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RECOMMENDATION 
 
Accept this informational report on Automated Red Light Photo Enforcement Systems. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Building Better Transportation Committee requested that staff from the Police and 
Transportation Departments evaluate the Red Light Photo Enforcement Systems and present a 
report to the Committee.  A red light running (RLR) violation occurs when a vehicle crosses the 
white limit line after the traffic signal has turned red.  Several cities across California and the 
nation have installed such systems in an attempt to reduce red light running by speeding drivers 
and thereby enhance traffic and pedestrian safety. 
 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
Existing Conditions 
 
There are approximately 880 traffic signals citywide.  On an annual basis, there are 
approximately 850 crashes (7% of total crashes) attributable to red-light running.  In 2005, there 
were 13 injury accidents involving pedestrians and bicyclists (no fatal accidents) where red light 
running by a driver was determined to be a primary cause of collision. 
 
Presently, there are no automated RLR enforcement systems in Santa Clara County.  Cupertino 
utilized a RLR camera system at two intersections between June 2001 and January 2004.  
Cupertino’s Program was accepted by the County court commissioners after an approximately 
one-year education period, which was later terminated due to equipment problems, controversy 
and costs exceeding revenues. 
 
Several cities including San José have installed a small, yet effective, device attached to the 
traffic signal head, known as a Red Light Running Indicator (commonly known as “Rat Box”).  
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This indicator allows an enforcement officer to effectively and safely stop a red light runner and 
issue a citation.  The effectiveness of this method of red light enforcement is dependent upon the 
level of deployment by the Police Department since it does require presence of an enforcement 
officer at the intersection. 
 
SJPD currently enforces red light running based on routine patrol experience of the traffic 
enforcement unit (TEU) and community input. 
 
State Law 
 
California Vehicle Code (CVC) Section 21455.5 authorizes government agencies to operate a 
red light running system if certain requirements, including but not limited to the following, are 
met: 
 

• Prior to installing cameras, alternate safety strategies must be evaluated 
• Minimum 30-day public notification is required before the system is activated and 

citations are issued 
• Signage must be visible to motorists at intersections or major entrances to the City 
• Traffic signal timing shall be in compliance with Caltrans guidelines 
• All citations must be reviewed and approved by local law enforcement (SJPD) 
• Photographs may only be used for RLR enforcement purposes 

  
Pros 
 

• Per a 2002 State Auditor report, RLR systems have been effective at reducing the 
incidents of RLR at intersections.  The seven cities studied were San Francisco, Fremont, 
Sacramento, San Diego, Los Angeles, Oxnard and Long Beach. 

• Provides safer conditions for enforcement officers as it precludes pursuit of a speeding 
motorist 

• RLR signs are deterrents with or without a camera 
• Two of the seven cities in the state audit derived revenues net of all expenses 

 
Cons 
 

• Some cities have faced legal challenges, requiring the refunding of collected revenues 
(inadequate yellow time, vendor paid percentage of collections, 30-day grace period not 
used) 

• Revenues often do not cover expenses based on experiences of other cities 
• Resource requirements – Significant resources are required to conduct thorough research, 

procurement, installation, coordination with courts and public outreach before the 
program is implemented 

• On-going resources are required for reviewing photos, responding to Public Records Act 
requests, court appearances, etc. 
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Next Steps 
 
Considering the above issues, staff recommends taking the following actions: 
 

• Evaluate effectiveness of existing red light running indicators in Spring 2007, and 
determine if further safety enhancements are needed, such as cameras.  These indicators 
have recently been installed through the San José Safe Streets Initiative project at 200 
locations citywide.  The locations were selected based on the past history of red-light 
running crashes and community complaints. 

• After completion of the evaluation and assessment, develop recommendations for the   
FY07-08 Budget process 

• Hold discussions with Santa Clara County court commissioners if a decision is made to 
proceed with implementation of a RLR photo enforcement system in San José 

 
 
PUBLIC OUTREACH 
 
Not applicable. 
 
 
COORDINATION 
 
This report has been coordinated with the City Attorney’s Office. 
 
 
 
 
 
JAMES R. HELMER  ROBERT L. DAVIS 
Director of Transportation  Chief of Police 
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