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The goal of this analysis of the City of St. Petersburg Red Light Camera (RLC) program is to provide 
an independent accounting of the operational history of the program, as well as to detail the effects of 
the program on the traffic safety in the city of St. Petersburg.

The RLC program started issuing citations on October 19th, 2011 at some camera locations, but not all 
camera locations were operational until well into the month of November 2011. The program is 
administered by American Traffic Solutions (ATS), an Arizona-based camera enforcement company 
which is owned in part by Goldman Sachs investment bank.

The RLC program data used in this analysis comes from monthly reports generated by the city through 
ATS' website, per-citation detailed data (including videos and pictures) acquired through public records 
requests, and manually performing yellow signal time measurements with high-speed video.

Executive Summary

The following issues with the RLC program are covered in detail in this analysis:

1. Use of faulty and non-certified equipment by the vendor, ATS
2. A focus on non-dangerous right-turn-on-red citations
3. Issuing citations to non-dangerous “blink of an eye” inadvertent red light violations
4. No unified standard used for yellow signal times, resulting in higher citation rates at some 

locations
5. Lack of improved safety at red light camera intersections
6. Intended profit distribution: program profits see unrestricted distribution to the general fund, 

contrary to the recommendations of the Federal Highway Administration(FHWA)

At the end is the conclusion section, with suggestions for what needs to be done to the red light camera 
program.
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Section 1. Use of faulty and non-certified equipment by the vendor, ATS

American Traffic Solutions (ATS), is the vendor selected by the City of Miami to run its red light 
camera program. The City of St Petersburg bypassed holding its own open bidding process and chose 
instead to “piggyback” on Miami's contract.

In the state of Florida, red light camera violations are the legal equivalent of a parking ticket. The first 
registered vehicle owner is ticketed, not the driver. The registered owner has few options to appeal the 
citation, even if the owner was dead at the time of the alleged violation (that scenario happened to the 
sister of a Broward County commissioner last year). Because this is a civil violation, the constitutional 
protections of innocent until proven guilty, the right to question a witness, the right to not testify 
against your spouse and several other protections are not enforceable. This is the reason why the 
equipment that ATS uses does not have to be tested or certified by any outside party as being accurate, 
because it's accuracy doesn't matter under the law, and it cannot be questioned in court. This is in 
contrast to radar detectors and breathalyzers which must be certified and tested by independent groups 
to verify their accuracy.

The first piece of evidence that 
ATS is using faulty equipment is 
the 96 mile-per-hour right turn on 
red citation. The vehicle was a 
white 2004 Chevrolet Silverado 
extended cab pickup truck. This 
vehicle is at most 246 inches in 
length, with a 144 inch wheelbase. 
The alleged violation occurred at 
northbound 34th St. S. and 22nd 
Ave. S.  in the far right lane. The 
"A" and "B" violation pictures are 
taken 1.6 seconds apart, and they 
show that the truck has moved 26 
feet during that time at the very 
most. 

That translates to 16.25 
feet/second, which is 11mph. In 
Pinellas County Florida traffic 
court, they have set the legal 
standard of the "Careful and 
prudent" legally allowable right 
turn on red to be at 12mph, it is 
15mph across the bay in Tampa 
and Hillsborough County. If ATS' 
equipment had been operating 
properly, this citation would never 
have been issued.
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The next step was to figure out how something like this could happen. In the contract documents with 
ATS, they claim that the magnetic sensors that they use to measure vehicle speed and red light 
violations allow them to “capture more violations than any current system offered by a Road Safety 
Camera provider”. ATS' use of Sensys Networks magnetic sensors is shown on page 29 of the 
document “ATS Response to St. Petersburg Questions.pdf” that is included in the contract documents.

In 2011, the Illinois Center for Transportation conducted a study on the accuracy of the same type of 
Sensys magnetic sensors that ATS uses in their red light camera systems. The purpose of the study was 
to determine whether the sensors were impacted by changes in weather. The results showed that the 
impact was minimal, but the favorable weather control measurements showed an average of 12.3% 
multiple triggers for a single vehicle (see table below). When used in a speed detection role, this type of 
error causes speeds to register higher than the true speed of the vehicle. In St. Petersburg, I found many 
examples of this, with the highest speed registered being 215mph, a speed achievable by only a handful 
of cars in the world, but the video shows a normal car going much slower than that.

Sensys magnetic sensor false calls table from 2011 ICT study.

The case of the 96mph right turn, and the dozens of other similar examples, are much more worrisome 
because the vehicle was in fact going slower than the city is supposed to issue citations for. If the ATS 
equipment had been operating properly, and if a citation had been issued for the truck going 11mph 
around a turn, it would have been thrown out in court. This brings into doubt the thousands of right turn 
on red citations that have been issued by the city since October 29, 2011. If this citation was so far off, 
and the sensors ATS uses have been proven to malfunction for more than one out of every ten vehicles, 
then hundreds of vehicle owners have been given citations they didn't deserve.

In addition to faulty sensors, the camera systems themselves have some reliability issues. Looking at 
the per citation data for the first six months of the program, there are several cameras that had been 
issuing citations consistently on a daily basis that have shown significant gaps in citations from time to 
time. The worst example of this is the camera at Eastbound Tyrone Blvd. and 66th St. N. which was 
down for a period of 11 consecutive days in February. Some of the questions this raises: when a camera 
is down for a prolonged period of time, is the city given a credit for this downtime? Is the city notified 
at all that this is happening? Does the vendor provide any reason for the outage?

4



Section 2. A focus on non-dangerous right-turn-on-red citations

According to the February 2011 Intersection Public Safety report commissioned by the city, right turns 
on red accounted for just 0.36% of the total crashes in the city from 2008 to 2010. For RLC citations 
issued through July 31st, 2012, right turns on red make up 38.4% of the citations issued within the city 
of St. Petersburg, or over 100 times the percentage of right turn on red crashes. To compare these two 
numbers, here they are in pie chart form below.

In 2010, Collier County Florida had red light cameras in operation for over a year, when the Sheriff's 
department gave an update on the program. In that update the Sheriff's office stated that giving citations 
for right turns on red provided “no proven safety benefit”, and the Collier County Commission voted to 
suspend issuing of right turn on red citations at the county's red light camera intersections. This 
conclusion has been reached in several other municipalities, and even the state of Tennessee passed a 
law that prevented photo enforcement systems from issuing right turn on red citations because they 
lead to no favorable safety impact.

For the city of St. Petersburg, the evidence shows that right turns on red are not dangerous, and issuing 
citations for these non-dangerous violations is an indication of a program being used for revenue 
generation and not exclusively for safety.
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Section 3. Issuing citations to non-dangerous “blink of an eye” inadvertent red light 
violations

Since St. Petersburg's red light camera program started issuing citations, thousands of citations have 
been issued for crossing the stop line one tenth of a second after the light turned red. To put that amount 
of time into context, it takes a person on average over three tenths of a second just to blink their eyes, 
these violations are one third of an eye-blink, they are virtually impossible to detect just by looking at 
video and most certainly would never have been issued by a real police officer. These are inadvertent 
red light violations, and due to the all-red phase that all red light camera intersections in the city have, 
these violations have almost no chance of ever resulting in a crash.

In a study on inadvertent red light running done by Craig A. Depken, II and Robert J. Sonora at the 
University of Texas at Arlington, they stated that,

“the policies that are most often debated, e.g., increased fines and enforcement mechanisms, have only 
an indirect, second-order effect on the location and width of a driver’s dilemma zone, thereby having 
minimal impact on inadvertent red light violations.” They concluded with, “we argue against cameras 
because they are less effective in reducing inadvertent red light violations than alternative, perhaps less 
expensive, policies.”
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Section 4. No unified standard used for yellow signal times, resulting in higher 
citation rates at some locations

After trying several methods for accurately measuring yellow signal times at the red light camera 
intersections in the city, such as using a stopwatch or a standard consumer video camera, I had some 
success using a high-speed video camera and computer video editing software. This allowed for the 
viewing and timing of video down to less than one tenth of a second. Using this method, I was able to 
verify a few of the yellow signal times at red light camera intersections that I had gathered from the 
citation pictures acquired through public records requests.

Below is a table showing the range of yellow signal times at the red light camera intersections in the 
city(data taken directly from official red light camera citations).

Most of these RLC intersections have the Left Turn signal yellow time set very close to the Straight 
Through yellow signal time, and others have it over one second slower. The most significant difference 
to note, is the disparity in the yellow signal times for the various speed intersections. To better illustrate 
this, here is a graph that shows the speed of the intersection, the yellow signal time and the average 
monthly citations issued for non-right-turn citations. Traffic volume numbers were taken from Pinellas 
MPO average annual daily traffic volume report.

7



The yellow bars in the chart show the minimum yellow signal time at each of the intersections in tenths 
of a second. The blue solid line shows the posted speed limit at each intersection. The red dashed line 
shows the average number of non-right red light camera citations per month at each intersection.

The most dramatic contrast in this chart is the difference between Eastbound 38th Ave. N. @ 66th St. N. 
and Eastbound Tyrone Blvd. N. @ 66th St. N.  The faster and wider intersection (Tyrone) has much less 
yellow signal time than the slower and narrower 38th Ave. N. intersection, which is just one mile up the 
road. Also, if you look at the difference in citations between the two intersections you will notice that 
the Tyrone intersection has almost ten times as many non-right red light camera citations issued per 
month as the 38th Ave. N. intersection does.

This chart can give you a good indication of what would happen to red light camera citation rates if the 
yellow signal times were raised citywide to the proportions used at the 38th and 66th intersection.

On the next pages are overhead and red light camera views of these two intersections, so you can see 
the physical differences between them yourself.
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Intersection of Tyrone Blvd and 66th Ave. N.

Intersection of 38th Ave. N. and 66th Ave. N.
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Intersection of Tyrone Blvd and 66th Ave. N.

Intersection of 38th Ave. N. and 66th Ave. N.
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Quote from the FHWA (Federal Highway Administration) website:

"The length of the yellow interval is determined in such a way that it provides enough time for a 
vehicle to travel at its prevailing speed through the intersection before the traffic signal turns red or to 
allow a driver to stop at a comfortable average deceleration before entering the intersection. Therefore, 
the likelihood of a motorist running a red light increases as the yellow interval is shortened. 
Lengthening the yellow interval, within appropriate guidelines, has been shown to significantly reduce 
the number of inadvertent red-light violations."

City staff is going to tell you that their yellow light timing "meets state requirements", and they are 
correct: the state requirements for yellow signal timing are very flexible. However, the data from these 
red light camera citations shows that with longer yellow times there is a drastic reduction in red light 
violations, as evidenced by the data at 38th Ave. N. and 66th St. N. Longer yellow signals lead to less red 
light violations, which makes the intersections safer.

Here is a list of other cities with existing red light camera systems that have raised their yellow signal 
times. It also shows the sustained percentage reduction in red light violations after yellow signal times 
were raised by as little as 0.5 seconds.

CITY VIOLATION REDUCTION
  Milton, FL 60%
  Arnold, MO 70%
  Loma Linda, CA 92%
  Dalton, GA 68%
  Duluth, GA 75%
  Decatur, GA 66%
  Gwinnett, GA 44%
  Lilburn, GA 80%
  Norcross, GA 80%
  Rome, GA 78%
  Suwanee, GA 81%

In the attachments to this analysis there is a draft city ordinance which would set minimum standards 
for yellow signal times at camera enforcement intersections in the city. These standards are based upon 
the Georgia state law which has lead to many of the dramatic reductions in red light running rates you 
see in the table above.
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Section 5. Lack of improved safety at red light camera intersections

Retired Forida State Trooper, Paul Henry, completed a study on crash statistics for the first 6 months 
after red light cameras were installed in St. Petersburg and then for the same 6 month period over the 
last three years. Based on this study, Mr Henry concludes that:

"After compiling the 38 crash reports and verifying each was caused by a red light running violation 
and took place at one of the ten (10) listed intersections, it was found that the post-camera crash rate 
did not decrease. It in fact increased from 9.33 per six (6) month period to 10, an increase of 7%."

Mr. Henry's report should be included as an attachment with this analysis.

I was able to get a hold of a copy of the red light camera intersection crash statistics from the city for 
the first 6 months of the red light camera program, as compared to the same time period over the 
previous 3 years. Here is the summary:

Total crashes   +3.8% (205/213)
Red light running crashes +12.5%     (14/16)
Red light related crashes -70.8%     (82/48)
Red light related rear end crashes -74.2%  (69.7/40)
Total rear end crashes +43.1%     (41/72)
Injury crashes -66.7%  (23.3/14)
Fatal crashes   NA    NA
Angle crashes +14.8%  (15.3/18)

The presence of red light cameras have not lead to a drop in total crashes or red light running crashes.
Red light “related” crashes did go down, but those include drunk and impaired driving, medical 
emergencies and fleeing police. None of those crash causes are affected at all by the presence of red 
light cameras. The red light running crashes, in which the primary cause of the crash was someone 
running a red light, went up. These results show that red light cameras are not having the effect that we 
were told they would have.

The city also released a partial list of crash rate changes through the first 8 months of the red light 
camera program just a few days ago with their red light camera program update report:

Total crashes   +8.0%
Red light running crashes (DATA NOT RELEASED)
Red light related crashes -34.6%
Red light related rear end crashes -43.6%
Total rear end crashes (DATA NOT RELEASED)
Injury crashes (DATA NOT RELEASED)
Fatal crashes   NA    NA
Angle crashes +22.7%

This newly released data indicates that crash rates have actually gotten worse at red light camera 
intersections using this 8 month data when compared to the 6 month data. 
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Another point worth mentioning is about the choice of intersections to put red light cameras at. Even 
though one of the justifications for installing red light cameras was to save lives, none of the 
intersections chosen for cameras has had a fatal crash within the last 3 years. Also, the intersections 
chosen for red light cameras were not selected based on how dangerous they were, most notably at the 
intersection of 54th Ave. N. and 4th St. N. Ranked in the safety study as the 83rd most dangerous 
intersection, it was chosen for cameras above dozens of more dangerous intersections. When you take 
into account the average daily traffic that goes through that intersection, it is actually one of the safest 
signalized intersections in the city by traffic volume.
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Section 6. Intended profit distribution: program profits see unrestricted 
distribution to the general fund, contrary to the recommendations of the Federal 
Highway Administration(FHWA)

During the yearlong process when the city was selling City Council on installing red light cameras, the 
city followed the FHWA(Federal Highway Administration) guidelines for justifying a red light camera 
program. Those included hiring an outside firm to do a safety analysis, going intersection by 
intersection looking for engineering changes, and doing other things like calling red light cameras “just 
one tool in the toolbox for traffic safety”.

In August of 2010, the city was touting the possible profits to come from a red light camera system. 
The estimated $3 million net profits were based upon issuing 15 citations per day per camera, a rate so 
high that no other city in Florida was anywhere close to that level after the Wandall Act went into effect 
in June of that year. Later in the year, Council member Jim Kennedy asked Director Joe Kubicki about 
the estimated citation rate of 15 per camera per day in a PS&I committee meeting, and Mr. Kubicki 
confirmed that they were confident in getting that rate of citations. Just a few months later, in a 
presentation on the progress of implementing the red light camera program, Mr. Kubicki changed the 
anticipated citation rate without explanation, saying simply “we think 10 is a good number”. Then 
finally when the red light camera contract with ATS was going to be voted on, and the city had to 
present a budget for the program, they used about 5 citations per camera per day as the anticipated 
citation rate, again without any explanation for the change. Because of the payment rate of about 68% 
on issued red light camera citations, the city has been taking in an average of less than 4 paid citations 
per camera per day.

After red light cameras were approved, the city stopped paying attention to perhaps the most important 
guideline that the FHWA recommends: what to do with the profits from the program once it is up and 
running.

From the FHWA website:

“Red-light cameras should only be used to enhance traffic safety. The goal of red-light camera 
programs should strictly be to reduce crashes and the resulting injuries and deaths.”

Several places in FHWA materials they stress that it is very important that red light camera programs 
are not seen as revenue generation centers. They mention several options for how to achieve that, such 
as dedicating any profits to supplementary traffic safety programs.

In St. Petersburg, the Mayor has stated that he is not going to do that. I have personally asked him three 
times for a reason why, and he has never given me an answer.

Until this final FHWA recommendation is fulfilled, the perception of the red light camera program will 
remain as one of revenue generation for the city's budget, and not strictly as a safety program.
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Recommendations

In conclusion, it is clear that there are many problems with the current red light camera program in St. 
Petersburg that suggest changes are needed to improve reliability, accuracy and the public's perception 
of the program. The red light camera program should change to focus on safety, and safety alone. The 
city should stop issuing citations for right turns on red because they provide no proven safety benefit. 
The city should stop issuing citations for eye-blink violations. Red light running that occurs three tenths 
of a second or less after the light turns red are almost entirely inadvertent violations and are not a safety 
danger, especially with the all-red intervals at every red light camera intersection. The city should 
follow the recommendations of the Federal Highway Administration and set aside all profits from this 
program into supplementary traffic safety programs, instead of sending them unrestricted into the 
general fund. Finally, yellow signal times should be increased at all red light camera intersections to 
greatly reduce red light running, thus improving the safety of those intersections.

If the Mayor continues to refuse to make this program only about safety by implementing these 
changes, I urge you the City Council to repeal the ordinance(2010 974-G) authorizing red light 
cameras.
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No. 2012- ______

A RESOLUTION REQUIRING AN 
INCREASE  IN  THE  YELLOW 
TRAFFIC SIGNAL TIME BY ONE 
ADDITIONAL  SECOND  FOR 
CAMERA-MONITORED 
INTERSECTIONS  WITHIN  THE 
CITY  OF  ST.  PETERSBURG  AS 
WELL  AS  OTHER  LOCAL 
MUNICIPALITIES  WHOSE 
SIGNALS ARE CONTROLLED BY 
THE CITY OF ST PETERSBURG; 
AND  PROVIDING  A  METHOD 
FOR  CALCULATING  THE 
PROPER  BASE-LEVEL  YELLOW 
SIGNAL TIME; AND PROVIDING 
AN EFFECTIVE DATE

WHEREAS, reducing the number of red light violations at camera-monitored 
intersections is one of the main goals of the “Cameras and Event Processing Program”, 
also known as the red light camera program; and

WHEREAS, increasing the yellow signal time at existing camera-monitored 
intersections has been proven in Florida as well as in other states to have dramatic 
effects in reducing red light violations in all documented cases; and

THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the City Council and the City of St 
Petersburg, Florida, that a yellow signal time extension program(“Program”) at camera-
monitored intersections is hereby approved and Administration is required to take all 
actions necessary to implement the Program.

The base level yellow signal time(before the additional second is added) shall be 
the longest time calculated out of the following methods:

- The longest yellow signal time of the signal within the last year
- ITE formula calculated based upon posted speed limit
- ITE formula calculated based upon 85th percentile traffic speed

The total yellow signal time for camera-monitored intersections shall be the base-
level yellow signal time as calculated above plus one additional second, but not to 
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exceed a maximum of 6.0 seconds.

This resolution shall be effective immediately upon adoption. The Administration 
will have 30 calendar days from adoption to recalculate and alter the yellow signal times 
at all existing camera-monitored intersections. Before camera-monitoring is installed at 
any new intersections, the yellow signal timing must be adjusted to meet these 
specifications.

Approved as to Form and Content: Approved by Administration:

___________________________ __________________________
City Attorney (Designee) Director

Department of Transportation
and Parking
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