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Staff Report   
City of Manhattan Beach 

  
 

TO:   Honorable Mayor Ward and Members of the City Council 
 
THROUGH:  Geoff Dolan, City Manager 
 
FROM:  Rod Uyeda, Chief of Police 
   Derrick Abell, Lieutenant 
 
DATE:  March 7, 2006 
 
SUBJECT:  City Council Work Plan Item Regarding Traffic Issues and Photo Red Light 

Enforcement Technology  
 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
Staff recommends that the City Council DISCUSS and PROVIDE DIRECTION regarding the 
Staff report on photo red light enforcement technology. 
 
FISCAL IMPLICATION: 
The fiscal impact of a photo red light enforcement program is discussed in the body of this 
report. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
The City Council’s Annual Work Plan includes a task to explore various options to mitigate 
traffic problems and concerns in the community.  One such problem is the issue of people failing 
to stop for red lights at intersections in the city.  This problem not only leads to occasional traffic 
collisions, but to heightened levels of “road rage” as people lose patience when waiting to 
lawfully enter intersections.  This report is intended to help explain the current state of photo red 
light technology and its application to city streets so that the City Council can provide Staff with 
direction. 

Staff presented this report to the Parking and Public Improvements Commission (PPIC) on 
February 23, 2006.  The Commission was divided on whether to recommend to the City Council 
to proceed with pursuing this technology for the City of Manhattan Beach.  However, the 
Commission did agree that Staff should provide more information on certain issues before 
endorsing the program further.  The issues that some of the Commissioners were concerned 
about are as follows:   

Some of the Commissioners were not convinced that photo red light technology was needed in 
Manhattan Beach due to the low number of traffic collisions attributed to red light running, 
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especially in light of statistics that indicated that red light running was only attributed to 
approximately ten percent of the total number of collisions in the City.  Some Commissioners 
felt that city resources would be better utilized in neighborhoods, rather than busy intersections 
and were concerned that a police officer’s time would be better utilized in the field, instead of 
reviewing photo evidence and issuing citations from a desk.  Some Commissioners were not 
convinced that photo red light technology would be able to effectively solve the problem of red 
light running at busy intersections, especially left turns, without causing additional traffic 
collisions or more congestion.  Some Commissioners also voiced concern over the number of 
additional traffic devices that might be needed at the larger intersections, creating further visual 
pollution to already congested intersections.  Many of these issues could not be easily addressed 
without having a vendor complete a study at any given intersection.  No speakers from the 
audience made comment on the issue.  The minutes from the PPIC meeting are attached to this 
staff report with more detailed information regarding the photo red light technology discussion.    

DISCUSSION: 
One of the largest causes of serious automobile accidents is related to red light violations.  In 
fact, in 2004, red light violators were responsible for more than 900 deaths and an estimated 
168,000 injuries nationwide.  Although running red lights and failing to follow other traffic 
controls such as stop and yield signs is the leading cause of traffic accidents in urban areas 
nationwide, during the past 3 years, Manhattan Beach has had only 32 total traffic collisions 
caused by red light violations and the highest reported intersection was Sepulveda and 33rd Street 
with five.     
 
Photo red light enforcement technology has been in operation in the United States since the mid 
1980’s.  These devices are installed at intersections and are connected to sensors.  The sensors 
are synchronized with the traffic signals and are able to detect vehicles driving through 
intersections against a red light.  The sensors trigger the cameras that record the date, time and 
place of the violation, as well as still images.  Some cameras capture video of the violation.  The 
cameras also record the vehicle’s license plate and an image of the driver.  The photos are then 
examined for clarity and if deemed acceptable, a citation is mailed to the registered owner of the 
vehicle.   

Conventional red light enforcement by traffic officers is difficult.  Many of the busiest 
intersections in Manhattan Beach will have multiple offenders go through red traffic signals and 
the officer can only catch one.  To add to the difficulty, officers often must go through the red 
light themselves to catch a violator as they must be in a vantage point to both observe the signal 
phase and where the driver was when the phase changed to red.  In areas where traffic volume is 
high, this practice is often dangerous or simply impractical.  Also, there are simply too many 
intersections for the police to monitor for red light violators more than just a few minutes each 
day as they go about their other duties.  It is estimated that our busiest intersections may have in 
excess of 1,000 violators per month, yet in 2005, only 105 out of over 4,500 citations issued by 
the Manhattan Beach Police Department were for red light violations.   

There are three types of cameras used for photo red light enforcement - wet film, digital and 
video.  All of these systems have a high degree of conviction in the courts.   
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Wet film systems use 35mm camera film which is loaded into the traffic camera monitoring 
system by the vendor.  The traffic camera monitoring system must be visited frequently by the 
vendor, often on a daily basis, to retrieve exposed film and reload.  The film is then transported 
for processing, developing, sent to a facility for review and then converted to a digital image.  
Wet film has the sharpest detail and highest resolution images at almost 20 million pixels.   

Digital systems have become the technology of choice for most jurisdictions.  The digital camera 
operates much the same way as the wet film camera.  A major benefit of digital cameras is in the 
ease of photo collection, acceleration of processing and distribution of tickets.  Digital cameras 
can eliminate the cost of film, processing, and the personnel required for daily film handling.  
While a digital system can store more violation images and data than a wet film camera system, 
the images and data need to be collected/downloaded from a computer hard drive and processed 
regularly to issue citations in a timely manner.  Digital images have approximately 2 million 
pixels of resolution, which is not as clear as wet film, but in most cases, satisfactory for 
prosecution. 

The use of the digital video cameras and video processing technologies is a recent development 
for photo red light enforcement activities.  Advantages of a video system include its ability to 
detect vehicle speed and predict whether or not a red light violation will occur.  With this 
prediction, it is possible to preempt the normal signal changes and create an all-red signal, 
thereby preventing crossing traffic from entering the intersection when a collision is possible.  
Although this does not prevent the violation, it can help diminish the potential consequences.  
Video also captures the entire violation, making it more difficult for someone to contest the 
violation.   

It should be noted that because of the poor resolution of video (approximately 500,000 pixels), 
night-time pictures require extensive lighting to capture the license plate and driver.  This 
additional lighting is often a source of citizen complaints about photo red light systems. 

Generally, for all of the described systems, only one to two thirds of the captured violations are 
clear enough to pursue in the courts.  All captured violations are reviewed by the vendor and 
only those deemed clear enough for court purposes for forwarded to the law enforcement agency 
to review and issue a citation.   

California Vehicle Code sections 21455.5, 21455.6 and 21455.7 provide specific regulations 
related to automated enforcement (red light traffic cameras).  Requirements are outlined in the 
following paragraph.   

A city council must conduct a public hearing on the proposed use of an automated enforcement 
system prior to entering into a contract with a vendor, the automated enforcement system must 
be clearly identified to the public, there must be a 30-day warning/advisory period prior to 
actual enforcement, the system must be operated by a governmental/law enforcement agency, 
uniform guidelines and procedures must be set up and adhered to, equipment must be regularly 
inspected and calibrated by a contracted agency other than the governmental/law enforcement 
agency involved, signs must be regularly inspected and maintained, citations must be reviewed 
and approved by law enforcement before being delivered to violators, all photographic records 
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and information created by the system must be confidential and retained for up to six months and 
registered owners/drivers of vehicles receiving citations must be given the opportunity to review 
the photographic evidence of the alleged violation, an intersection at which there is an 
automated enforcement system in operation, the minimum yellow light change interval shall be 
established in accordance with the Traffic Manual of the Department of Transportation.    

Photo red light enforcement works.  In 1999, the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS) 
conducted a review of the Oxnard (California) photo red light enforcement program, which 
concluded that after the program’s first year of operation, overall accidents had decreased by 7% 
and injury-producing crashes declined by 29% at signalized intersections.  Front-to-side crashes, 
which are the traffic accidents most frequently associated with red light violations, decreased by 
32% overall and by 68% with respect to crashes that produced injuries.  The study also found 
that red light violations decreased by 42% across the city after cameras were introduced at only 
nine signal-controlled intersections.  The study also concluded that there was a considerable 
“spillover” effect the cameras had on driver behavior.  Increases in driver compliance were not 
limited to camera-equipped sites but also spread to non camera-equipped intersections as well.    
   
Closer to home, Staff contacted and received feedback from Hawthorne, Gardena, Inglewood 
and Pasadena. 
  
Hawthorne currently monitors 4 intersections, utilizing a total of 7 approaches. The Hawthorne 
Police Department administrator stated that since the inception of their program, traffic signal 
related accidents have increased overall in their city but decreased at intersections monitored by 
cameras.   
 
Gardena currently has 10 approaches at 6 intersections and they reported that traffic signal related 
collisions appear to have decreased at these monitored intersections but congestion has increased. 
The noted increase in congestion may be attributed to motorists using extra diligence when moving 
through camera-monitored intersections. 
 
Inglewood has traffic cameras currently installed at 14 intersections covering 22 approaches and 
they reported that after a first year when they experienced a slight increase in accidents at 
monitored intersections, there has been a dramatic drop in accidents at these intersections.   
 
Pasadena monitors 3 intersections utilizing 7 approaches and is preparing to add two more 
intersections in the near future.  Pasadena reports that red light violators account for more than 
50% of all recorded automobile accidents each year and collisions at the monitored intersections 
appear to have remained constant since installing photo red light, although violations at these 
intersections have decreased.  
 
It should be noted that the large majority of the US public supports red light cameras.  A 2000 
Insurance Institute for Highway Safety survey in ten cities — five with cameras and five without 
— reported that more than 75 percent of drivers supported camera enforcement.  A 2002 
nationwide survey sponsored by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration and 
conducted by the Gallup Organization found that 75 percent of drivers favored the use of red 
light cameras.  A 1996 survey by the Insurance Research Council found that the highest support 
for red light cameras was in large cities, where 83 percent of respondents supported their use.  
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Should the City of Manhattan Beach wish to pursue photo red light enforcement technology, staff 
felt it important to report on which city intersections had the highest occurrence of collisions. 

 
Traffic Collision and Enforcement Statistics 

January 2003 through December 2005 
 

Top 5 Intersections for Traffic Collisions Caused by Red Light Violations 
Sepulveda Blvd./33rd St. 5 
Manhattan Beach Blvd./Meadows Ave. 4 
Sepulveda Blvd./Manhattan Beach Blvd. 3 
Manhattan Beach Blvd./Redondo Ave. 3 
Manhattan Beach Blvd./Pacific Ave. 3 

 
Top 5 Intersections - Total Traffic Collisions  

Manhattan Beach Blvd./Sepulveda Blvd. 20 
Sepulveda Blvd./Rosecrans Ave. 20 
Aviation Blvd./Marine Ave. 18 
Sepulveda Blvd./Marine Ave. 17 
Sepulveda Blvd./8th St. 14 

 
For the 5 major intersections noted above, there were a total of 89 collisions over a 36 month 
period. Only 18 (20%) of those collisions were related to red light violations. The majority of the 
traffic collisions that have occurred at these intersections have involved vehicle front/rear contact 
usually caused by speed violations.   It should be noted that the traffic volume on these streets were 
in excess of 55,000 cars per day. 
 
Costs:  Should the city of Manhattan Beach decide to pursue photo red light enforcement 
technology, there would likely be no financial obligations to the city for installation, service or 
maintenance of a system.  These expenses would be paid for by the selected vendor, and then the 
city would pay a monthly fee to the vendor for each approach (up to four directions of traffic) 
per intersection.  Fees are generally based on traffic volume and the selected vendor would 
monitor suggested intersections to determine whether the number of red light violators and 
traffic volume would cover installation and monitoring costs.  Vendors then agree to service 
cameras for, on average, five years, with a cost neutrality clause in their contracts in which fees 
are adjusted every 12 months or sooner, if needed, to protect cities from suffering a negative 
cash flow on approaches where citation revenue falls short of the vendor’s fees.  Contracts can 
be renewed indefinitely.  It should be noted that any photo red light enforcement on a state 
highway, like Sepulveda, must be approved by Caltrans and the City would incur any liability 
associated for any equipment operated on state property.   
 
The cost to a violator for a red light violation is $351.  The County receives $207 of the fine 
while the City receives the remaining $144.  The City would have the final say at which 
intersections this technology may be installed.  There is often a nominal fee associated with 
traffic monitoring by the vendor which would be selected by issuing a Request for Proposal 
(RFP). 
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One other cost to consider is the dedication of staff to facilitate the photo red light enforcement 
program.  Should multiple intersections be monitored, the number of citations issued could 
number well over 1,000 per month.  Each citation will have to ultimately be reviewed by a sworn 
officer to be issued.  That officer would be responsible for mailing out the citation, following up 
on payment, arrange viewing of the evidence should a violator request it, and testify in court 
should a violator wish to present a case before a magistrate. 
 
In instances where a violator chooses to ignore the citation, the Courts will turn the citation over 
to a collections agency for follow-up.  Collections agencies usually continue to try to contact the 
registered owner through any means available with threats of additional fines being imposed. 
 
In June of 2001, City Council received a staff report on the presentation of Technology 
Applications for Traffic Safety in which automated signal enforcement technology was 
discussed.  The City Council chose not to pursue the technology at that time.  The Staff report is 
attached to this Staff report. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
Despite the relatively low number of traffic collisions reported to the Manhattan Beach Police 
Department and the low number of citations issued for red light violations, Staff believes that photo 
red light technology can assist mitigate some of the traffic related problems in the city.  Staff 
believes that Photo Red Light Technology improves safety, discourages red light violations and 
calms traffic.  It is only by picking a vendor and conducting a scientific survey can Staff determine 
the true breadth of the red light problem at any given intersection and the effectiveness of any 
system to address all the aspects of red light running at that intersection.  Staff therefore 
recommends that the City Council discuss and provide direction regarding implementing photo red 
light technology in the city.   
 
 
ATTACHMENTS:  February 23, 2006 Minutes for PPIC 
    February 23, 2006 Staff Report for PPIC 
    Traffic Collision Chart 2003 - 2005 
    June 19, 2001 Staff Report 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


































