highway Contractors
Association (ARTBA’s state chapter affiliate) noted that nearly 1,100 workers and motorists are killed
annually in a roadway construction zone. Approximately 50,000 people — or one every nine minutes
— are also injured in these sites each year, Holmes said.

As the nation’s roadways have become more congested, operating at capacities never intended by
designers, states have shifted construction work to nighttime to help minimize the impacts on
motorists. The result, according to ARTBA, has been increased safety risks for workers.



Many states have doubled and tripled fines for speeding violations in work zones because of the
extreme dangers to workers and motorists caused by excessive speed.

“I fear for the lives of my employees every day as they work alongside traffic moving at speeds of 60
miles per hour or better,” said Norman Walton, a highway contractor from Mobile, Ala., and chairman
of AGC’s Highway and Transportation Division. “Motorists have to understand the extreme dangers to
workers and to themselves from such reckless driving and slow down in work zones (www.agc.org/
galleries/default-file/05-039.doc).”

Characteristics of Aggressive Drivers: My Time is More Valuable Than Your Safety

Why do people speed and run red lights?
a) They’re in a hurry.
b) They’re inattentive to their driving.
c) They don’t take traffic laws seriously; they don’t think the laws apply to them.
d) They don’t view their driving behavior as dangerous.
e) They don’t expect to get caught.
f) Some or all of the above.

SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA: 
SPEED CAMERAS — INNOVATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING

The City of Scottsdale had a big problem. Excessive speeding and serious crashes were out of
control on Loop 101, a notorious section of freeway within the city’s jurisdiction.

The city had already experienced significant success using red light and speed photo enforcement
systems to reduce aggressive driving and red light running in other parts of the city. Officials
proposed a demonstration program to consist of a series of fixed photo enforcement cameras at key
points along the freeway. It was to be the first time fixed speed cameras were used on a U.S.
freeway in the western half of the United States.

The city council approved the necessary ordinance, and the state granted approval for the
temporary use of the cameras on the state’s right-of-way. The project began in January 2006 and the
demonstration period ended October 3, 2006.

Several drivers seemed bent on justifying the existence of the project by repeatedly receiving
violations at excessive speed, including one woman who received 69 violations in a matter of
months. A full report is being compiled, but preliminary results show average speeds in the six
camera locations decreased by about 9.5 mph and crashes were reduced between 23 percent and
70 percent. But when the demonstration program ended and the cameras were turned off, speeding
substantially increased by about 840 percent.14
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In national surveys on speeding, the reason drivers most often gave for driving at unsafe speeds was
that they were late or behind schedule, and about 75 percent said they had driven over the speed
limit, on all types of roads, within the past month.15 Additionally, 68 percent of drivers felt that other
drivers’ speeding is a major threat to their own personal safety.16

Not surprisingly, speeders and red light runners share many of the same characteristics. As a group,
red light violators involved in crashes are more likely than non red light runners to be young (under 26),
to not wear seat belts17, to have invalid driver’s licenses, and to be alcohol impaired.18 Speeders also
tend to be young, drive newer vehicles, and to have more speeding violations and other moving viola-
tions than slower drivers. They also have 60 percent more crashes.19 A 2006 study by the National
Safety Council and Elsevier Ltd. found that “their speeding behavior is not likely to be controlled 
without vigorous, consistent enforcement, including the use of automated technology.”20

In a 2006 review of four teen-driver focus groups conducted by the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, participants said they did not consider driving five or ten miles above the speed limit
to be dangerous. Instead, they perceived it as just keeping up with traffic, as they
were advised to do in Driver’s Education. Participants 
also reported ignoring anti-speeding campaigns and 
enforcement efforts.21

Purposefully Running the Red Light

A review of red light running citations in Columbus, Ohio,
shows that, on average, motorists enter the intersection more than
two seconds after the light turns red. The average motorist is 87
yards from the intersection when the light turns yellow, accord-
ing to the tickets.

“That means they are nearly a football field length back and 
still didn’t stop,” said Deputy Public Safety Director 
George Speaks.22

That attitude matches the results of a website poll conducted by
the National Campaign to Stop Red Light Running. Even on a
website dedicated to traffic safety, nearly 30 percent of respon-
dents said they speed up rather than slow down when
approaching a stoplight that is yellow.

4



A Loss Felt Every Day
Profile: Toni and Nick Adams — California

In 1999, a woman running late for work in Brea, California, decided to run a red light. Her rash
decision had life-altering consequences. The driver struck one of two twin brothers who were in a
crosswalk crossing the street. Brent was killed instantly, and his family has had to deal with the pain
and loss of this tragedy every day.

Toni Adams, the boy’s mother, has become a vocal advocate for red light running awareness and in
calling for stricter enforcement of red light running with both automated and traditional enforcement.

Nick, now a teenager, has had a very difficult time adjusting to life without his brother and has been
plagued by guilt for being able to get out of the way of the speeding car. Nick and Toni
have been ready participants in numerous Los Angeles area events held during National
Stop on Red Week to raise awareness about the tragic consequences a single bad
decision by a motorist can have on numerous lives.

The same dangerous behavior is found at rail crossings and work zones. In areas with at-grade rail
crossings, even when there are lights, sirens, arms, and barriers extending from the road bed, there are
widespread reports of people driving around them and, too often, getting hit by a train. Drivers also
routinely disregard warning signs in and around construction and work zones, zooming through at
speeds of 50 and 65 miles per hour while workers are only a few feet away. Every eight hours, a driver
or worker is killed in a work zone, and more than 50,000 people are injured in work zone accidents
each year.23

“Research suggests that intentional red-light runners, who account for a
significant percentage of red-light runners, are most affected by enforcement
countermeasures.”
– FHWA Intersection Safety Issue Briefs, 2004.

5FOCUS ON SAFETY 



Distracted, Multitasking Drivers

In California, where cameras are required to capture a photograph of the driver when documenting 
a red light running violation, officers find that drivers often are talking on their cell phones and not 
paying attention to the road. According to law enforcement officers in both Santa Clarita and Costa
Mesa, at least 40 percent of drivers caught running through a red light are using a cell phone. The
number is even higher in Bakersfield, where at least half of violators photographed are on mobile
phones. Cameras have also caught drivers applying makeup, reading books, holding pets, eating and
even shaving.24 Research has shown that a driver talking on a cell phone is four times as likely to be
involved in a serious collision.25

“When asked about distracted driving, participants did not see the relationship
between the numerous things that distract them in their cars and their high rate
of minor fender-bender type crashes. A high percentage of crashes reported by
the teens involved rear-ending a car that had stopped while the teen driver was
looking away from the road. Cell phones are also not perceived as a serious risk
by most teens, yet they complain about other drivers who do stupid things while
talking on their cell phones.”
– NHTSA Teen Unsafe Driving Behaviors: Focus Group, September 2006.

The Consequences of Distracted Driving
Profile: Anjelica and Victoria Velez — Florida

On October 27, 2004, a 22-year-old driver with a history of speeding violations ran a red light in the
Orlando area while allegedly using her cell phone. The driver’s SUV struck 2-year-old Victoria Velez
and her sister Anjelica, 5, who were in a crosswalk with their mother. The vehicle dragged the girls
150 feet before coming to a stop. Both girls died.

Under a plea agreement, the driver served a 30-day jail sentence and will have to complete seven years
on probation.

Outrage over the incident led to the passage of the Velez Memorial Traffic Safety Act,
which doubled the fine for running a red light from $60 to $125 and increased the
number of license points from three to four. The extra violation revenue is used
to fund Florida’s network of hospital trauma centers.
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Increased Demands on Law Enforcement Officers

The ongoing domestic response to the Sept. 11th, 2001, terrorist attacks have added numerous 
new responsibilities to state and local law enforcement agencies, many of which had pre-existing
personnel issues.

A 2006 analysis conducted by the RAND Corporation, stated “Police departments are increasingly
being asked to take on duties that fall within the homeland security arena. At the same time, depart-
ments across the country are short staffed and finding it increasingly difficult to recruit qualified
personnel to perform traditional tasks.” 26

Surveys show that drivers — even those who admit to frequent speeding — think traffic enforcement
is too lax. A 2002 national driver survey found more than 40 percent of drivers felt there was too little
enforcement of red light running and speeding.27

Since law enforcement officers are being asked to perform more tasks, traffic enforcement efforts can 
be curtailed, which feeds the belief by red light runners and speeders that their infractions will go
undetected and unpunished. The perceptions of risk and legal consequences are not high enough to
stop them from breaking traffic laws.

Law enforcement officers cannot do the job alone. Whether on highways or in neighborhoods, too
many drivers violate traffic rules and too few traffic officers are available to catch them. Vehicle speed
capabilities far exceed posted speed limits; and more vehicles are on the road today than any other
time in the nation’s history.

Florida is an example. The number of registered vehicles in Florida grew by 52 percent in the past 12
years, and visitors increased 81 percent. Yet highway patrol staffing was up only 10 percent, resulting
in fewer troopers — compared with traffic volume — patrolling state roads in 2006 than in 2003. As
noted in a Ft. Myers News-Press editorial on the need for more highway patrol officers: “The statistics
are startling. How can lawmakers have dawdled so badly while people die?”28

The additional demands on law enforcement agencies are one reason why photo enforcement is an
increasingly popular countermeasure for many communities. Not only does automated enforcement
free patrol officers for other law enforcement duties, but the consistent traffic enforcement it provides
can change dangerous driving behavior and act as a deterrent to aggressive driving.

A Governors Highway Safety Association survey of its member jurisdictions in 2005 found that many
police departments are struggling to routinely enforce speed limits because of “uncertainty in highway
safety funding and decreased numbers of officers due to retirements, as well as an increased emphasis
on homeland security issues.”29 Speed cameras are an effective tool that allows law-enforcement offi-
cials to monitor those areas deemed troublesome while continuing to devote time to other concerns.
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Highway Use Trends vs. Traffic Enforcement30

Traffic volume and safety considerations mean that law enforcement officers can only apprehend a 
fraction of violators, which can raise the issue of inconsistent enforcement and profiling. It also may
encourage higher risk drivers to gamble on whether or not law enforcement is present. The odds are 
in their favor.

Neither red light running nor speeding is easily or adequately addressed by the traditional law enforce-
ment technique of observation, chase and citation, which can be hazardous and expensive. Red light
running often puts police officers in a difficult situation. The officer must have an unobstructed view 
of the traffic signal and the vehicles entering the intersection. If the officer chooses to pursue, then the
officer must also run through the red light, presenting a danger to the officer as well as other motorists,
pedestrians and bicyclists. If the driver tries to flee, the pursuit can involve high speeds, which presents
another safety issue.
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Speeding presents its own set of problems for law enforcement officers, especially in high-risk zones.
The most common method of speed enforcement involves patrol officers using radar to clock speeders,
but that approach is labor intensive, inconsistent in application, and difficult to deploy in congested
areas or periods of heavy traffic.31 As with red light running, pursuits can involve high speeds and sub-
sequent traffic stops can block traffic lanes and cause congestion, which can lead to other crashes.

LIMITATIONS OF CONVENTIONAL ENFORCEMENT32

• Other priorities, such as violent crime and homeland security, limit resources for traffic
enforcement.

• It can be difficult to observe speeds at the worst places and times.

• High-speed pursuit can be dangerous for police and civilians.

• Reductions in violations achieved through conventional enforcement are temporary.

Across the country, 50 percent of nonrecurring highway traffic congestion is caused by traffic incidents,
which include collisions, disabled vehicles, construction work zones, items obstructing the roadway,
etc. In California, accidents alone account for 28 percent of the state’s congestion.33 Automated enforce-
ment can help to slow down drivers, which leads to safer driving conditions, resulting in fewer
accidents and less congestion.

Photo enforcement is a force multiplier for law enforcement agencies faced with increasing demands
and stretched resources.
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The Problem of Repeat Offenders 
Profile: Mike Donovan – Illinois

On October 10, 2005, Mike Donovan’s 23-year-old daughter, Nicole, and 4-year-old grandson, Devin,
were killed in a horrific car crash. On their way home from Mike’s house, a man with a chronic history
of speeding lost control of his speeding Ferrari and hit them head-on in their lane. The Ferrari
continued out of control, hitting an SUV traveling behind Nicole with so much force that the Ferrari
split in half. The 27-year-old driver of the Ferrari, who also died, had a history of 60 tickets — 28 for
speeding — and still had a valid license. Just 10 days before the crash, the man stood before a judge
charged with “fleeing and eluding the police, speeding, disobeying stop signs, and not using turn
signals.” He was given supervision. 

After doing some research and coming to the conclusion that not enough was being done to address
the problem of excessive speeding, Mike felt compelled to act. He decided his daughter
and grandson were not going to be solely statistics. On October 30, 2005, Families
Against Chronic Excessive Speed 4 (FACES4) was founded. The group raises awareness
about the dangers of speeding, advocacy for tougher laws and support for
people who have lost loved ones to speeding.

10
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Photo enforcement is no longer an emerging technology but is a proven, well-established traffic safety
tool that provides effective, continuous enforcement. By a margin of 11 to 1, leading research studies
reviewed for this document confirm that photo enforcement reduces crashes and saves lives.
Documentation of photo enforcement’s safety benefits are unassailable and undeniable, reinforced by
new reports and studies showing that cameras lead to significant decreases in intersection and speeding
violations and crashes. As a supplement to traditional law enforcement, it can bring about behavior
changes resulting in more motorists obeying traffic signals and signs and avoiding the crashes, injuries
and loss of life caused by red light running and speeding.

RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA: 
DOCUMENTING RESULTS

Raleigh established a red light camera program in 2003 to combat the area’s documented red light
running problem. The Institute for Transportation Research and Education at North Carolina State
University was given the task of conducting the before and after research to determine the results
of the red light camera program.

The study reviewed traffic data from more than a dozen of the most dangerous intersections in
Raleigh, half of which had red light cameras. Researchers compared the before and after red light-
related crashes between the two groups. The results showed right-angle crashes were reduced by
42 percent at red light camera intersections, with a 25 percent reduction in rear-end crashes. The
total number of red light-related crashes dropped by 22 percent.

The study also documented a significant reduction in red light running violations that occurred two
seconds after the light had changed, demonstrating that the presence of the red light cameras was
changing driver behavior.

It is important to repeatedly stress that automated enforcement should not be used as a substitute for
traditional enforcement, good engineering, or public education. Rather, it works effectively in combina-
tion with those three strategies.

Merely increasing patrols by law enforcement officers does not guarantee safer roads, as is evidenced
by a 2004 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) study of targeted aggressive driv-
ing enforcement zones established in Tucson and Indianapolis. Over a six month time period, there
was a negligible reduction in average traffic speeds while crashes in the special enforcement zones actu-
ally increased by 20 percent in Indianapolis and a 7 percent in Tucson, despite 3,800 patrol hours
spent on enforcement.1
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PHOTO ENFORCEMENT — PROVEN RESULTS 
Crashes & Injuries Avoided, Lives Saved2



In contrast, Melbourne, Australia, noted a 30 percent reduction in speeding fatalities due to a cam-
paign that included education and increased enforcement that emphasized photo enforcement. The
significant reduction in traffic fatalities followed a crackdown on excessive speeding in urban areas.
Beginning in 2001, speed camera enforcement was dramatically increased and coincided with an
extensive public education and awareness effort about the increased enforcement program. In 2002, 
a progressive reduction in speed limit violation tolerances was enacted to force drivers to obey the
posted speed limit or risk higher fines and penalties. Enforcement, public awareness and reduction 
in enforcement tolerance combined to produce the 30 percent drop in traffic fatalities.2

Studies show that photo enforcement programs result in crash and fatality reductions of 20 percent or
more. That is a significantly greater impact than many other traffic safety measures, which are considered
very successful if they mitigate fatality risk in the range of 5 to 10 percent. According to an analysis of
societal benefits of increased traffic enforcement, the relative risk reduction from stepped-up enforce-
ment is greater in magnitude than the reduction from all mandatory vehicle safety improvements of
the past 50 years.3

“What we were looking for was a general deterrent to risky driver behavior —
red light running and speeding — and that’s what we got.”
– John D. Wintersteen, Paradise Valley (AR) Chief of Police, referring to photo traffic enforcement

In a 2004 poll conducted by the American Automobile Association (AAA), respondents acknowledged
the benefits of photo speed enforcement. Sixty-four percent said they believed a system of speeding
cameras would accomplish its primary goal of deterring speeding, and more than 70 percent said the
main reason for the cameras’ effectiveness was drivers’ fear of getting caught and being forced to pay
fines and/or higher insurance rates (www.aaamidatlantic.com/aaaworld/article.asp?id=300).

“We know what works,” said John D. Wintersteen, Chief of Police, Paradise Valley, Arizona. “Photo
enforcement has dramatically changed driver behavior in Paradise Valley and decreased collisions
commensurately. What we were looking for was a general deterrent to risky driver behavior — red
light running and speeding — and that’s what we got.” Paradise Valley has seen a 45 percent reduction
in all types of collisions since photo enforcement was put into place in 1987.

Benefits of Red Light Cameras

A red light camera program begun in 2006 in Columbus, Ohio, led to a dramatic decrease in crashes
and violations. The number of people caught running red lights at the city’s first two intersections with
cameras dropped from 1,684 violators in March 2006 to 477 in August 2006, a 71 percent decrease.4

Not only were there no rear-end crashes during those six months, but there was only one crash at
either intersection. Police said that previously, each of the intersections recorded between 5 and 14
crashes a year caused by red light runners.
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Life Changed
Profile: Stephen Smylie — Canada

Stephen Smylie of Etobicoke, Canada, knows how quickly a life can be altered forever. His paralysis is
a constant reminder of how dangerous running a red light can be. An avid bicyclist, Smylie was struck
by a car that ran a red light in downtown Toronto on May 15, 2000. He suffered serious injuries and
lost the use of his arms and legs. 

The driver received a $100 fine for running a red light.

An accomplished artisan, Smylie was forced to sell his stained glass business and 
is still undergoing treatment to restore partial use of his hands. He continues 
to express his creativity through painting.

The Columbus findings are not an aberration.
• A review of red light camera studies around the world concluded that cameras reduce red light

violations by 40–50 percent and reduce injury crashes by 25-30 percent.5

• A 2006 study of red light cameras in southeast Virginia found the cameras affected all drivers
equally and reduced red light running regardless of driver profiles, including ethnicity and age.6

• A 2006 study of the red light camera program in Garland, Texas, found that crashes caused by
red light runners decreased by 56 percent at intersections with cameras; crashes at intersections
without cameras decreased by 38 percent. Injuries at the locations with cameras decreased by 27
percent, from 95 to 69 injuries.7

• Ventura, California, which installed cameras at 17 different locations in 2001, has seen red light
running crashes drop 80 percent at the intersections with red light cameras, and a 29 percent
reduction in red light running crashes across the city.8

• Crashes were reduced from 57 to 35, a 39 percent reduction, at the first seven intersections
equipped with red light cameras in Calgary, Canada.9

Conversely, camera removal results in increased red light running.
• In Virginia Beach, Virginia, red light running violations at four intersections spiked over 99.5 

percent in the six months after the state allowed the red light camera law to sunset in 2005. The
same cameras previously authorized for use simply stopped taking photos at the end of June, yet
continued to monitor violations.10 Violations increased from 488 in June to 1,056 in November,
an increase unquestionably attributed to the absence of cameras.

• Preliminary results from an Old Dominion University study on the same Virginia Beach program
found that red light cameras reduced red light running by 69 percent and documented that when
the cameras were discontinued, drivers reverted to their previous red light running behavior.11 In
the first few months after the cameras “went dark,” the relative risk of someone running a red
light was 2.63 times higher than when the cameras were operational. One year later, that risk was
3.59 times higher, a rate that was even slightly higher than the red light running rate before the
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camera program began. The study, which was partially funded by the Virginia Department of
Motor Vehicles, is one of the first to give a complete before, during and after statistical view of the
deterrence value of a red light camera program.12

• In 2001, the City of San Diego voluntarily suspended its red light camera program after a court
ruling identified a lack of program oversight on the part of the city. Over the next four months,
accidents caused by red light violations increased by 14 percent citywide and 30 percent at the
intersections where red light cameras had been operating.13

Benefits of Speed Cameras

As noted previously, in the United States speed limits usually are enforced by police officers using radar
equipment from their patrol vehicles, a traditional approach with serious limitations. It is resource inten-
sive, inconsistent in application and has little deterrent impact on motorists. In congested areas and high
risk areas, such as work and school zones, there may be no place to pull over speeding vehicles safely.14

WASHINGTON, D.C.: 
THE NATION’S CAPITAL GETS TOUGH ON SPEEDING

Washington, D.C., operates one of the most extensive red light and speed limit enforcement camera
programs in North America. It began using red light cameras in 1999 and expanded to mobile photo
speed-enforcement units in 2001 along high-traffic commuter corridors. 

During the first 17 months of red light camera enforcement in the District, more than 450,000 Notices
of Infraction were mailed. This level of consistent enforcement was achieved without pulling officers
from other community policing assignments or otherwise diminishing public safety services in D.C.’s
neighborhoods.15

In 2004, the program was expanded to include a limited number of fixed photo speed cameras that
would provide continuous speed enforcement in key areas where traditional speed-enforcement
efforts were dangerous or impractical. The city’s first fixed speed camera was installed adjacent to
the campus of Gallaudet University, the nation’s largest university for deaf and hearing-impaired
students. Pedestrians in this location were at particular risk from speeding motorists who routinely
ignored the posted speed limit of 25 miles per hour.

During its first 15 days of operation, over 10,000 motorists were found to be speeding aggressively at
the site, including one motorist who was tracked at a speed of 88 miles per hour.

Overall, D.C. has seen aggressively speeding drop dramatically since the program was initiated. 
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Most programs using speed cameras record a significant drop in speeding and related crashes and injuries.

• In the District of Columbia, almost 1 in 3 motorists were found to be speeding aggressively at the
beginning of the photo speed-enforcement program in 2001. During September 2006, the number
dropped to less than 1 in 55.16

• Preliminary results from a study of a fixed speed-enforcement program in Scottsdale, Arizona, found
that mean speeds were reduced by 9.4 mph during non-peak hours following the installation of six
cameras on the Loop 101 freeway. The study also found crashes were reduced between 23 percent
and 70 percent, based on a before and after study with a comparison group.17

• A 2005 study of speed cameras in 10 school zones in New South Wales, Australia, found overall
reductions in traffic speeds not only in the school zones but also on the roads approaching the
school zones.18

• A 2005 evaluation of 28 digital speed camera sites found 70 to 90 percent reductions in the per-
centage of vehicles speeding, overall crashes fell by almost 20 percent, injury crashes fell by 20
percent, and fatal crashes were reduced by nearly 90 percent in New South Wales, Australia.19

• A 2006 review of speed camera research worldwide found crash reductions ranged from 14 to 
72 percent for all crashes within the vicinity of the camera site, 8 to 46 percent for injury crashes,
and 40 to 45 percent for crashes involving serious injuries or fatalities.20

• A 2005 review of 14 speed camera studies worldwide
found speeding deaths were reduced by 
17 to 71 percent in the vicinity of the cameras.21

• A 2004 evaluation of speed camera programs in the
United Kingdom found a 40 percent reduction in per-
sons killed or seriously injured and a 33 percent
reduction in personal injury collisions.22

“As has occurred with the cessation of red
light camera programs, there is documentation
that when speed cameras are removed,
violations increase.”
– Kangwon Shin, Ida van Schalkwyk and Simon Washington23

The Netherlands has taken an aggressive approach to speed
management. In 1992, the country embarked upon an
aggressive campaign to reduce traffic fatalities by cracking
down on aggressive speeding using a network of speed
cameras. Additional patrol officers were then hired using
revenue generated by speeding violations. As a result, tick-
eted violations for speeding increased steadily from 1995
through 2004. Concurrently, traffic fatalities across the
country have continued to decline from approximately
1,250 in 1996 to below 900 in 2004.24
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The graphic below (Figure 4 from Elihu Richter et al.) illustrates the dramatic differences in traffic
fatalities between countries that use speed cameras and the United States.25

Other Applications

Highway-rail grade crossings. Automated enforcement has also proven beneficial at highway-rail
grade crossings. Drivers often disregard posted signals warning of an oncoming train, including lights,
sirens, arms, and barriers extending from the road bed.

According to statistics from Operation Lifesaver, almost “50 percent of vehicle/train collisions occur 
at crossings with active warning devices (gates, lights, bells).”26 All too often, motorists try to beat the
oncoming train but aren’t fast enough and there is a collision. In 2005, there were 355 reported fatali-
ties due to collisions at highway-rail grade crossings.27 Automated enforcement at rail crossings can
provide added incentive for drivers to wait for the train to pass.

California was the site of the first automated enforcement program at U.S. grade crossings. In 1992 
the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority instituted photo enforcement at grade
crossings of the Los Angeles/Long Beach Blue Line. Gate violations decreased more than 90 percent at
some locations.28

• A study of highway-rail grade crossing in Illinois found evidence that photo enforcement is very
effective at reducing the rate of violations. Reductions ranged from 47 percent to 87 percent.29
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• During a pilot program in Canada, cameras issued warnings, not citations, and still resulted in 
a 69 percent reduction of violations.30

• The Metro Blue Line in Los Angeles, a light rail transit program, installed cameras at 17 of their
rail crossings. Prior to installation, those crossings saw an average violation rate of 2 per hour.
Three months after the cameras began issuing citations, average violations dropped to just 1
every 12 hours — a roughly 96 percent reduction in violations.31

As the research indicates, “Photo enforcement has proven its ability to deter violations and collisions.”32

The effectiveness of cameras at railroad crossings to catch violators who run the lights and barriers led
the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) to recommend the use of photo enforcement. The
NTSB noted that the use of photo enforcement at railroad crossings led to a substantial reduction —
47 to 51 percent — in collisions at camera-equipped crossings in Los Angeles and the Illinois cities of
Wood Dale and Naperville.33

Work zones. Numerous studies indicate that crashes and fatalities in work zones are on the rise. From
1996 to 2005, fatalities in work zones increased from 715 to 1,074.34 That is a 50 percent increase in
fatalities in just 10 years. Researchers agree that speeding plays a major role in work zone crashes,35 and
that enforcement is the most effective way to reduce speeding in work zones. However, work zones are
not conducive to active enforcement by officers36 and attempts at enforcement within a work zone can
put both officers and the public at risk.37 Active enforcement by officers in a work zone can also lead to
further congestion and traffic tie-ups.38 Automated enforcement in work zones is not only safer but also
more effective. Officers may have to leave the work zone to cite a vehicle, decreasing enforcement
visibility and missing potential speeders. Photo speed enforcement systems, on the other hand, are
stationary and can consistently cite more drivers,39 increasing compliance with posted speed limits.

In 2004, Illinois became the first U.S. state to authorize the use of speed limit automated traffic
enforcement programs in highway work zones. The state is utilizing several vans equipped with photo
speed enforcement technology and deploying them to work zones across the state. An initial deployment
of the technology at a work zone on Chicago’s busy Dan Ryan Expressway in May 2006, resulted in
250 speeding violations in just 2.5 hours.40

Toll booths. Unlike speeders and red light runners, toll violators don’t necessarily cause crashes, but
they do cheat the government — and therefore taxpayers — out of millions of dollars each year. Photo
enforcement at toll plazas is providing a safe way for jurisdictions to reduce these losses.

• Florida Turnpike officials want to increase penalties for toll scofflaws, who cost the system nearly
$22 million in fiscal year 2006, up from $17 million in 2005 and $11 million in 2004. Those
figures do not include millions more that are lost by local expressway authorities in Miami, Tampa
and Orlando.41

• A 2005 audit by the Illinois State Toll Highway Authority showed the authority loses $11 million
a year in uncollected tolls.42

• Toll cheats on the Dulles Toll Road in Virginia cost the state about $1.2 million a year. The Virginia
Department of Transportation said about 6,600, or 1.7 percent, of the 381,000 weekday toll road
users get away without paying.43 Plans are underway to install photo enforcement on the Dulles
Toll Road.

• Georgia lost $906,000 in uncollected toll fees and charges in 2005.44
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Why the increase in toll violations? Many toll roads no longer use gates to physically block vehicles
until the toll is paid. New technologies that make it easier and faster for motorists to drive through toll
booths without person-to-person toll collections but also make it easier for unscrupulous motorists to
drive through without paying the toll.

WHERE’S THE LOGIC HERE?

“Florida already allows the use of cameras to penalize toll violators. Tolls are purely revenue-
generating functions. Traffic signals, however, are intended to control traffic and reduce the number
of right angle (most severe type of) crashes. Our State will allow enforcement of toll payments with
cameras, yet does not allow enforcement of lifesaving traffic control devices.”

Orange County (Fl.) Community Traffic Safety Team 
www.orgsites.com/fl/orangecountyctst/index.html

Ironically, some states, such as Virginia and Florida, allow photo enforcement of toll booth violations
but not for red light running violations, even though the primary purpose of toll booth cameras is rev-
enue enhancement, while public safety is the primary purpose of red light cameras. When questioned
in 2005 why the Virginia legislature voted to allow photo enforcement at toll booths only two days
after striking down red light photo enforcement, Speaker Thomas Howell replied that it was politics
rather than policy that killed the red light camera authorizing law.45

Reducing the Societal Cost of Crashes

According to the World Report on Road Traffic Injury Prevention issued in 2004 by the World Health
Organization and the World Bank, the benefits of speed cameras outweigh their costs by a three-to-one
margin, without taking fine revenue into account.46 A conservative estimate by the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) in 2005 estimated societal cost reductions from red light cameras to be over
$14 million per year, or $38,000 for each red light camera location in the seven cities included in the
study. This amount was completely separate from any revenue from violations.

According to the World Report on Road Traffic Injury Prevention issued in 2004 
by the World Health Organization and the World Bank, the benefits of speed
cameras outweigh their costs by a three-to-one margin, without taking fine
revenue into account.
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Those figures seem low when compared to the estimated benefits of the speed camera demonstration
project on the Loop 101 freeway in Arizona. Using the before and after analysis with a comparison
group, the annual estimated benefits of the program total more than $45 million, including

• $3.4 million in disabling injury benefits,
• $4.9 million in evident injury crash benefits,
• $1.7 million in possible injury crash benefits,
• $25.7 million in fatal crash benefits, and
• $9.9 million in property damage benefits.47

The Incalculable Costs Of A Human Life
Profile: Loyce Cervantes — Texas

Loyce Cervantes, 56, of Frisco, Texas, died four days after her SUV was hit by a red light runner in
June 2006. The crash occurred when she was driving home for a family barbecue after visiting her
father in the hospital.

Cervantes had been a registered nurse at hospitals throughout the Dallas area for 32 years. The red light
running crash not only took her from her family and friends, but there is a greater and incalculable loss
of an experienced healer to our health care system. No other families will ever experience
her special care, which earned her high praise from colleagues and those who witnessed
her work. With her death there is one less health care worker with the ability to boost
patients’ spirits and aid their recovery by finding something positive in even the
bleakest diagnosis.

A recent study of the photo speed camera program in British Columbia revealed an annual net benefit
of about $114 million. The study concluded that automated photo traffic safety enforcement can be an
effective and efficient means to manage traffic speed, reduce collisions and injuries, and combat the
huge resulting economic burden to society.48

The Texas Transportation Institute has calculated that traffic congestion costs Americans a minimum of
$63 billion per year. And, according to the USDOT, 25 percent of congestion is related to traffic crashes
and other incidents.49

The reduction in crashes, deaths and injuries, with their direct and indirect costs, such as law enforce-
ment time, medical and other emergency personnel, traffic tie-ups, property damage, etc., provides a
substantial savings to any community. Plus, photo enforcement programs typically are violator funded,
eliminating any drain on public coffers.
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Photo enforcement & violation/crash reductions

JURISDICTION VIOLATION/CRASH REDUCTION

Red Light Camera Statistics

Los Angeles County, Experienced a 92 percent drop in violations.
California

Oxnard, California Injury crashes at intersections with traffic signals dropped 29 percent after 
camera enforcement began in 1997, and the reductions occurred at 
intersections with and without cameras.

San Francisco, California Red light cameras led to a 68 percent violation rate reduction.

Ventura, California Seventeen red light cameras decreased crashes by 80 percent at intersections 
with cameras and decreased crashes throughout the city by 29 percent.

Howard County, In the four years the cameras have been operational, the number of crashes at 
Maryland every camera location dropped, with the declines ranging from 21 percent to 

37.5 percent.

New York City, The city experienced a 62 percent decline in red light violations at camera 
New York intersections.

Charlotte, North Carolina Red light running violations dropped by more than 70 percent the first year.

Columbus, Ohio Red light violations during the first six months declined by 71 percent without a 
single rear-end crash.

Garland, Texas Red light cameras caused a 56 percent decrease in crashes at intersections 
with cameras and a 38 percent decrease at intersections without cameras.

Fairfax, Virginia Red light violations declined 44 percent after one year of camera enforcement.

Washington, D.C. Red light fatalities were reduced from 16 percent to 2 percent in the first two 
years of red light cameras.

USA Automated Enforcement of Traffic Signals: A Literature Review reported violation
reductions ranging from 20 percent to 87 percent, with half of the jurisdictions 
reporting between 40 percent and 62 percent reductions in red light violations.

Calgary, Canada Crashes at intersections with red light cameras were reduced by 39 percent.

Speed Camera Statistics

Scottsdale, Arizona A Loop 101 freeway study showed a reduction in speeding by 9.4 mph.50

Paradise Valley, Town officials have credited speed cameras with a 45 percent reduction in 
California collisions since 1987.

Beaverton, Oregon The percentage of vehicles speeding declined by 28 percent on streets with 
speed cameras.

Portland, Oregon On one street in Portland, 88 percent of vehicles traveled in excess of 11mph 
over the speed limit. After eight deployments of speed cameras, only 12 percent
of vehicles were traveling 11 mph or greater over the limit.51

Washington, D.C. In five years the number of speeders went from 1 in 3 motorists, to less than 
1 in 55 motorists.52

Melbourne, Australia Speed cameras and an educational campaign reduced traffic fatalities by 
30 percent.

Dozens of studies of red light and speed camera enforcement have been conducted over the years. By a
margin of 11 to one, studies confirm photo enforcement’s effectiveness; here is a sampling of those results.
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Are communities turning to photo enforcement in hopes of discovering a cash cow, as some opponents
claim? Can lives be saved by simply increasing the duration of a yellow light? Is the insurance industry
research biased?

Examining Claims Made by Automated Traffic Enforcement Opponents

Over the years, critics have issued legal challenges and, citing a small handful of flawed reports 
(see appendix 2), opponents of red light camera programs have claimed that:

• Speed and red light cameras are being sought to increase revenue rather than enhance traffic
safety;

• Much of the photo enforcement research conducted by the insurance industry is self-serving;
• Research shows that cameras cause an increase in rear-end crashes; and
• Extended yellow light timing would reduce red light running.

An examination of these claims follows, as well as a look at the legal challenges (detailed in appendix 3)
that primarily involve a right to privacy, due process, a delay in citation issuance, the right to confront
one’s accuser, owner versus driver liability, and privatizing law enforcement.

Revenue vs. safety benefits. Photo enforcement systems are often dismissed by opponents as revenue
generators by communities trying to raise money and balance budgets without increasing taxes. This
was one of the points made in the landmark case against the District of Columbia’s red light and speed
photo enforcement programs brought by a local university student and a taxi-leasing company that
had, together, received numerous automated traffic violations.

In his 2003 ruling in Agomo v. Williams, Washington, D.C., Superior Court Judge Melvin Wright
summarily dismissed the allegation, saying, “The fact that there are a high number of persons pho-
tographed running the traffic signal or operating at excessive speeds is an example of the magnitude 
of the problem facing city officials trying to correct a growing situation.”1

As also discussed in chapter 4, concerns about perceptions of revenue generation have led most juris-
dictions to move away from fee-per-ticket contracts with private sector providers to flexible fixed fee 
or flat fee arrangements. Localities that seek fee-per-ticket payment schemes usually do so to avoid
up-front costs and on-going risks that a program will lose money. However, in going into such arrange-
ments, officials should be warned that they may be criticized by photo enforcement opponents for
assisting in “bounty hunting” by for-profit companies.

Whatever type of contract is used, extreme caution should be exercised in choosing deployment sites
and setting program parameters, such that the safety purpose of the program cannot be successfully
challenged.
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While photo enforcement programs generally pay for themselves, recent state studies in California and
Virginia found that six of the 13 programs reviewed had not covered program costs with violation
fines. In addition, a 2003 report by the U.S. General Accounting Office found that three of the five
programs reviewed had generated revenue less than the program costs.2 But the ability to make money
shouldn’t be a consideration for traffic safety professionals and local officials seeking to institute pro-
grams. As with drunk driving and seat belt campaigns, the only goal for photo enforcement programs
should be preventing injuries and saving lives. Furthermore, as described in the preceding section,
photo enforcement programs result in a reduction in crashes, deaths and injuries, which provides a
substantial savings to any community.

SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA: PROGRAM OVERSIGHT

In 2001, a highly publicized lawsuit over the use of red light cameras in San Diego, California,
resulted in a Superior Court ruling that eventually led to the dismissal of about 300 tickets. While
camera opponents hailed the ruling as a victory, the judge specifically upheld the constitutionality 
of the camera program. The tickets were dismissed because of defects in how the program was
operated. The judge said the city should exercise more oversight and replace the fee-for-citation
payment arrangement.

A city-funded outside review of the program outlined some engineering and procedural changes 
to improve the city’s revamped red light camera program. A formal audit conducted by the State 
of California in 2002 recommended “more rigorous oversight of vendors, establishing shorter 
periods for destroying certain confidential information, developing added controls to ensure 
that vendors only mail authorized and approved citations, and periodically inspecting red light
camera intersections.”

By 2004, the city manager reported back to the city council that the revamped program was seeing
the expected results in crash reductions and that there had been no crashes due to red light running
at the five sites since the photo enforcement cameras were installed. The city had also enacted
several new public awareness components, including a program website (www.sandiego.gov/
engineering-cip/services/public/rlphoto/index.shtml), a new informational brochure, and
participation in National Stop on Red Week outreach events.

Insurance industry research. Opponents’ claims that insurance industry research produces self-
serving studies lack logic. Citations for red light running typically do not result in points on a driver’s
license or increased insurance premiums. The insurance industry’s only benefit from increased use of
photo enforcement is a decrease in crashes and fatalities.
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Rear-end crashes. Research shows that the installation of any traffic signal leads to an increase in
crashes, particularly rear-end crashes. While a few studies cite an increase in rear-end crashes when red
light cameras are in place, the overwhelming evidence shows that the benefit of reducing right-angle
crashes, which typically result in the most severe injuries, far outweighs any increase in rear-end crashes.
Let’s be clear: rear-end crashes aren’t caused by red light cameras or by drivers who stop at red lights.
Rear-end crashes are caused by drivers following too closely, not paying attention and speeding. As
detailed in chapter 2, when looking at all crash types — in particular those involving injury —
red light cameras lead to significant overall reductions in violations and crashes, especially
costly right-angle injury crashes.

Yellow light timing. Most communities that consider installing red light cameras eventually run into
questions about whether red light running can be eliminated by extending the yellow or amber
sequence. At intersections where the yellow phase is inappropriately short, lengthening the yellow can
bring some drivers who are inadvertent offenders into compliance. However, extending the yellow
phase will not reduce the incidence of deliberate red light running (See chapter 4 for more information).

Yellow light timing should always follow the formula established by the Federal Highway Administration
(FHWA) and the Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE). Unscientific experiments to assign longer
yellow times than the formula recommends may have the unintended result of greater traffic congestion.
This is because the only way to add time to the yellow phase is to take time away from the green phase,
thus reducing the free flow of traffic. The formula developed and tested by transportation engineers
optimizes both the safety and traffic flow objectives (See chapter 4 for a more thorough discussion).

A 2004 study of lengthening yellow intervals by the Texas Transportation Institute found that while the
number of red light violations did decrease initially, drivers quickly began to adjust their driving habits.
The study concluded that consistent enforcement was the most effective way to reduce intentional red
light violations.3

THE NATIONAL MOTORISTS ASSOCIATION

The National Motorists Association (NMA), a
Wisconsin-based “driver rights” organization, is easily
the most vocal anti-photo enforcement organization in
North America. A visit to the NMA website will quickly
reveal that in addition to photo enforcement, the NMA
has opposed virtually every traffic safety and vehicle
safety improvement proposed over the past 12 years,
from seat-belt laws to mandatory vehicle insurance
requirements. The NMA even led a special lobbying
effort in 2006 to repeal the Virginia motorcycle helmet
law. Perhaps most telling, any active NMA member
who receives a traffic violation, pleads innocent, uses
the NMA’s techniques for fighting traffic violations,
and is still found guilty by a court will have their
violation paid for by the NMA.
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In a 2007 study of Philadelphia intersections, the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety found that
lengthening the duration of yellow lights reduced red light running by 36 percent. The addition of red
light camera enforcement further reduced red light violations by 96 percent beyond levels achieved by
the longer yellow timing. “Adequate yellow signal timing reduces red light running, but longer yellow
timing alone does not eliminate the need for better enforcement, which can be provided effectively by
red light cameras.”4

Legal Challenges To Photo Enforcement

Most opposition to photo enforcement is related to the constitutionality of the programs. Critics of
automated enforcement programs for red light and speeding violations often claim that the technology
is unconstitutional or infringes on basic rights.

It should be noted here that there is no constitutional right to drive a car. Driving is a privilege, and in
every state there is the added principle of implied consent whereby operators of motor vehicles, in
effect, agree to abide by traffic rules and regulations when obtaining a license to drive. This is the legal
foundation that allows impaired driving field tests and sobriety checkpoints and also provides an addi-
tional legal justification for automated traffic enforcement.

No court that has reviewed an automated enforcement case has ruled that using the technology vio-
lates any provision of the U.S. Constitution; however, a few courts have required some cities to make
minor operational or administrative changes.

In addition, state courts in California, Colorado and Oregon, and the District of Columbia, along with
several federal district and circuit courts, have rejected specific constitutional challenges to automated
enforcement programs on the issues of: due process, equal protection, the Fourth Amendment and the
propriety of local governments approving private contracts for traffic enforcement.

The only instances of state courts ruling that red light camera programs violated state law occurred in
2006 in Minnesota and North Carolina.

In Minnesota, a judge ruled that the city ordinance used to establish the Minneapolis red light camera
program did not meet the standards of state law because violations were issued to the registered owner,
and Minnesota state law is very specific in requiring driver liability for traffic violations.

SEE APPENDIX 3 FOR MORE INFORMATION ON LEGAL RULINGS CONCERNING:

• privacy,
• due process,
• owner vs. driver liability (also see Steps for Implementation chapter), and
• privatizing law enforcement.
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In North Carolina, a county court and a state appeals court both ruled that the state’s red light camera
law does not adequately address a state constitutional requirement that a share of all municipal revenue
be distributed to local school districts. In late 2006, both the Minnesota and North Carolina cases were
under appeal to higher courts.

Widespread Public Support

As the increasing number of photo enforcement programs would indicate, public acceptance and
appreciation for photo enforcement is widespread.

• A 2002 NHTSA driver survey regarding speeding and other aggressive driving found an over-
whelming majority of those surveyed supported automated photo enforcement involving drivers:
– passing a stopped school bus (82 percent),
– speeding in a school zone (78 percent),
– trying to beat a train at a railroad crossing (78 percent), and
– running red lights (75 percent).5

• In an August 2002 Harris poll commissioned by the National Campaign to Stop Red Light
Running, 83 percent of Americans support the use of photo enforcement in cities with a red 
light running problem.6

• A 2004 driver survey conducted for the Scottsdale, Arizona, police department found 75 percent
of respondents supported the city’s photo speed and red light camera programs.7

• More than 85 percent of Mesa, Arizona, residents are in favor of using red light cameras at the
city’s most dangerous intersections and nearly 80 percent think the city’s red light program should
be expanded.8

• A 2006 poll of Arizona voters, conducted by Arizona State University’s Walter Cronkite School of
Journalism and Mass Communication and KAET-TV, found that 64 percent of voters supported
the use of photo enforcement on state highways.9

• Opinion research commissioned as part of the three-year evaluation of the safety camera program
in the United Kingdom found 79 percent of people questioned agreed with the statement that the
use of safety cameras should be supported as a method of reducing casualties; 68 percent agreed
that the primary use of cameras was to save lives.10

• More than 75 percent of Canadians support the use of red light cameras, 65 percent support the
use of photo speed cameras to identify vehicles that break the speed limit on the highway, and 84
percent support the use of photo speed cameras to identify vehicles that speed in school zones.11

Law enforcement officers support photo enforcement. Law enforcement officers have come out in
strong support of automated enforcement technology, not only because it enhances their ability to safely
cite more traffic violators, but because it frees up police personnel for other enforcement duties. In a
proclamation in support of red light cameras, the National Organization of Black Law Enforcement
Executives wrote that the cameras “are an important and effective element of the officer’s toolbox in
addressing traffic violations.”12

Despite strong and growing support, photo enforcement is not without its detractors. Speed cameras
have stirred far more controversy than red light cameras, particularly in the United Kingdom where
cameras along highways have been shot, bashed and set on fire. Some manufacturers now advertise
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their speed cameras as “bullet proof.” However, as the benefits section describes, the immense safety
benefits far outweigh the objections of a vocal minority.

Public education: the path to effective and respected photo enforcement programs. The more
authorities work with the public and the media to increase understanding of the problem and how the
photo enforcement program is working to stop it, the more likely the program is to be accepted and
supported throughout the community. A well-designed photo enforcement program with broad and
on-going public outreach is in a much better position to meet and respond to challenges by opponents
than are programs administered with little public education effort. Furthermore, since the deterrence of
photo enforcement works best with an informed citizenry, the resources spent on public information
and media relations efforts are easily returned in reduced instances of offending behavior and reduced
crashes. For more information on photo enforcement public education campaigns, see chapter 4, step 6,
and contact the National Campaign to Stop Red Light Running at www.stopredlightrunning.com.

GARLAND, TEXAS: 
THE BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF BEING A CAMERA PIONEER

The Dallas suburb of Garland, Texas, knew it had a serious red light running problem. Crash data
from 2002 revealed that 85 percent of all injury accidents were occurring at the city’s intersections,
with the vast majority directly attributable to red light running.13

The city embarked upon a red light camera program after language allowing cities to enforce traffic
laws as civil violations was approved by the Texas legislature in 2002. City leaders were keenly aware
that the program would be a lightning rod for controversy — it would be the first program of its kind
in Texas and the use of red light cameras had been vociferously opposed by some state legislators.

The city implemented an extensive public awareness campaign to demonstrate the severity of the
problem and explain the technology and violation process. The program officially got underway
during the 2003 observance of National Stop on Red Week.

As predicted, the program came under immediate attack in the state legislature. A bill prohibiting
the use of red light cameras was approved by a wide margin in the House and was in danger of
being approved by the Senate when Garland joined forces with other interested cities and traffic
safety advocates to fight back and muster the votes needed to stop the prohibition bill.

The example set by Garland, in the solid planning and implementation of their program, has been
closely observed and adopted by almost a dozen Texas cities with red light running problems. Data
released in September of 2006 showed that crashes dropped 25 percent and injury crashes dropped
27 percent at the four Garland intersections equipped with red light cameras.14
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Growing support for red light photo enforcement. Listed below are a number of national and local
initiatives — some longstanding and some relatively new — that have organized in support of red
light photo enforcement.

• U.S. Federal Highway Administration
• U.S. National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
• American Association of State Highway & Transportation Officials (AASHTO)
• National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives (NOBLE)
• World Health Organization/ The World Bank
• International Association of Chiefs of Police
• Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety
• Insurance Institute for Highway Safety
• National Safety Council
• Governors Highway Safety Association
• National Center for Bicycling and Walking
• Canadian Automobile Association
• AAA of Southern California
• AAA Carolinas
• AAA Mid-Atlantic
• AAA South
• The Arizona Red Means Stop Coalition
• Stop on Red, Orange County
• Drive Smart, Virginia
• STOP! Red Light Running Coalition of Florida
• American Civil Liberties Union — National Capital Area Chapter
• More than 200 local communities in some 24 states
• National League of Cities
• United States Conference of Mayors
• California Peace Officers Association
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National Survivor Spokesperson
Profile: Ann Sweet — Indiana

Ann Sweet has taken her traffic safety message all over the country. Ann’s daughter, Shawnee, was killed
October 27, 1997, by a red light runner driving a semi-flatbed truck. Following her fiancé Jeff in his
car, Shawnee’s car exploded on impact at the intersection of 150 West and U.S. 30 in Warsaw, Indiana.
Jeff witnessed this horrific crash through his pickup’s rearview mirror. Shawnee was dead before he
could get to her car.

For six months Ann slept in a chair in the living room, waiting and hoping that if she watched the
driveway hard enough and long enough, Shawnee would drive in and the nightmare could finally end.

Ann doesn’t sit and wait anymore. As the national spokesperson for the National Campaign to Stop
Red Light Running, Ann has visited Capitol Hill and more than a dozen states, speaking to legislatures
and traffic safety groups about the danger of red light running.

Ann has turned her personal tragedy into a lifetime commitment to save lives, reduce red
light running, and comfort those who have experienced the tragedy of red light running.
She is also a founding member of the Campaign’s Advisory Board.
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The growing use of photo enforcement throughout the United States provides a wealth of information
and guidance for jurisdictions considering new programs. While every program must be tailored to the
particular needs and characteristics of a community, certain steps are critical for any successful photo
enforcement program, whether it targets speed or intersection safety problems.

Where to start? A well-executed program — including a clear, well-defined process coupled with good
legislation and public outreach — will increase effectiveness, facilitate public acceptance and improve
the long-term success of photo enforcement programs. Here are steps common to successful programs:

STEP 1: Identify the safety problem and determine if photo 
enforcement is an appropriate solution

STEP 2: Identify and enlist the support of key players

STEP 3: Review legislative and regulatory needs

STEP 4: Establish program goals

STEP 5: Choose technology and contractor(s) based on the jurisdiction’s
objectives, priorities and resources

STEP 6: Initiate multifaceted public awareness campaign prior to 
program start and continue throughout life of program

STEP 7: Evaluate and select camera locations

STEP 8: Implement the program using best management practices

STEP 9: Predict, acknowledge and address public concerns

STEP 10: Evaluate and monitor program’s results
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STEP 1: Identify the Safety Problem and Determine if 
Photo Enforcement is an Appropriate Solution

Red light cameras. If considering the use of red light cameras, an engineering review should be con-
ducted on the problem intersection(s) to determine the extent and causes of the red light running
problem. The study helps ensure that the red light running problem is not due to engineering or other
setting shortcomings. Can the problem be addressed with other countermeasures such as road
improvements, improved visibility of signals, or better traffic signal timing? Photo enforcement should
be one part of a comprehensive approach to intersection safety that incorporates engineering, education
and enforcement, which are frequently referred to as “the three E’s.” Photo enforcement should only be
used to reduce behavior-related red light running and not to address engineering shortcomings.

Research suggests that intentional red light runners are most influenced by enforcement countermeasures
while unintentional red light runners are most affected by engineering countermeasures.1 According to
the U.S. Federal Highway Administration, engineering countermeasures that can help address the
problem include:

• Improving signal visibility, which includes placement and number of signal heads, as well as 
size of the signal display;

• Making the signal more conspicuous, which can be accomplished by using brighter lenses, 
using black backplates behind the signals for enhanced contrast, and the use of strobe lights;

• Increasing the likelihood of stopping, which entails carefully engineering intersections so a
motorist 1) isn’t enticed to run and red light and 2) can — if he or she tries — successfully stop
the vehicle before entering the intersection on red. Countermeasures in this category include 
signal ahead signs, advanced warning flashers, rumble strips and left-turn signal signs; and

• Eliminating the need to stop by either removing the signal or redesigning the traditional intersection.

More guidance can be found in the FHWA/ITE publication, Making Intersections Safer: a Toolbox of
Engineering Countermeasures to Reduce Red-Light Running.2

Signal timing: extended yellow and all red.
Yellow light timing. At intersections where the yellow phase is inappropriately short, lengthening the
yellow can bring some drivers who are inadvertent offenders into compliance. However, extending the
yellow phase will not reduce the incidence of deliberate red light running (as detailed in chapter 3).
Guidelines for yellow light timing are set by the Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) in confor-
mance with the laws set forth in the Uniform Vehicle Code3 and national standards set forth in the
FHWA’s Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices.4

Rules of specific jurisdictions are applied by traffic engineers based on the characteristics of individual
intersections and follow a complex mathematical equation. The yellow interval normally has a duration
of three to six seconds and is based, in part, on approach speed. A longer duration is reserved for use
on approaches with higher speeds. The sole purpose of the yellow phase is to warn drivers that the
light is about to change from green to red. It is not meant to accommodate all ranges of driving behav-
ior, including speeding and other forms of risk taking. Once the yellow warning appears, drivers are
obligated to stop or to clear the intersection.
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The equation the ITE uses to set yellow light signal length allows time for the motorist to see the yel-
low signal and decide whether to stop or to enter the intersection. It allows for motorists farther away
from the signal to decelerate comfortably and motorists closer to the signal to continue through to the
far side of the intersection. Factors such as the characteristics of the traffic and roadway environment
are taken into account.

All red. Some jurisdictions employ an all-red interval in which the red signal indication is displayed 
to all traffic. The purpose of an all red is to allow traffic already in the intersection to clear before the
opposing light turns green. It is not intended to reduce the incidence of red light running; it is a safety
measure that separates the last red light runner from the first green light runner for one-half to three
seconds, which can prevent a collision in some situations.5 While there are many intersection situations
where an all red is called for, it is not considered appropriate as a means to avoid red light running
crashes — that is, when someone starts into the intersection after their signal has turned red.

Before red light cameras are used, jurisdictions should make sure that intersections are properly engi-
neered to give the driver every chance to comply. Signal timing should be checked, not just the yellow
and all-red phases, to assure the timing is in tune with current traffic demand. Hardware should also
be checked to make sure traffic signal controllers and their detectors are working properly. Poorly
timed and/or poorly maintained equipment contribute to congestion and delays that encourage red
light running.

With traffic congestion reaching critical proportions in many parts of North America, motorists and
community officials share a common goal of traffic that is safe, flowing, orderly and efficient. When
traffic fails to flow, resulting congestion encourages risk-taking behavior, such as red light running.
This can become a cycle of escalating congestion as other drivers become hesitant to enter the inter-
section on a green light.

Opponents of automated traffic enforcement often claim that longer yellow and extended all-red phases
would eliminate red light running as a safety problem without penalizing motorists. This argument
fails on several levels, but most problematic may be its effect on constricting traffic flow and contributing
to congestion.

In one recent example, Iowa State University researchers studied the potential safety benefit of all-red
intervals at urban intersections in Minneapolis. The cross-section analysis using four years of data con-
cluded that there was no safety benefit. Several regression models also pointed to no safety benefit. A
before and after analysis using 11 years of data was conducted to evaluate both short and long term
effects. While results indicated a short-term reduction in crash rates, there was no safety benefit identi-
fied after the first year.6

Yellows and all-red phases that go beyond the timing called for by the ITE formula make for longer red
lights and shorter, or fewer, green phases. Excessively long yellows may incite more dangerous driving
as drivers speed up to “beat the light.” Every second added to a yellow phase is effectively stolen from
the green and puts a drag on free-flowing traffic. In point of fact, this penalizes all motorists, not just
the ones failing to obey the law.
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“Any singular approach ultimately shortchanges public safety because it doesn’t
address a more challenging behavioral cause: people often run red lights
because they can get away with it. Applying consistent consequences in the form
of fines for every violation will reduce red light running. Drivers will learn the
behavior is no longer tolerated. Failing to acknowledge and alter consequences
of red light running behavior reduces the effectiveness of any countermeasure.”
– Dr. Bryan Porter, behavioral psychologist and associate professor at Old Dominion University 

and a member of the National Campaign to Stop Red Light Running Advisory Board

Speed cameras. When considering the use of speed cameras, communities should first define the
problem. Is it the number of speeding-related fatalities and injuries? Observed speeding in residential
areas and school zones? Freeway speeding? Speeding in work zones where enforcement is difficult?

As with red light cameras, an engineering review should be conducted on the problem roadways to
determine the causes and extent of the speeding problem and whether photo enforcement is the solu-
tion. Engineering studies used to set speed limits usually consider such factors as the operating speeds
of free-flowing vehicles, crash experience, roadside development, roadway geometry, and parking and
pedestrian activity.7

Critical questions include:

• Does the road design promote safe operating speeds? By and large, roadway design and engi-
neering determine travel speeds.8 If a roadway is built for high speeds — multilane, divided, few
hills or curves — then travel speeds will be high despite efforts to control speeds. On the other
hand, speeds generally are lower on winding, narrow, two-lane streets.

• Is the speed limit set properly? Setting and enforcing speed limits are two of the most effective
measures in reducing traffic injuries, with research showing that speed cameras offer a highly cost-
effective means of reducing road crashes.9 To be effective, the limits must seem reasonable to most
drivers and reflect the maximum safe speed for prevailing conditions.10 Otherwise, motorists fail to
see the connection between speed limits and enhanced safety.

Can the speeding problem be addressed by other countermeasures? Engineering measures include
speed humps or roundabouts on local streets; transitional signing at speed zone boundaries; pavement
markings or roadside signs to provide visual cues that encourage lower speeds; and better signal timing
that convinces drivers that driving at or below the speed limit will allow them to keep moving while
speeding will only get them to the next red light faster.11 If signal timing is improved, publicity is
needed to let drivers know driving at the speed limit will move them faster than speeding.

Photo enforcement is an efficient, effective method to reduce speeding and speeding-related crashes in
areas where the problem exceeds the capacity of traditional enforcement and other countermeasures.
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SPEEDING IN RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOODS

In 2006, a new Maryland state law authorized Montgomery County to use speed cameras in school
zones and residential neighborhoods. The cameras were placed in school zones and neighborhood
streets with posted speed limits of 35 mph or less. The program included six camera-mounted vans
and six fixed location cameras. Officials said $40 tickets are issued to motorists exceeding the limit
by 10 mph; no points go on their driving records.12 A case study of Montgomery County’s public
education campaign can be found at www.stopredlightrunning.com.

“We really believe the use of technology to get slower speeds will dramatically decrease crashes and
improve the quality of life where it’s most critical,” said Capt. Thomas Didone, director of the
Montgomery County Police Department’s special operations division.

STEP 2: Identify and Enlist the Support of Key Players

While a camera program is an enforcement and traffic engineering tool, the decision to use cameras to
enforce traffic laws is a public policy issue. Consequently, a broad coalition of key players is required
for success. The importance of their coordination and cooperation cannot be overstated. It involves
bringing on board a long list of organizations, and it is critical to consult them early in the process.

Crucial to that coalition are law enforcement officers, transportation officials and the judiciary, but key
players also include traffic engineers, public works departments, traffic safety groups, victims of red-
light-running crashes, victims of speed-related crashes, the media, local elected officials, the legislature,
the public, vendors and contractors, and local coalitions or task forces. These groups should all help
establish the program, push for legislation or an ordinance, and provide continued support.

PLANO/FRISCO/RICHARDSON: 
MULTICITY REVIEW IN TEXAS

In 2005, the Texas cities of Frisco, Plano and Richardson decided to follow the City of Garland’s lead
and establish red light camera programs. Since the cities all had similar requirements and program
goals, they conducted a joint review through a Request for Proposal (RFP) to identify the program
vendor that would best meet their collective needs.

After making a vendor selection, each city then forwarded the contracts to their respective city
councils for final approval. All three councils approved the contracts and the cities were able to
quickly move forward with their engineering reviews and public awareness efforts.

A sample RFP can be found at www.stopredlightrunning.com.
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The assistance of law enforcement officials, transportation officials and engineers is particularly impor-
tant in selecting sites based on violation studies and collision, citation and citizen complaint data.

Although they are sometimes overlooked until after the photo enforcement program is operational,
jurisdictions should communicate with the judiciary at every step. Judges need to be educated about
photo enforcement, why the jurisdiction is doing it, how tickets can be adjudicated, how evidence can
be processed or assessed, and any impact on the judicial workload (some jurisdictions may handle
ticketing administratively, outside the court system, through a violations bureau).

Coalition Building
Profile: Frank Hinds — Arizona

On March 16, 1997, Frank Hinds’17-year-old daughter, Jennifer, and three friends were hit by a red
light runner at the intersection in front of their Glendale, Arizona, high school. Jennifer died from her
injuries six days later. Hinds and his wife, Gail, were outraged to learn that the driver who caused the
crash only received a ticket. Hinds began working to make the fines stiffer for people who run red
lights. Jennifer’s Law was signed into Arizona law in 1998 to increase the penalties for people who run
a red light if someone is severely injured or killed.

Not satisfied to stop there, Hinds went on to found the Arizona’s Red Means Stop Coalition with two
other couples whose children were injured by red light runners. A grassroots organization dedicated to
raising awareness about the dangers of red light running in Arizona, the coalition talks to driver’s
education classes in high schools and community colleges and is active in many
community outreach activities. The coalition has also helped other Arizona families 
deal with the loss of a loved one to a red light running crash, and has served as 
a model for other grassroots organizations working to stop red light running
anywhere in the country.
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STEP 3: Review Legislative and Regulatory Needs

“It’s clear that red light automated camera enforcement, when applied
appropriately for safety purposes, deters red-light running, prevents crashes 
and saves lives. That’s good enough for AAA Mid-Atlantic, and it should be 
good enough for policy makers interested in improving traffic safety.”
– Lon Anderson, Staff Director of Public and Government Relations, AAA Mid-Atlantic, December 2005

Many jurisdictions using automated enforcement are in states with laws authorizing the technology’s
use, but not all states where automated enforcement is operational have such laws, nor are they always
necessary.13 In states with automated enforcement laws, some authorize enforcement statewide, whereas
others permit use only in specified communities.

Over the past few years photo enforcement programs have expanded rapidly in a number of states.
However, the legal foundations for the programs vary widely depending on whether laws are passed at
the state level using enabling legislation or at the municipal level in those states where cities have home
rule authority. Invariably, the development of photo enforcement technology has led to a number of
legal challenges, which are detailed in appendix 3.

Enabling legislation. The requirements for photo enforcement programs vary widely by state. For
example, signage requirements can range from no requirement to requiring specific types of photo
enforcement warning signs at every intersection or stretch of roadway where photo enforcement is in
use. Fines, technology requirements, traffic light timing, the procedure for administrative and court
hearings and other operational requirements also vary widely by state. Generally speaking, good
enabling laws do not attempt to prescribe specifics of program operation or technology. Unintended
consequences can result from legislative micromanagement no matter how well intended. For example,
a mandate to use a specific type of technology may make programs less effective as new or improved
technology becomes available.

In the District of Columbia, the Automated Traffic Enforcement Act of 1996 stipulates that

• Recorded images are prima facie evidence
• Photo evidenced citations constitute moving violations
• Any moving violation can be photo enforced
• Notices of Infraction can be mailed and do not require personal service
• Registered owner liability with limited exceptions.
• Infractions are non-pointable offenses

35FOCUS ON SAFETY  



The following chart reflects laws dealing with photo enforcement by state.

Only a handful of states have outright prohibitions against the use of photo enforcement technology.

Home rule authority. Localities in a significant number of states have established both red light and
speed limit photo enforcement camera programs using powers granted to them under home rule
authority. A 2004 review by the National Association of Counties indicated that 37 U.S. states have
some form of home rule authority, although the amount of local autonomy varies widely.14

In home rule states, cities wanting to establish photo enforcement programs first must determine if they
have the necessary authority under state law to enforce traffic laws using civil penalties. Once this has
been certified (usually by the city attorney or by securing an opinion from the state attorney general),
the cities only need to approve a local ordinance authorizing the civil enforcement of traffic laws. Cities
have used this process to establish photo enforcement programs in the following states: Florida, Iowa,
Louisiana, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, New Mexico, Ohio, and South Dakota.

Driver versus owner responsibility. In terms of citation distribution and types of penalties
imposed, jurisdictions generally choose between two methods: driver responsibility or registered
owner responsibility.

Registered owner responsibility. In this approach, which is used in most jurisdictions, enabling
legislation must make the vehicle owner responsible for the ticket, establishing a presumption that 
the registered owner is the vehicle driver at the time of the offense. The registered owner is given an
opportunity to identify another driver, usually by affidavit. The legislation also must allow tickets to be
delivered by mail. Legislation is typically enacted on the state level but can also be passed at the local
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level. These citations are treated similar to a parking ticket — no points issued against the driver’s
license and no insurance penalty. Photo identification (usually from the rear) of the vehicle and license
plate is required. States can enact legislation that authorizes photo enforcement systems at the state
level or permits local agencies to enact local ordinances permitting photo enforcement.15

Driver responsibility. If the driver is held responsible for the violation, photographs must clearly
identify both the driver and the vehicle. In states with driver responsibility, violations recorded by
speed or red light running cameras are considered to be moving violations; citations carry the same
penalties as citations issued by on-site law enforcement officers (see appendix 3 for information on 
legal challenges regarding driver or owner responsibility).

Legislation provisions. To create a viable program, enabling legislation should provide for funding,
fines, penalties, handling of evidence and follow-up enforcement. It must also address the constitu-
tional issues of confidentiality and due process. When implementing a red light camera program,
program planners must be aware of budget cycles to ensure that funds are available when the program

begins. Funding can come from a number of sources. In some cases, jurisdictions can use
general tax revenues, sales tax revenues, or other public funding sources to support the

program. In other cases, legislation provides seed money or capital funds for equipment
purchase and installation. Costs for a program should include reimbursement

to affected agencies for money spent on administration oversight, police
department review, court liaison, etc.

Some laws specify that the program must pay for itself and, in some states,
legislation determines what a jurisdiction can do with ticket proceeds. The
legislation can stipulate that the collected fines in excess of program cost be
reinvested in the photo enforcement program or in other traffic safety pro-

grams. The 2006 Maryland law that gave Montgomery County the
authority to implement a residential speed photo enforcement program stip-

ulated that any revenue produced by the program over operational costs be
designated for local public safety purposes, with a special emphasis on
pedestrian safety programs.16

Fines assessed by photo enforcement programs are set by each state or juris-
diction and generally range from $40 to $380.

Operators of photo enforcement programs should be aware of any legislative
time constraints imposed that establish a maximum time between the
infraction and the receipt of a ticket. Any system and process chosen must

allow the operators to stay within this time frame. The model law drafted by
the National Committee on Uniform Traffic Laws and Ordinances (see next
section) recommends that the citation be mailed no later than two weeks

after the alleged violation.
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Some complaints have arisen about the lag time between when a violation is recorded and the ticket is
mailed. Some of those ticketed have complained that they cannot provide a convincing defense because
they cannot remember the alleged violation. In response to this, Constitutional lawyer Eugene Volokh
offers, “You do have the constitutional right to put on your defense; but there’s no constitutional right
to be sued or prosecuted only for those things that you remember.”17

The Federal Highway Administration website has extensive information on red light camera programs,
including sample legislation from the State of Maryland and from Toledo, Ohio. That information can be
found by going to the FHWA home web page at http://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/fourthlevel/pro_res_srlr_
camera.htm; follow the links to the Stop Red Light Running legislation page.

NCUTLO model law. An excellent guide for states is the Automated Enforcement Model Law drafted
by the National Committee on Uniform Traffic Laws and Ordinances (NCUTLO), whose traffic safety
experts have taken into account the many issues surrounding photo enforcement laws. The model law,
which can be found at www.ncutlo.org/autoenforce622.htm:

• Imposes only a civil fine for traffic law violations enforced via an automated traffic law enforce-
ment system and relies on an initial presumption of guilt; traffic law violations resulting from
automated traffic law enforcement are not recorded in drivers’ licensing files for possible point
assessment or licensing action.

• Contains provisions to insure that automated traffic law enforcement is not used as a revenue gen-
erator and states that compensation paid for an automated traffic law system is to be based only
on the value of the equipment or the services provided; provides that revenue derived from auto-
mated traffic law enforcement may be utilized solely to fund highway safety functions.

Finding a sponsor for photo enforcement legislation. To improve road safety and reduce crashes
caused by speeding and red light running, it is important to build relationships with local, state and
national elected officials. Representatives on the city or county council, in state legislatures and in the
United States Congress want to know the concerns of their constituents. It is important to meet with
them on a regular basis, keep them updated on local activities and programs and seek their support
for red light photo enforcement programs.

When working to pass legislation at either the local, state or national level, the first step is to identify a
sponsor. There are several options in choosing a sponsor for a red light camera bill.

First, one can choose to approach his or her own elected official. Elected officials will probably be
interested in the efforts of their constituents and may be willing to sponsor legislation to establish a
photo enforcement program. If another legislative sponsor or additional sponsors are needed, it is
advisable to research members of the legislature who have an interest in traffic safety and/or enforcement
issues. They probably have a history of sponsoring bills to improve safety on the roads and they may
be natural supporters. It is important to consult with other local traffic safety advocates to identify
those traffic safety leaders and enlist their help.

It is also a good idea to look for legislative sponsors who chair or are members of the legislative com-
mittee that must approve the bill before it can be considered by the full legislative body. By securing a
bill sponsor who is in this position, you will gain an inside track on the bill’s progress and chances for
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passage. If you are seeking passage of local legislation, it will be important to seek the support of the
chairman of the city council. If you are working to pass state legislation, the Speaker of the House of
Representatives, the Senate President, the majority and minority leaders, and the committee chairman
are significant allies in your efforts and can improve your chances of legislative success.

For more information on the legislative process and how to develop a legislative campaign contact the
National Campaign to Stop Red Light Running at www.stopredlightrunning.com.

STEP 4: Establish Program Goals

What are the desired results? Fewer violations? Crashes? Injuries? Fatalities? All of the above?
Identifying the program’s specific objectives is the first step toward evaluating the program’s effectiveness.

A specific goal provides a benchmark for determining program success. Possible goals include:

• Reducing the number of injury crashes at the intersection or selected roadway;
• Reducing the number of injury crashes at nearby intersections or selected roadways;
• Reducing the number of violations at the intersection or selected roadway;
• Reducing the number of citations at the intersection or selected roadway; and
• Reducing the number of violations at nearby intersections or roadways.

While it may seem obvious that the goal is to reduce crashes due to
speeding or red light running, that is the most difficult goal to quantify
and therefore presents the greatest challenge to program evaluation.
The difficulty in determining which crashes are caused by speeding or
red light running lies in the differences in record keeping by each state.

States and municipalities do not have uniform standards for determining
which crashes are caused by speeding. Some crashes can be deemed
speed related without speed being the primary cause of the crash.
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration considers a crash
speeding related if any driver involved in the crash is charged with a
speeding-related offense or if a police officer indicates that racing, driv-
ing too fast for conditions, or exceeding the posted speed limit was a
contributing factor in the crash.18

In terms of red light running, many states do not list red light run-
ning specifically as a crash cause, instead using the larger category
failure to obey a traffic signal. While many times this is red light 
running, that designation can include disregard of any kind of traffic
signal device. Another difficulty lies in the fact that state statistics on
crash causes are compiled from police reports. It is then incumbent
upon the crash investigator to explicitly note that the crash was
caused by a red light runner.
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Jurisdictions with no or very little prior data on speeding crashes and violations or intersection crashes
and red light violations need to collect such data before they implement a camera program. They
should also plan for measurements of control locations or intersections that will not get cameras right
away, but at a later date. Without data, jurisdictions cannot empirically demonstrate a need for cameras
— or any other intervention. Research and program evaluation experts should be consulted in this
process before data are collected. Collecting the appropriate data takes time. Jurisdictions considering
red light cameras should be prepared to study potential intersections for six months to a year (or more,
if crash data/trends are required).

Coordination between law enforcement and engineers is important to setting goals and gathering
data. Effective coordination between these two groups at local levels can reduce reliance on state 
traffic data systems.

In a 2006 survey of community leaders in Ohio and Texas either operating or developing red light
camera programs, 81 percent of the respondents said that improving public safety at problem inter-
sections was the main reason for establishing a red light camera program. The remainder said that the
local red light running problem was too severe to be addressed only by patrol units. Not one commu-
nity said that the potential for revenue being generated by red light cameras was a consideration for
establishing the programs.19

DALLAS, TEXAS: 
CHOOSING A VENDOR

Cities face a variety of issues when it comes time to formally select a company to provide and
process red light camera or speeding violations. As technology has improved dramatically over the
past few years, so have the options and components that communities can incorporate into their
automated enforcement program.

Dallas recently approved a contract for what will be one of the largest red light camera programs 
in North America when it is complete. Dallas based its vendor selection on the following weighted
criteria.20

• 25 percent — Back-office performance and overall customer services
• 25 percent — Overall cost of program
• 20 percent — Technology, hardware performance and conformance to technical specifications
• 10 percent — Experience and success (current and past projects)
• 10 percent — Project termination plan
• 10 percent — Good faith effort plan

Vendor presentations were reviewed by an evaluation committee that represented stakeholders in
the City of Dallas, including communication and information services, court and detention services,
Dallas police traffic unit, traffic engineering, and parking enforcement.
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STEP 5: Choose Camera System and Vendor(s) Based on the 
Jurisdiction’s Objectives, Priorities and Resources

A photo enforcement program can be accomplished in several ways, from developing and operating
the entire system in-house to complete outsourcing. Most municipalities contract with one or more
vendors to install and service the camera system and to operate the back-office processing. Even so, a
police officer or authorized official reviews each violation photo prior to a citation being mailed to the
vehicle owner.

In addition to back-office processing and citation review prior to issuance, vendor roles can include
capital construction or engineering work. Some jurisdictions use leased cameras and processing equip-
ment. Some jurisdictions limit their role to that of contract supervision, site selection and policy decisions.
They contract with a vendor for installations, camera equipment, maintenance and operating personnel.
There are a number of vendors offering a range of services and products for intersection safety. This
gives jurisdictions choices and the flexibility to structure the implementation and management of
photo enforcement systems to fit their situations.

When requesting proposals for a red light camera program in Dallas, Texas, the city requested a full-
service contract to photograph violations, process tickets and collect fines.21 That contract required 
that the vendor(s):

• Furnish, install and maintain all field equipment;
• Process citations;
• Bill and collect fines, including delinquent collections; and
• Conduct a public awareness campaign.

The city maintained responsibility for:

• Controlling traffic signal equipment or yellow timings (City Traffic Engineers);
• Approval of violations (City Police Officer) using photo evidence prepared by contractor; and
• Adjudication of contested tickets (City Hearing Officer).

The continuing public and legal challenges to photo enforcement programs, especially in areas where
the technology is just emerging, has led to some interest by communities and traffic safety organiza-
tions in establishing a uniform certification process for cities developing photo enforcement programs.
The certification would allow cities to have their proposals reviewed and approved by an independent
third-party organization if they meet certain operational and public awareness requirements.

Cost of camera system. Equipment costs vary based on the type of camera, complexity of the roadway
or intersection and technical requirements. A red light camera system with installation costs approxi-
mately $100,000. A single camera can be used at several locations once the sites are equipped to work
with the camera, allowing communities to move cameras among sites without drivers knowing which
ones are active at any given time. Start-up costs are offset by savings from crashes prevented, fines, and
by freeing police to focus on other enforcement efforts.22
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Pricing. While industry pricing arrangements vary, most jurisdictions are concerned about their photo
enforcement programs being cast as revenue generators rather than as safety programs. To counteract
that perception, many jurisdictions have moved away from paying for the services on a fee-per-ticket
arrangement based on ticket volume to a flexible fixed fee or flat fee arrangement. A flexible fixed fee
that allows adjustment based on changing program needs helps build public confidence in the
integrity of the program. Further, it allows for both the vendor and the jurisdictions to manage their
program costs from year-to-year. For example, the red light camera program under development in
Dallas uses a flat monthly fee for each camera. The fee includes providing equipment, citation processing
and collections regardless of number of violations per month.

It should also be noted that the states that have most recently enacted photo enforcement enabling
legislation (Illinois, Rhode Island and Washington and the speed camera program in Maryland) all
required that municipalities use flat-fee contracts when establishing photo enforcement programs.

When considering revenue generation and distribution, jurisdictions should:

• Determine the amount of fines for a citation and the distribution among all parties;
• Determine the involvement of the vendors and the operators. Avoid per-ticket payment 

arrangements to vendors;
• Overcome any perception that the program is simply a revenue generator for the jurisdiction. 

One possibility is to dedicate a portion of income to traffic safety public education rather than 
the general fund; and

• Prevent appearances of conflict of interest for government authority and contractor.

STEP 6: Initiate Multifaceted Public Awareness Campaign Prior to 
Program Start and Continue Throughout Life of Program

A multifaceted public awareness campaign, instituted prior to the kickoff of the photo enforcement
program, is essential for program success. Targets should include the media, employers, schools, driver
education programs, and local community groups. In addition to the general public, police officials,
the judiciary, legislators and all potential partners should be kept well-informed about the scope and
operation of the program. Emphasis should always be placed on the main objective: to reduce crashes
and save lives.

An effective public awareness campaign should:

• Educate drivers on the hazards of speeding and red light running, with the goal of a voluntary
change in driver behavior;

• Enlist the media to publicize the extent of the problem and the need for photo enforcement; and
• Provide plenty of advance warning that new photo enforcement programs are being implemented

to improve traffic safety, with a goal of minimizing negative public reaction and avoiding accusations
of deception.23

The goal is to seek a change in driving behavior on roadways and at signalized intersections. Photo
enforcement can also have a halo effect that helps deter dangerous driving behavior not only in the
immediate vicinity of the cameras, but at other intersections and roadways the community.
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CASE STUDY: PHOTO RADAR PUBLIC AWARENESS AND EDUCATION CAMPAIGN,
MONTGOMERY COUNTY, MARYLAND

In March, 2007, the Montgomery County Police Department and three municipalities launched Safe
Speed, Montgomery County’s automated speed enforcement program. The program was the first in
Maryland to enforce speed limits in residential areas and school zones with a speed limit of 35 mph
or less.

Since the concept of photo speed enforcement was new, officials knew that a public awareness
campaign was critical to garner public acceptance and support. A multi-jurisdictional, unified,
coordinated communication effort, with collective agreement among the four participating
jurisdictions (Montgomery County, Chevy Chase Village, and the cities Gaithersburg and Rockville)
was developed and executed.

Extensive planning went into efforts to underscore the seriousness of the local speeding problem,
explain program goals, and inform drivers of where the cameras would be used. The multi-faceted
public information program included
• Establishing open communication, active participation and consensus across the partnership

prior to the launch of the program.
• Developing and establishing a working advisory board with key community stakeholders

representing the county, municipalities and IIHS.
• Developing working documents to describe the emerging program including program basics,

operational procedures and sample crisis communications responses.
• Developing of a logo, signage, program website and support materials, including a press kit.

Montgomery County’s communications strategy included

• Proactive media relations
• Earned media publicity
• Direct mail and other printed materials
• Print and multi-media advertising
• Violator outreach and education
• Development of a speakers bureau
• Spokesperson/program ambassador training
• Production of giveaway promotional items

County and municipal public information staff worked with the vendor to create a wide array of
program-specific materials, including

• An evolving list of common questions and answers about the program
• A program fact sheet containing updated speeding and crash statistics
• A sample citation
• Images of one of the mobile speed enforcement vans
• A copy of the original state law authorizing the program
• A map displaying the camera enforcement zones
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This general deterrence can only be achieved if drivers are aware of the program. The public needs to
be told of the extent of the problem (number of violations, number of crashes, etc.) and the success of
safety camera programs in other jurisdictions. Regular surveys should be conducted to gauge public
support and awareness.24

Public awareness campaigns often include:

• Roadside signs placed at the entrances to the city or county;
• Signs at the intersections monitored by the cameras (use signs as 

specified in the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices);
• Media coverage; outlets include radio, print, television and internet;
• Billboards and bumper stickers;
• Mailings to residents;
• Website information;
• Law enforcement and victim spokespersons who emphasize that red light 

running is life-threatening and that violators will be caught;
• Public service announcements; and
• Warning periods during which residents are sent warning citations and are 

alerted to the imminent beginning of the safety program.

As part of the public awareness campaign, the driving public should be repeatedly reassured that the
engineers have done their job by making sure that roadways and intersections are properly engineered
(as detailed in step 1). Further, they should be informed that the next best step is to use photo enforce-
ment cameras to reduce speeding or red light running. Every campaign should also repeatedly make it
clear that photo enforcement cameras are not surveillance cameras. Only those individuals breaking
the law trigger a picture. Those who obey the law and respect traffic lights don’t generate a photograph.

An important part of the public awareness and information campaign is to provide clear instructions to
individuals who received citations on how to review their citation and/or view the photographic evidence.
Clear instructions on filing an appeal must also be given.

Since education contributes to changing behavior patterns, localities may want to consider including
information on the dangers of speeding or red light running with citations that are mailed to violators.
Local crash statistics and the testimony of crash victims also help to increase public understanding.

Jurisdictions must not shortchange their public information campaign. This is a key component of the
three E’s (education, engineering, and enforcement) referenced earlier in this chapter. It needs to be in
place before the cameras are installed and continue throughout the life of the photo enforcement
program. Good, open communications can quickly clear up any misconceptions about the program. 
For further assistance, please contact the National Campaign to Stop Red Light Running at 
www.stopredlightrunning.com.
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STEP 7: Evaluate and Select Camera Locations

Intersections or roadways should be chosen for photo enforcement in collaboration with local law
enforcement agencies and based on collision, citation and complaint data, as well as violation studies
and citizen input. As referenced earlier, an engineering review is an important part of this process. In
order for a red light camera or speed camera to be effective, the intersection or roadway must be engi-
neered to encourage good driver behavior. Traffic engineers must determine if existing features of the
roadway or intersection are engineered correctly or if they need to be modified.

Cameras should be located where they are most likely to deter collisions and enhance safety and 
where conditions are not conducive to traditional enforcement efforts.

Typically, intersections and roadways are chosen for safety cameras based on one or more of the 
following factors.

• High violation and crash rate
• High traffic volume
• Community request
• Concern for pedestrian safety
• Difficulty or danger of enforcement

Red light camera site selection. When considering red light cameras, it should also be ascertained
whether an intersection’s characteristics are conducive to the construction and installation of a camera
system. For example, is there a manhole or a driveway that would interfere with placement of system
components?

NORTHWOOD, OHIO: 
IMPROVING INTERSECTION SAFETY

Northwood embarked upon a red light camera program in early 2004 after a state report on vehicle
crashes showed it ranked second in the state for crashes among cities with similar populations.

An engineering study determined that five intersections were having the most crashes. By the
beginning of 2005, red light/speed cameras were installed at two of the intersections.

Police Chief Gerald Herman was determined to use the camera program to improve traffic safety
across the city. As a result, revenue generated from the photo enforcement program has been
applied to the reconfiguration of an entire intersection, using data gathered from the program. In
addition, an electronic sign has been installed at one of the city’s camera-enforced intersections 
to display the speed of vehicles approaching the intersection, and additional school zone signs 
and other warning devices have been purchased and installed.
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Researchers suggest that, at a minimum, an intersection review should include a determination that the
sight distance of the signal is adequate and that the yellow phase is sufficient for drivers to stop or pass
the stop bar before the red phase begins. Once an intersection is selected, attention should be paid to
the permitting process for installation of camera components. Because the permitting process can be
lengthy, jurisdictions should either request an expedited permitting process or allow sufficient time in
their implementation time line.

Among the 2006 Texas community survey respondents, the history of red light running crashes and
violations at selected intersections were the primary factors used to determine camera placement.
Secondary factors included the difficulty of using traditional enforcement at specific intersections and
addressing citizen complaints and public input.25

Speed camera site selection. For speed cameras, the best method for site selection is to consult with
the local police department or law enforcement agency in charge of traffic enforcement. These agencies
can identify the problem areas, and most will have run traditional speed enforcement programs at the
sites they recommend.

As described by David Willis in Speed Cameras: An Effectiveness and a Policy Review,26 speed cameras
are particularly appropriate in high-crash-risk areas such as school zones; roads near playgrounds; work
zones; streets in retail shopping, dining, and drinking districts with heavy pedestrian traffic; residential
neighborhoods; and high speed roads built to low geometric standards, including narrow lanes, no
shoulders, no edge markings, sharp curves, or poor sight distances.

In Washington, D.C., the police department selects sites for photo speed enforcement based on
known sites of chronic speeding, location of recent incidents of speeding-related crashes and 
fatalities, and the sites’ proximity to school zones and other places where
children or other vulnerable populations are present.27 In Charlotte,
N.C., the Department of Transportation chose speed camera sites
by identifying 14 corridors that accounted for only 2 percent of
the total road mileage but accounted for more than 30 percent
of speed-related crashes.28
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“Using speed cameras in low-risk environments (e.g., on rural freeways with low volumes of traffic and
no history of speed-related crashes) generates public skepticism about the motives for their use and
leads to accusations that the cameras are being used to generate revenue, not to improve road safety –
a frequent accusation.”29

While much of the public associates speeding fatalities with high-speed freeways, statistics show that
86 percent of speeding-related fatalities occur on roads that are not interstate highways, as illustrated
on the NHTSA chart above.30

A report out of North Carolina found from 1993 through 2002, 68 percent of speeding fatalities
occurred in rural areas.31

Once photo enforcement sites are selected, it is especially important that the department of transportation
have proper records of where the components are located to avoid damage by any future road con-
struction. Intersections and roadways should be reviewed periodically to see if conditions have
changed or program modifications are needed.
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STEP 8: Implement the Program Using Best Management Practices

Effective management requires a clear delineation of responsibilities and consistent communication
between the agencies in charge of oversight. The importance of oversight cannot be overstated.

Vendor. In most cities, the camera system vendor is responsible for the day-to-day operations and
maintenance of the photo enforcement system, under the overall direction of the city police depart-
ment. In this capacity, it is the responsibility of the vendor to:

• Collect camera film and data for photo enforced intersections;
• Inspect camera and vehicle detection system operations;
• Perform preventive maintenance and cleaning;
• Identify defective equipment and make repairs or replace;
• Process data;
• Identify violations;
• Match violation to vehicle registered owner;
• Prepare citations for police department review;
• Send to police for approval;
• Mail citations;
• Answer telephone inquiries;
• Schedule violator appointments;
• Provide court-requested information and support court hearings; and
• Prepare monthly progress reports.

The procedures and methods are designed to ensure the chain of evidence for each recorded violation
so that backup data and documentation can be easily retrieved when needed. All citations prepared by
the vendor should be reviewed and approved by the police department before they are issued.

Before any photo enforcement program begins, it should be determined what action will be taken for
violator noncompliance and whether the vendor or jurisdiction will be responsible for collection serv-
ices, including those involving noncompliant violators.

Jurisdiction. It is important that the contracting agency procedures be comprehensive, clearly 
documented in writing, and followed without exception to the maximum extent possible.

In particular, the procedures should address in detail.32

• Guidelines to be applied for issuing a citation that include a very specific definition of what 
constitutes a violation;

• Citation review and approval requirements; and
• Quality assurance audits, to be conducted by trained traffic officers for randomly selected sample

of recorded violations on a periodic basis.
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Jurisdictions should also be mindful of the state’s legal requirements for operating photo enforcement
programs. For example, California state law requires:33

• Only a governmental agency in cooperation with a law enforcement agency may operate a photo
enforcement program;

• Signs must clearly indicate the system’s presence at each intersection or at all major entrances to
the city or county;

• Yellow light time intervals must meet the state department of transportation’s minimum standards;
• Photographs must be kept confidential and made available only to governmental and law enforce-

ment agencies to pursue red light (or speed) violations;
• The registered owner or any individual identified by the registered owner as the driver of the 

vehicle at the time of the violation must be permitted to review the photographic evidence; and
• A citation must be delivered to the driver within 15 days from the date of the violation.

Local government. Public oversight and supervision is essential for successful camera programs. A
July 2002, California statewide audit of red light camera programs recommends the following as appro-
priate photo enforcement program oversight by local governments.34

• Conduct at least one oversight visit to the vendor’s facility;
• Supply vendor with business rules;
• Use controls to monitor whether vendors mail unauthorized or unapproved citations;
• Include a specific contract provision making the misuse of photographs a breach of contract;
• Include a general contract provision that ensures confidential records are kept confidential;
• Limit the time vendors can keep confidential records relating to unenforced violations; and
• Periodically conduct technical inspections of camera locations.

STEP 9: Predict, Acknowledge and Address Public Concerns

Opposition to red light camera programs has focused on a number of issues, many of which have been
discussed earlier in this guide, such as privacy, constitutional issues, notification, yellow light timing,
rear-end crashes, program effectiveness, and ticketing procedures. Care should be given to create a fair,
user-friendly, accessible and well-publicized due process system to contest tickets. Cases that involve
reasonable doubt should be resolved in favor of the motorist.35

Some of the same objections have been raised concerning speed cameras, but others question the
threshold speed at which a ticket is issued, concerns that cameras are located on the most “lucrative”
routes,36 and the volume of citations issued. Those concerns can be negated by following the recom-
mendations in step 7 for evaluating and selecting camera locations. Again, a fair, publicized,
well-executed program will go a long way to assuage concerns about camera placement.

Revenue. Despite the overwhelming evidence of photo enforcement’s traffic calming benefits, some
opponents view it as a revenue source rather than a safety tool. Many jurisdictions are combating that
concern by moving to flexible fixed fee payments to contractors (see step 5). That way there are no
misconceptions that vendors have an incentive to increase citations, thereby increasing revenues.
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When revenues exceed costs, many jurisdictions are reinvesting that money into public education pro-
grams or into other traffic safety initiatives.

It is a mistake for city officials to make statements, however unintentional, that fuel the perception that
revenue generation is a desired and expected outcome. Even one remark of this nature can dog a pro-
gram through repetition in the media and by opponents.

Emphasis on public safety. As some localities have learned the hard way, a lack of public support can
seriously hamper or kill any photo enforcement program. Opponents have derailed some photo
enforcement programs in the United States, but in other countries, notably Australia and Great Britain,
safety officials have held firm, noting the huge reductions in crashes and injuries. As observed by
Susan Ferguson, senior vice president for research at the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety:

“What we can learn from officials in Australia and Great Britain, in particular, isn’t how to make speed
cameras popular with everyone. They aren’t going to attract universal approval anywhere. But in
Victoria and Britain the minority of people who oppose cameras aren’t being allowed to dictate policy
when it comes to public safety. Don’t wait for the vocal opponents to change their minds or go away.
They won’t. So address the camera opponents without scaling back speed enforcement or, worse, 
shying away from using cameras to begin with.”37

Careful consideration should be given to addressing each and every concern, but jurisdictions must
make public safety their top priority.

STEP 10: Evaluate and Monitor Program’s Results

Don’t attempt to manage by benign neglect.38 Photo enforcement programs should be regularly monitored
and evaluated. Make regular, plus unannounced, inspections and do both financial and performance
audits periodically to ensure that the program is operating properly.

The NCUTLO model law recommends that a formal evaluation should be undertaken within three years
of the start of a photo enforcement program to determine if driver behavior has improved. Such an
analysis should be planned at the outset of a program, so that sufficient “before” data can be obtained.

To reduce the likelihood that changes in violation rates are due to factors other than the camera program,
control sites should be chosen that have the same characteristics of the camera-monitored intersection
or roadway and are outside of the influence of camera enforcement (i.e., perhaps in another city whose
residents are not exposed to mass media messages supporting camera activity). The data provided by
the evaluation can offer managers valuable insight on behavioral changes that result from speed or red
light cameras and not other factors. It is important that any evaluation be conducted by researchers
who understand experimental design and evaluation.

The National Cooperative Highway Research Program Synthesis 32-03: Impact of Red Light Camera
Enforcement on Crash Experience39 provides detailed guidance on how communities can perform 
successful evaluation of their camera programs. The report is available through the Transportation
Research Board.
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Typically, while cities can buy and maintain a camera system themselves, most cities choose to contract
for a package of services that includes hardware, maintenance and processing of citations. The advantages
of this approach are many and are discussed in the section on implementation. This chapter focuses on
photo enforcement technology and hardware, regardless of how a system is maintained and serviced.

All systems use a similar process that includes

1. Violation detection
2. Photographing and recording of data to verify the violation
3. Preparation of citation for review and issuance by the managing governmental agency
4. Delivery by mail of the citation to the driver/owner of the offending vehicle
5. A means for review of violation by offender via monitor at fixed location or web site
6. Scheduling appeal hearing, if desired, or collecting and distribution of fine

Three types of cameras are used for photo enforcement — film or digital still photography, digital
video, or a combination of still photography and digital video. Until recently, the 35 mm film-based
system was the most common, but more and more jurisdictions are turning to digital technology.

When choosing a camera system, consideration should be given to cost (both the system and its
operation and maintenance), feasibility of installation at certain sites, reliability, evidentiary credibility,
and the clarity of images produced by the system.

As shown in appendix 1, which describes its history, photo enforcement is not new. Advancements in
technology have made the systems highly accurate and technology failures are rare. Furthermore, in
2003, a study by the University Transportation Center for Alabama concluded that the speed measure-
ment capability of some red light camera systems is equivalent to speed measurements by hand-held
radar units.1

Typical Red Light Camera Systems

The camera system generally consists of an industrial digital or film-based camera that is housed in a
durable cabinet to protect it from the weather and vandalism. The unit can be placed atop a pole
located at the curb or can be located on a cantilever arm that is attached to the pole and extends over
the traffic lanes. Camera and equipment positioning will vary depending on whether owner liability or
driver liability is used to prosecute violations, with a single rear camera normally used for owner liabil-
ity jurisdictions and front and rear cameras used for driver liability applications (since a picture of the
driver is required).
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It Could Happen To Anyone
Profile: Linda Ripa — Pennsylvania

On August 18, 1999, the lives of the Ripa family were thrown into chaos when a teenaged impaired
driver ran a red light and hit Linda Ripa, the younger sister of Kelly Ripa, co-host of “Live with Regis
and Kelly.” The speeding car slammed into Linda’s car at 80 miles-per-hour, causing it to spin around
three times before crashing into another vehicle. While the crash left the drunk driver with minor
injuries, Linda, who was eight months pregnant at the time, and the baby she was carrying absorbed
almost all of the impact.

Linda suffered numerous broken bones throughout her body. Worse yet, her unborn child remained in
a coma in utero for four weeks because Linda’s broken pelvic bones smashed into his
head. Linda has permanent nerve damage in her leg and in her foot. She will never be
able to run and play with her son. Sergio-Giuseppe Ripa, known to the Ripa family as
the “miracle child,” was born September 8, 1999. Today, he is a normal, happy
and healthy boy.

Vehicle detection. In most red light camera systems, the camera is connected to the traffic signal system
— to obtain a reading of when the signal changes from green to amber to red — and to sensing
devices near the crosswalk or the point of violation. These sensors, commonly inductive loops placed
in the pavement, continuously monitor the flow and speed of traffic and serve as the triggering mecha-
nism for the red light camera. During the green phase of the traffic signal cycle, the camera system is
deactivated and photographs cannot be taken. During the amber phase, the unit is automatically
switched to standby. With the red phase, the camera is activated but only takes a photo when a viola-
tion is detected by a vehicle passing over the sensors and entering the intersection against the red. The
placement of the detection sensors will often determine how many pictures will be taken by the system
and to differentiate between vehicles accelerating to run the traffic signal and vehicles attempting to
stop or turn right.

To activate the camera, a vehicle must approach and then enter the intersection after the light has
changed from yellow to red. Vehicles do not trigger the camera if they enter the intersection prior to
the light turning red but are trapped in the intersection when the light changes. In owner liability juris-
dictions, when the system is activated by a vehicle running a red light, normally two pictures are taken
with a rear camera only. The first picture will show the offending vehicle approaching the intersection
against the red traffic signal but before the vehicle crosses the intersections demarcation point (limit
line, crosswalk or other designator). The second picture will show the vehicle continuing through the
intersection a short time later (0.5 to 1.0 seconds), against the red traffic signal. The red traffic signal
should be clearly depicted in both pictures. The camera should also record the date and time, amber
signal time, time elapsed since the beginning of the red signal in both pictures, the speed of the vehi-
cle, and a location designator. If driver identification is necessary, a third picture to capture an image
of the driver will be taken with a frontal camera, which can also be used to record the front plate of the
vehicle if necessary.
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Inductive in-ground loops have been in use the longest and remain the most accurate method of vehi-
cle detection. Some photo enforcement systems may offer above-ground radar, laser or video sensors to
detect violators. These systems can eliminate the need to cut into the roadway for loop placement and
the associated traffic congestion that can result, the trade-off being that above-ground detection systems
have not been proven to be as accurate in registering speed as in-ground inductive loops.

Wet film systems. When choosing a wet film camera system, one consideration is that camera locations
must be visited frequently to retrieve exposed film and reload. The film is then transported for devel-
opment and sent to a facility for review and conversion to a digital image. Wet film systems produce
negatives, which are the best evidence in court, but which must be cut and cataloged. Later (six months
in California), these negatives must be identified, retrieved and destroyed if not used as a citation or if
the citation has been adjudicated in court. This can be a cumbersome and time intensive task.

BOULDER, COLORADO: 
FRONT–ONLY PHOTOGRAPHY

In most states, the decision to assign photo enforcement violations to the driver or the registered
owner depends on whether the violations are treated as civil or criminal violations. Colorado,
however, requires driver liability for photo enforcement violations, but they are still considered civil
violations. The state legislature has mandated that photographs only be taken of the front of a
vehicle and a citation sent to the registered owner. The state must then prove without a reasonable
doubt that the owner and the driver of the vehicle are the same person.

Front-only photography poses many problems because only cars with front license plates (required
by Colorado law) can be sent citations. Also, it is often difficult to positively identify the owner as
the driver. Registered owners have the option of volunteering the name of the driver, but that is
strictly voluntary.

Another drawback of front-only photography is that the traffic signal is not visible in the photograph,
leading to frequent questions from the alleged violator as to whether the light was actually red.
Despite these limitations, between 2000 and 2003, Boulder saw red light running violations decrease
by 55 percent, along with a 57 percent reduction in accidents caused by red light running, at the six
intersections with cameras.
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Digital systems. Digital camera and digital video systems operate much the same way as the wet film
camera. A major benefit of digital cameras is the elimination of the photo collection process by elec-
tronically transmitting the images. This accelerates the processing and distribution of tickets. Digital
cameras eliminate film cost, processing development time and cost, and the field personnel required
for daily film handling. Depending on the digital system being used, digital images can be remotely
accessed at a processing center and all violation data and images downloaded either via wired telecom-
munication lines or wirelessly.

Video systems. The use of digital video cameras and video processing technologies is a recent devel-
opment for red light enforcement activities and is growing in popularity. Advantages of a video system
include its ability to estimate vehicle speed and predict whether or not a red light running violation
will occur. If this prediction occurs prior to the opposing traffic light changing to green, it is possible to
preempt the normal signal changes and create an all-red signal, thereby preventing cross traffic from
entering the intersection and possibly avoiding a collision. Although this does not prevent the viola-
tion, it can help diminish the potential consequences.

However, video systems can require extensive lighting to capture the license plate and/or driver at
night and in poor weather conditions. This lighting has been questioned in the courts as a distraction
to drivers. Also, claims of Big Brother are more common with video since the video clips of violators
can show more than just the traffic violator.2

Many cities are also supplementing their existing wet-film and digital still photography systems with
digital video cameras. The cameras are added to the existing camera system so they can capture video
clips (usually six seconds prior to the violation and six seconds after) in order to reveal the full viola-
tion in progress. In most cases, when violators receive their citations in the mail,
there will be an included Internet web link. Violators can access the
link and watch the full video clip of the violation. In the cities
where this option has been provided, it has dramatically
reduced the number of citations that are challenged in
court. It also allows violators to view the evidence of
their violation without having to travel to a police
station or court hearing.
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TOLEDO, OHIO: 
INCORPORATING NEW TECHNOLOGY

The red light camera program in Toledo began in early 2001 with cameras monitoring 20 approaches
at 10 intersections. The Toledo Police Department and the camera vendor share in the management
of the program.

From the outset, the Toledo program used digital photography. However, in the early days of the
program, several citations had to be thrown out due to issues such as poor lighting for night
photography and the need to brighten pavement markings for better visibility. The police worked
with the vendor to resolve these issues.

As digital video technology has improved, so have the capabilities of the Toledo camera program.
Violators in Toledo still receive printed violations with a series of images depicting the red light
violation, but they now also receive a special Internet link that allows them to watch a video clip of
the entire violation. In cities that have added this feature, very few violators have gone on to contest
their citations.

Intersection speed enforcement. Some red light camera systems incorporate technology — fre-
quently referred to as “speed on green” — to capture speed violations when the traffic lights are green,
amber, or red in addition to red light violations when the traffic lights are red.

Since this technology provides a speeding citation to the driver, accurate speed measurement is imper-
ative. In-ground loops, as discussed earlier in the vehicle detection section, have proven to provide
accurate speeds. Other technologies also used for vehicle detection include laser, radar and video.

Speed Camera Systems

Photo speed enforcement systems are similar to red light camera systems, with many overlaps in the
technical and management aspects. Although often referred to as “photo radar,” some speed systems
do not use radar at all. Instead, in-ground sensors are deployed. Speed camera systems that do not use
in-pavement sensors typically use radar to determine the speed of a vehicle. The photo radar system
uses a low-powered Doppler radar speed sensor to detect speeding vehicles and trigger a camera to
photograph vehicles traveling faster than a set speed. The date, time, location and speed are recorded
along with a photo.3 LIDAR (light detection and ranging) systems are laser based and are similar to
radar except the system uses electromagnetic energy waves in the visible light spectrum. It emits light
waves and detects their return.4
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Photo radar. Radar is the primary method of speed enforcement in the United States, where hand-
held radar equipment has been used to detect speeders since the 1950s.5 Unmanned speed cameras
have been in use in the United States since the 1990s. Radar signals are used to trigger cameras that
photograph vehicles that are exceeding a threshold speed above the speed limit. A photograph is taken
with the date, time, speed, location and tag number recorded. Based on the tag number, a citation is
mailed to the vehicle’s registered owner.6

WHAT ABOUT SPRAYS, COVERS, FILMS AND OTHER PRODUCTS 
DESIGNED TO DEFEAT CAMERAS?

It’s important to remember that obstructing a license plate is a crime in every state. Further, the use
of these products shows intent to break the law.

Ironically, consumers willing to be duped may find their license plate appears clearer in their violation
photographs as tests have shown these products can actually enhance the quality of photographs.

If positioned to photograph oncoming traffic, the speed camera unit can photograph the driver’s face
and the front license plate. If positioned to photograph receding traffic (depending on the require-
ments of the jurisdiction), it can photograph the rear license plate. The speed cameras can be mounted
overhead in gantries or at the side of the road (side fire). Gantry installation can allow any number of
lanes to be monitored whereas side-fire cameras are limited to 3-4 lanes because of the camera distance
to the farther lanes. Overhead mounted cameras eliminate this problem because each camera focuses
on a single lane, but this requires more cameras than do side-fire applications.7

Laser speed enforcement. LIDAR systems use a time/distance calculation to measure speed. The
devices aim a narrow band of light at the target vehicle and measure the time it takes to receive the
reflected light. Differences in the time it takes the transmitted light to strike the target vehicle and
return can be used to calculate the speed of the vehicle.8 Lasers can pinpoint specific vehicles in heavy
traffic. Mobile radar/LIDAR detectors can alert drivers that the technology is in use.
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lIlustrations of Radar, LIDAR and Video Systems9

LIDAR/laser systems (Illustration 1). For red light running detection, the laser is installed on the
opposite side of the intersection approach from the on-coming traffic. A type of “gate” is programmed
into the laser past the violation point somewhere in the intersection. When an approaching vehicle
reaches the gate, a photo sequence begins. The positive for this system is that the roadway does not
need to be disturbed.

One potential drawback to laser is the need to install cabling over or under the cross street to make
connections to the camera on the other side. Laser systems can also be affected by rain, snow and fog. 
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Radar (Illustration 2). Different manufacturers use radar in different ways to detect red light violators.
Some red light camera systems use a single radar antenna to monitor multiple lanes of traffic at an
intersection, which is a cost effective method. The radar antenna is programmed to detect a vehicle as
it approaches the intersection and begins a photo cycle if the vehicle passes the violation point. The
positives of this system are that the roadway does not need to be disturbed and the speed provided is
fairly accurate.

The drawback to this single antenna configuration is that it is difficult to determine which vehicle is
the violator. It cannot provide the lane number for the violating vehicle.
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Multiple radar (Illustration 3). Another system available in the market incorporates multiple radar
antennas. Each lane of monitored traffic has its own antenna. The system works the same way as the
single radar system described above, but the individual lane antennas provide the lane number of the
violating vehicle. The roadway does not need to be disturbed and the speed from this method is also
fairly accurate.

The drawback to this system is the need for a 25-ft roadside pole on which to attach the antennas.
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Video (Illustration 4). A few companies currently use video cameras to detect red light violators. This
system involves placing a virtual traffic loop just prior to the violation point. As a vehicle proceeds into
the virtual loop the change in contrast is seen by the camera and a photo cycle begins. The positive for
this system is that the roadway does not need to be disturbed.

The drawback is that rain, snow and changes in light can fool the camera. The camera is attached to a
25-30-foot roadside pole. The single camera cannot provide the lane number in which the violation
occurred and the recorded vehicle speed can generally only be referred to as a “reference” or “estimation.”
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Appendix 1: 
A Short History of Automated Photo Enforcement

Although a camera was first used as part of a speed detection device in the United States almost 100
years ago (see “Before There Was Photo Radar”), the United States has lagged behind other parts of the
world in the widespread use of photo enforcement as a traffic safety measure. Programs and applica-
tions are increasing, however, as communities try to cut down on deaths and injuries due to red light
running and speeding, be it in residential neighborhoods, school zones, work zones or on highways.

Red light cameras. Red light cameras, used in at least 33 foreign countries since the 1970s, first
appeared in the United States in 1993 when cameras were installed at intersections in New York City.1

Today, red light cameras are used in more than 200 communities across the nation — that’s up from
24 programs in 19982 and roughly 70 in 2002.3 There are at least 19 red light camera programs in
Canada, including the cities of Toronto, Edmonton, Regina, Saskatoon and Winnipeg.

New York City’s red light camera program is one of the largest in the country. In September 2006, the
city’s department of transportation doubled the number of red light cameras, which are rotated through
150 locations, from 50 to 100.4 Data show that the red light camera program has dramatically reduced
the number of violations (40–60 percent) at intersections being monitored, and for the 44 cameras
installed after January 1, 2001, there has been a 24 percent reduction in all injuries at monitored inter-
sections. Since its inception, the city’s department of transportation has spent roughly $85 million on
the red light camera program and collected $130 million from violations.

Speed cameras. Speed cameras are a relatively new but growing enforcement tool in the United States,
operating in about 20 U.S. communities — and seven in Canada.5 They are the most widely used form
of automated enforcement in the world. About 75 countries use speed cameras to supplement conven-
tional police enforcement of speed limits; and some countries, including Australia, Austria, Canada,
Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, and Taiwan, have
been using the technology for more than 30 years.6

They are used extensively in Great Britain, where the first systematic deployment of speed cameras
occurred in 1992 in West London when 21 fixed speed camera and 12 red light camera sites were
installed and their effectiveness monitored.7 By the year 2000, an estimated 4,500 safety camera sites
were in use on British roads, the majority of which are fixed speed cameras, with a smaller number of
red light and mobile cameras. In 2006 approximately 650 camera sites — 400 for speed and 250 for
red light running — were in London alone.8

The town of Paradise Valley, Arizona, is home to the oldest U.S. speed camera program that has oper-
ated continually since its implementation. Since the program began in 1987, Paradise Valley has seen 
a 45 percent decrease in traffic collisions.9
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Programs in some jurisdictions have evolved to include speed on green technology, wherein a red light
camera can also monitor, photograph and ticket violators who speed through the intersection regardless
of the color of the light (See Intersection speed enforcement in chapter 5).

BEFORE THERE WAS PHOTO RADAR

Speeding has confounded law enforcement officers for more than a century, as Cheryl Lynn and 
her colleagues noted in 1992. The first known method of speed enforcement dates back to 1902 in
Westchester County, New York. It consisted of three dummy tree trunks set up on the roadside at 
1-mile intervals. 

“A police officer with a stopwatch and a telephone was concealed in each trunk. As a
speeding vehicle passed the first trunk, the hidden police officer telephoned the time to 
the second police officer, who recorded the time at which the vehicle passed him and then
computed its speed for the mile. If the vehicle was exceeding the speed limit, the officer
telephoned the third police officer, who proceeded to stop the vehicle by lowering a pole
across the road. The ‘tree trunk’ method was subject to hearsay objections in court
because officers had to testify regarding the time statements of other officers since 
there was no way to observe the vehicle over the entire distance.”10

A camera was first used as part of a speed detection device back in 1910 when a device known 
as a photo speed recorder was used in Massachusetts. A camera, synchronized with a stopwatch,
took pictures of a speeding vehicle at measured time intervals. The vehicle speed was determined
by a mathematical calculation based on the reduction in size of the vehicle in the photograph as it
moved farther away from the camera. This photographic evidence was held admissible by the
Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts.11
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Appendix 2: 
Five Studies Most Cited by Camera Opponents

1. A Detailed Investigation of Crash Risk Reduction Resulting from Red Light Cameras in Small
Urban Areas, by Mark Burkey and Kofi Obeng, North Carolina A&T State University1

• FINDINGS: Red light cameras produced no safety benefits in Greensboro, N.C., and actually
increased crashes citywide

• KEY PROBLEMS: Study was not peer reviewed for accuracy and IIHS researchers have 
documented serious problems with the study’s methodology, including a study model that
ignored the fact that red light cameras generally were placed at high-crash locations. This
oversight changes the study from a traditional before-after analysis, to a correlation study
where the presence of the red light cameras was just one of many variables used in determin-
ing intersection crash totals.

2. D.C. Red Light Cameras Fail to Reduce Accidents, by Washington Post reporters Del Quentin
Wilbur and Derek Willis2

• FINDINGS: Red light cameras have not reduced crashes at the Washington, D.C., intersections
where they are used.

• KEY PROBLEMS: Nonscientific analysis conducted by reporters with no background in 
traffic engineering. Outside experts were only asked to comment on the reporters’ conclusions,
not review accuracy of research. There was no allowance made for increase in traffic volumes
during the study period, which covered six years. Analysis did not differentiate between dif-
ferent types of accidents that may have occurred at red light camera intersections.

3. An Evaluation of Red Light Camera (Photo-Red) Enforcement Programs in Virginia, by the
Virginia Transportation Research Council3

• FINDINGS: Virginia red light camera intersections recorded an overall increase in rear-end
injury crashes. Some of the most serious crashes that occur are caused by drivers speeding
through intersections, regardless of the color of the light.

• KEY PROBLEMS: Study only included data from four of the seven Virginia red light camera
programs. Incomplete injury data did not allow researchers to determine severity of injuries.
A follow-on study to provide more detailed crash and injury data was not funded by the 
legislature. The study documented that public support for red light cameras across the state
was strong. The study actually recommended the continuation of camera programs due to
“the potential to improve safety in Virginia.”
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4. Effect of Yellow Interval Timing on Red-Light Violation Frequency at Urban Intersections, 
by James Bonneson and Karl Zimmerman, Texas Transportation Institute4

• FINDINGS: Lengthening the yellow interval by 0.5 to 1.5 seconds reduced red light running
violations at selected intersections by 50 percent.

• KEY PROBLEMS: While violations did decline when the yellow-light interval was increased,
drivers quickly began to adapt to the longer yellows. The study did not include an adequate
“after” period to address this problem. The researchers also concluded that enforcement coun-
termeasures are likely to be the most effective means of curbing intentional red light runners.

5. Safety Evaluation of Red-Light Cameras, by Forrest M. Council, Bhagwant Persaud, 
Kimberly Eccles, Craig Lyon, and Michael S. Griffith5

• FINDINGS: This extensive FHWA-funded study, conducted in two parts, found a significant
societal benefit to red light cameras due to the reduction in right-angle crashes.

• KEY PROBLEMS: This positive study and its findings have been widely distorted by photo
enforcement opponents who portray the study’s findings of increases in rear-end crashes as
negating the public safety value of red light cameras. The researchers asserted when the study
was released that the societal cost estimates were conservative, and that the societal benefit
from a reduction in severe right-angle injury crashes at red light camera intersections could
be much greater.
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Appendix 3: 
Issues that Have Led to Legal Challenges to Automated Traffic Enforcement

Privacy. The most common legal objection to photo enforcement is opponents’ claim that the use of
electronic devices for traffic enforcement is an invasion of privacy, specifically as it relates to the Fourth
Amendment, which states:

“The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable
searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause,
supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons
or things to be seized.”

To date, the U.S. Supreme Court has never ruled on an issue directly related to automated traffic
enforcement. However, the high court has been very clear with regard to the right to privacy on public
streets. Driving, according to the Court, is a regulated activity on public roads where there is no personal
expectation of privacy.

According to a 2004 legal analysis by the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, “U.S. Supreme Court
case law is clear that the use of automated enforcement does not violate the constitutional right to pri-
vacy. In one decision the Court noted, ‘One has a lesser expectation of privacy in a motor vehicle…. 
A car has little capacity for escaping public scrutiny. It travels public thoroughfares where both its
occupants and its contents are in plain view…. Nor is there a right to privacy of license plates.’ The
Court has stated that ‘it is unreasonable to have an expectation of privacy in an object required by 
law to be located in a place ordinarily in plain view from the exterior of a vehicle’.”1

In a related ruling handed down in 2001, the Supreme Court added additional support to the use of
technology by law enforcement by ruling that it would be “foolish to contend that the degree of privacy
secured to citizens in the Fourth Amendment has been entirely unaffected by the advance of technology.”2

Legal challenges to red light cameras alleging that they constitute an unlawful search and seizure have
been refuted in court rulings issued in 2002 by a county court in Denver, Colorado, and the U.S. Ninth
Circuit Court.3

Due process. Under the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, federal and state
governments must have procedural safeguards in place to ensure that no citizen is deprived of life, lib-
erty or property without due process. Critics of automated traffic enforcement have often alleged that
the technology violates the right to due process 1) because of the delay between the date of violation
and the issuance of a citation, 2) because of the constitutional right to confront his or her accuser, and
3) because photo enforcement citations represent a presumption of guilt.

An important point regarding delay of issuance. Many traditional traffic citations are not issued
immediately after a violation has been alleged. For example, a driver involved in a traffic crash may
not receive the formal citation for weeks after the crash due to the length of the investigation. It should
also be noted that with traditional law enforcement citations, a motorist will probably have to wait more
than a week, and possibly several weeks, to refute the citation in court.
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Several state courts, including the District of Columbia Superior Court and the U.S. Middle District
Federal Court in North Carolina, have summarily rejected challenges to the delay in citation issuance.

In the District of Columbia case, the judge ruled that, “It is undisputed that the plaintiffs received
notices of infraction in advance of any determinations of liability…the notices also clearly identified the
alternative responses from which notice recipients could choose, and identified the date by which any
such responses were to be provided.”4

The right to confront one’s accuser. The accuser in a photo enforcement violation is not the red light
or speed camera but the municipality that has authorized the use of the enforcement technology. A
photo enforcement violation only represents the evidence being used by the municipality to prove
that the violation occurred.

Likewise, the District of Columbia and the Denver County Court rulings both affirmed that photo
enforcement violations do not represent a presumption of guilt, since every individual who
receives a photo enforcement citation has the right to a hearing, which is the same procedure for 
traditional traffic violations.

The only case of a photo radar ticket being contested to a high court in Canada occurred in October
2001, in British Columbia (Regina vs. Tri-M Systems Inc.) In that case the accused claimed that photo
radar infringed on his right to liberty and fair due process. The court held that neither was infringed
upon and that the system as it stands only allows the Crown Attorney to present a prima facie case.
The accused is still free to challenge any or all parts of the evidence. A subsequent appeal by the
accused to the Supreme Court of Canada was dismissed.5

Equal protection (owner vs. driver liability). Some constitutional challenges to photo enforcement
have also been based on the claim that they violate the equal protection doctrine of the Fourteenth
Amendment, which mandates uniform penalties for similar classes of law violations. Opponents claim
that because the penalties associated with photo enforcement citations differ from those issued directly
by an officer, photo enforcement is a violation of a citizen’s right to equal protection.

This argument has also been rejected by the courts. The County Court of Denver ruled in 2002 that,
“Different classes of persons may be treated differently without violation of equal protection when the
classification is reasonable, not arbitrary, and bears a rational relationship to legitimate state objectives.”6

A few states — Arizona, California and Colorado — have addressed this issue by making driver liability
the basis for photo enforcement violations. California state law, in particular, considers red light camera
violations to be criminal violations and assesses the same penalty in fines and driver license “points” for
red light violations issued by patrol officers.”7

However, in order to establish driver liability, the burden of proof is on law enforcement to determine
that the driver at the time of the violation was also the registered owner. This usually requires addi-
tional camera placement to photograph the driver’s face, as opposed to the owner liability standard of
only photographing the rear of the vehicle and the license plate. As a result, driver liability camera pro-
grams require significantly more time to process in order to establish who was driving, and the idea of
photographing drivers, even ones blatantly violating the law, has not been widely embraced by many
policy makers.
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As a result, the vast majority of red light and speed camera programs in America operate under owner
liability and process red light and speed camera violations as civil infractions, which have a lower
burden of proof.

Privatizing law enforcement. Opponents of photo enforcement also argue that enforcement 
programs are veiled attempts at “outsourcing law enforcement” and turning over enforcement 
powers to private companies.

While affirming the constitutionality of the California red light camera law, the 2001 court ruling against
the City of San Diego demonstrated the importance of program oversight and re-emphasized the
importance of keeping strict controls over program records and camera violations. Partially as a result
of the ruling, the California legislature amended the original authorizing law for red light cameras in
2003 to limit the use of evidence collected by red light cameras and set time limits after which red
light camera records must be destroyed.8

This privatization argument was recently used again as the basis for a class action lawsuit brought by
several attorneys in California. These attorneys sought to have violations issued by photo enforcement
overturned and fines refunded for thousands of drivers in San Francisco and San Diego. A ruling
handed down in April 2006 by the San Diego Superior Court found no wrongdoing on the part of
the cities or the company with which the cities had established photo enforcement contracts.
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