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Red Light Camera Increases Safety 
 
Issue  
 
Are photo enforcement red light cameras in Redwood City effective as traffic safety devices?    
 
 
 
Background  
 
Several cities throughout San Mateo County, including Menlo Park, Millbrae, Redwood City, and 
San Mateo, are currently using photo enforcement red light cameras (cameras).  The Grand Jury 
chose to study one city, Redwood City. 
 
Cameras are automated traffic safety devices that record the license plate of any vehicle that has 
entered an intersection on a red light in violation of the California Vehicle Code Section 21453 
(Code).  A Redwood City police officer reviews the recording to determine whether there has been 
a vehicle code violation.  If a violation has been recorded, the officer issues a citation via mail to the 
registered owner of the vehicle.  Subject to a modification by a court, the current penalty set by the 
State of California is $378.50 plus a point against the vehicle owner’s record, who is presumed to be 
the driver, unless the citation is contested.   
 
After a traffic light changes to red, a vehicle crossing the limit line of an intersection is in violation 
of the Code.  A citation for this type of violation is issued if the following four photos are captured:  
the driver’s face; the vehicle traveling through the intersection; the vehicle and the signal light; and 
the rear license plate of the vehicle. (Attachment 1)       
 
Various newspaper articles have suggested that cameras have been installed as a revenue source for 
cities. The General Fund of Redwood City receives approximately 34% of the fine. The fine is 
currently $378.50.  
 
Redwood City has 85 intersections controlled by traffic signal lights.  Redwood City has exclusive 
jurisdiction over 58 of the intersections.  Caltrans has jurisdiction over the remaining 27 
intersections, because of placement along State routes (e.g., Woodside Road and El Camino Real). 
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The Redwood City Police Department (RWCPD) compiled data of the number of collisions that 
occurred at those intersections over a five-year period from January 1, 2001 through December 31, 
2005.  The data also included the number of collisions involving vehicles that entered the 
intersections in violation of the red light traffic laws.  The data was presented to the Redwood City 
City Council (Council) with the request to install cameras.  Since public safety is of paramount 
importance to the Council, it granted approval in 2007.  (Attachment 2)   
 
The RWCPD installed a camera at one intersection under its exclusive jurisdiction.  The camera is 
located in the eastbound direction of Whipple Avenue at Veterans Boulevard.  During the five-year 
period mentioned above, there were 76 collisions, of which 64 involved vehicles traveling 
eastbound on Whipple Avenue.  The camera started capturing violations in February 2008.  
Violators were given warnings for 30 days prior to citations being issued, complying with the Code. 
 
 
 
Investigation  
 
To conduct its investigation, the 2008-2009 San Mateo Civil Grand Jury interviewed officials from 
the Redwood City City Council and the Redwood City Police Department.  The Grand Jury 
reviewed the minutes of the Redwood City City Council; read newspaper articles published in the 
San Mateo Daily News, the Oakland Tribune, San Francisco Examiner, and the San Mateo Daily 
Journal; reviewed California Codes relating to photo enforcement red light camera citations, 
specifically the Government, Penal, and Vehicle Codes; read articles posted on public websites; and 
visited the intersection to note configuration and signage. 
 
Consideration as to the potential financial stream from the fines paid for these violations was 
considered.  However, due to insufficient data related to the program’s income and expenses, 
discussion was limited solely to whether the photo enforcement camera increased traffic safety at 
the one intersection in Redwood City. 
 
 
 
Findings  
 
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury found that: 
 
• Redwood City currently has one camera.  The RWCPD also requested approval from Caltrans 

for installation of cameras at three Caltrans intersections which have a history of frequent 
collisions involving red light violations. 

 
• Currently, there is no photo enforcement notification sign alerting traffic traveling eastbound on 

Whipple Avenue towards Veterans Boulevard.  There are signs posted at all major entry points 
into Redwood City, as well as, southbound Veterans Boulevard before and after the intersection 
at Whipple Avenue.  There is a pole on eastbound Whipple Avenue that appears to have 
sufficient space for the addition of a sign notifying drivers that the intersection is monitored by a 
camera. 
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• The RWCPD initiated notification to the public of the installation of the camera through a press 
release that was issued on February 14, 2008 to the Redwood City Daily News, the San Mateo 
County Times, and the San Francisco Examiner.  It was also distributed to television stations. 

 
• The citation sent to the address of the registered vehicle owner contains the necessary 

information as seen in Attachment 1, and an internet site URL with a personal password 
allowing the vehicle owner to view the film clip of the violation. 

 
• There is no public educational material on the RWCPD website related to the red light photo 

enforcement program. 
 

• In the initial six months of the photo enforcement red light traffic camera’s (camera) operation, 
the RWCPD confirmed there were 527 red light violations issued, and only one collision on 
eastbound Whipple Avenue.  Prior to the camera installation, there was an average of six 
accidents every six months from 2001 through 2005.  

 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury concludes that: 
 
• The Redwood City City Council decision to install the camera on the eastbound direction of 

Whipple Avenue was supported by data collected by the RWCPD. 
 
• The RWCPD technically has complied with the California Vehicle Code by posting the required 

photo enforcement signage at major entry points to Redwood City.  However, drivers heading 
eastbound on Whipple Avenue are not being warned that the intersection is monitored. 

 
• The RWCPD provided sufficient notification to the public of the installation of the camera. 
 
• In spite of the fact that drivers who violate the traffic light law are not stopped immediately after 

the violation, the drivers are given clear evidence documenting the violation.   
 

• The RWCPD does not provide on its web page a link providing general information to the 
public about the red light photo enforcement program.  Such information would be beneficial in 
helping the public understand the program. 

 
• In the six months since the operation of the photo enforcement red light camera, the number of 

collisions that occurred at the intersection of Whipple Avenue and Veterans Boulevard has 
decreased. 
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Recommendations  
 
The 2008-2009 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that the Redwood City City 
Council: 

1. Continue to move forward with the installation of photo enforcement red light cameras in 
accordance with the Redwood City Police Department’s (RWCPD) analysis of the number of 
collisions that support the installation of these lights.  

2. Install a photo enforcement camera notification sign alerting traffic traveling eastbound on 
Whipple Avenue approaching Veterans Boulevard. 

3. Continue the practice of widespread public notice of activation of new automated red light 
photo enforcement cameras at intersections.  

4. Continue to provide clear evidence to registered vehicle owners being cited for photo 
enforcement camera violations.  

5. Consider expanding the RWCPD web-site to include public education about the photo 
enforcement camera notification system. 

6. Develop an annual review process which compares the number of collisions pre- and post-
installation of the photo enforcement camera.  Determine whether the equipment is serving as an 
effective deterrent and whether additional safety features should be implemented. 
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Attachment #1 – Sample Ticket 
 

 
 
 
 
A – Picture of vehicle and the signal light 

 
 
 
B – Picture of vehicle traveling through 
intersection 

 
 
 
C – Picture of rear license plate of vehicle 

 
 
 
 
D – Picture of Driver’s face 
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Attachment 2 
Excerpt from the report from the Redwood City Police Department to the 
Redwood City Mayor and City Council dated May 22, 2006 
 
HIGHEST REPORTED ACCIDENT INTERSECTIONS – ALL TYPES
 

INTERSECTION All Traffic Accidents Red Light Violation  
Accidents 

 Injury Non-injury Total Injury Non-Injury Total 
Woodside - Broadwav 47 70 117 12 15 27 
Woodside – Middlefield 36 44 80 3 6 9 
Veterans – Whipple 30 46 76 6 6 12 
El Camino – Jefferson 29 42 71 3 5 8 
El Camino – Brewster 26 36 62 5 6 11 
El Camino – Whipple 30 30 60 6 6 12 
Woodside – Veterans 25 34 59 6 11 17 
Jefferson – Hudson 15 12 27 7 7 14 
       

TOP 5 INTERSECTIONS WITH RED LIGHT VIOLATION ACCIDENTS 
WOODSIDE – BROADWAY 47 70 117 12 15 27 
JEFFERSON - BROADWAY 33 31 64 16 16 32 
WOODSIDE – VETERANS 25 34 59 6 11 17 
JEFFERSON – HUDSON 15 12 27 7 7 14 
WINSLOW – BREWSTER 10 10 20 7 7 14 

 
Total number of red light violation citations issued from 1/1/01 to 12/31/05:  2,169 
Total number of accidents from 1/1/01 to 12/31/05: 7,654 
Total number of those accidents that resulted in non-fatal injuries: 2,038 
Total number of those accidents that resulted in fatal injuries: 13 
Total number of those that were non-injury: 5,603 
Total number of accidents from 1/1/01 to 12/31/05 caused by red light violations:  304 
Total number of accidents resulted in non-fatal injuries: 198 
Total number of those accidents that resulted in fatal injuries: 1 
Total number of those that were non-injury:  105  
Total percentage of red light violation accidents from 1/1/01 to 12/31/05:  4%  
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