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PUBLIC RISK

By John Dixon

Police Sergeant Joseph Deignan admits he's not the best driver on the road. As an officer within the
wraffic division for che city of Wateriown Mass., Deignan has seen his share of automobile accidents and severe injuries
caused by speeding drivers. Yet he still knows he somerimes drives oo fast. So it was really a revelation for Joe when one day,
b drove by a radar speedcheck sign and found himself slowing down.

"It acrually worked,” ssid Deigan. “T wasn'e incent on speeding, [simply wasn't awarc of my spoed ar che rime, The speed-

check sign refocused my arzention from wharever was on my mind at the time, back to my speedomerer. My immediate

reaction was 1o slow down and adjust my speed in accordance w the posted limit."

Looking back o chis experience, Sergeant Deignan figured thas iF this zechnology gor him o show down, chances were
ool tht it would swork for ather diivers 25 well,

Radar specdcheck signs—also known as deiver feedback signs, radar speed siaps and a vasiecy of other nomenclatures—

display to drivers the speed of their cacs as they drive by. They may also displey warning messages o fiash lights at drivers
craveling ac parcicularly fast specds. In doing so, the displays act as a reminder ta diivers to check their speedometers and to

adjuse their specds accordingly.

Taday, thanks in part to Sergeant Deignan's revelation, the city of Watertown now has permanenthy mounted radar
speedeherk signs inscalled along the busy stzcecs of cach of ics five school zoncs. Using dara ollection technology that
works with the signs, the city bas determined chat che displays have had a significane impact on slowing ceaffic around these

paticularly hazardous locations.
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“It is estimated that half of school children hit by cars
in school zones are actually hit by parents of students
at the same school,” said Cole. “The use of radar speed
signs is proving to be one of the most valuable tools
available for increasing the safety of those children that

do walk or ride their bicycle to school.”

“The fise radar speed sign we installed was on a busy
four-lane highvway alangside one of our clementary schools,”
said Deignan, "Trior to this, we were using fashing lights to
vemind diivers of the slawer school zone speed limits. Over
time, che flashing had become vircually invisible to most
drivers. Average speesds were abour 10 1o 17 miles per hour
over the linit”

According to Deignan, owo months afrer the speed
display was in operation, average speeds dropped by about
10 mph—an amount that can have a significant effect

o reducing accidents and the severity of injuries when
accidents da occur.

Studics have shown that in the event of a pedestri: Jated

“Itis estimated that half of school children hit by cars in
school zones are actually hi by parencs of studencs at the
same school,” s1id Cole. “The use of ssdar speed signs s
proving o be one of the mos valuable oals available for
increasing the safery of those children tha do wallcor ride
theit bicyele o school.”

During 2009 “Walk & Roll To School Manth " an anoaal
Feee First event designed 10 sncourage bath children and
parcrss ra walk together co school, the non-profit used a
taddar speed sign to increase pedestrian safety,

“The distractions that pareats face as drivers dropping off
and picking up thei children can be enormous.” said
Cole. *“The speedcheck signs help to remind these drivers

teatfic acciden, the reduction of spead by just 10 mph can
make the difference herween a cast or a casker. According o
41990 report fram the U.S. Dpartment of Transpartation,
e number and severiey of pedestrinn-relaced accidents is
directly relazed to smomotive traffic specds, While only

v percent of pedestrian accidents reviewed in the report
resulied in fatalicies when the cars were waveling 20mph or
less, this number jumped to 40 percent when the cars ware
driving 30 mph ard 80 percent at 40 mph.

Like Warertown, thousands of cities across the country
confront concerns aver schoal zone traffic each year. This
problem has only increased as the number of childeen being
driven to school has grown. According ta Jen Cole, disector
of the Sufe Routes To Sehool program for Feet Firse, a
non-profit advocacy group dedicared to the promotion of
walking, onc of the key reasons that more parents are opting
ittobe
the safest option. lronically, the subsequent increase n cars

w0 drive cheir children co school i chat they percei

that chis creaes near schoolyards only serves o augment che
hazards to those children that do walk.

0 slow down and be pardeularly cautious.”

In Ulinois, three specdcheck signs installed near

and araund one of Naperville Townships
1 hools are waking

sut of schaal zone speed limits. Using the

display's internal scheduling copabili-

ties, the units have been st 1o operate

only during times when school zone
speeds are in effect,

"W eled other solutions including
posting & depucy sheriff and

placing radar speed wagons

in trauble spors,” said Sean

Wojtasiak, highway commissioner

for Naperville Township Road
Diattict 31, “hut th problems tesumed
a5 5000 4 these mensures were removed. The
permanently mounted speedeheck displays

continue to work year round.”
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Months after being employed, the permanently mounted signs
continued to reduce speeds by approximately 12.4 percent.
In addition, the number of speeding cars was greatly reduced

and the 85th percentile speed was also significantly decreased.
The report concluded that the use of radar speedcheck signs

in school zones produced a positive impact on the drivers’

behaviors for a long pericd of time.

A growing number of traffic research studies have confirmed
what many school administraors, craflic engineers and
safiery professionals have witnessod fiese-hand. Raclat speed.
signs can have both an immediace and Jong-asting impact
onslowing carsand keeping children safe around schools,
playgrounds and neighborhood parks.

Findings af two studies published in 2006 by e Jasrnal
af the Trausportation Research Boar reporced that vehicle

speeds were reduced in school zanes by about 175 percent
when radas speed signs were first installed. Months afcer
being employed, the pecmanently mounced signs
continued to reduce speeds by approsimarely
12.4 percen. In addition, the mumber of
speeding cars was grearly reduced and
the 5th percentile speed wasalso
significanty decreased. The repore
concladed thar the use of radar

speedcheck signs in sehaal zones

produced a pasitive impact on the
drivers’ behaviors for a long period
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of time,

In 2005, the city of Mount Vernon, Wash.,

purchased its first cwo speedchec signs. Boch
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were mounced on mobile erailers so that they could be

moved and used at various school sites dhraughout the city’s
jurisdiction. After their effectivencss was proven, the city
replaced the mobile displays with permanently mounced

wo years, Mount Vernon purchased

sipns. Over the ne
radar specdcheel signs, bringing

and inslled several mo
the rotal number currenty in use to 14.

*The ciry felr that a large porcentage of motorists had
become nurmb 1 the ypical black-on-yellow school zone
aid Dean Gilberr, public
works inspector for Mount Vernor, *We replaced them

siges we had wsed for years,

with radar speed signs that have & more visible display.
Wiealso installed amber LED lights above che speed
limit displays chat flash when approaching cars exceed

the limir."

Eighe of the displays now being used by the ciry are

equipped with traffic dace collection capabilicies thac
provide informarian n the number and average specd of
cars pussing by during variaus times throughout the day. By

y officials can confidently

£ aver time,

comparing this

quantify the effectiveness of the sigos.

Mount Vernon officials also decided to run each of their
14 signs using solar power, rather than hardwiring them to
external electrical sources. Still, che signs work year round
and have enough poser o rup the auxiliary flashers.

“We've noticed thar mast materists react instantly to the

Hashing lights." said Gilbesr. "Appaseatly they do not want

1o be szen by athers as law breakers”

According to a 2007 survey of traffic engineers and safery

dch I

I igns were ently

sadar sp
ranked the selution of choice for slowing traffic around
schaol zones and neighborhnod streets, The survey. commis-
sioned by Information Display Company, found thar

e than 96,5 perent of espondents agreed or strongly
agreed chac speedcheck signs were efiective in this regacds.
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jrima

provide an optimum forum for public risk
professionals ta acquire new Knowledge or skils,
exchange ideas and expand pesr

This compares to anly 33.3 percent ar less that fele similarly about speedburmps and other PRIMA's calendar of avents is current at
time of publication. For the most up-to-date

wraffic-calming selutians.
schedule, visit www.primacentral.org.

Each new school year, concerns over childhood safery take top priority for thousands of
parents, teachers and schaol administrators. In many cases, a key component of the safery WEBINARS 2010
eguation involves the protection of children as they walk to and from school. Ensuring
that deivers adhers ta school sonc speed limits is 2 key picee ta solving the problem and
radar speed signs have, for bundreds of cities across the countey, prover to be a big part of
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