



Red-light cameras catching 1,000 violators per month in South Jersey
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In more than five decades of driving, Blackwood resident Earl Arnold has never been pulled over for a moving violation.

So the 75-year-old was taken aback in June when he received an $85 ticket in the mail for running a red light. Photographs and an online video showed his white SUV turning right through a red light outside the Deptford Mall. The evidence was there, Arnold said, but it just didn't seem fair.

"As soon as you can snap your fingers the yellow arrow goes out and you're left with a red light," he said.

Regardless of what happened, Arnold said, this was not what he'd envisioned when police announced the push to enforce traffic laws through cameras.

"I'm so cautious and careful," Arnold said. "Give me a chance to do the right thing, don't trap me."

Arnold's not the only driver burned by the spread of red-light cameras through a state pilot project. Only three of the six South Jersey participants began issuing tickets this year, but already the number of citations is averaging more than 1,000 per month.

Police applaud the data, saying the cameras are a cheap and effective way to improve traffic safety. But some drivers say they're more about making money than anything else.

Though traffic cameras only recently cropped up in New Jersey, they've become increasingly popular around the world over the past two decades. In the U.S., New York City was among the first places to install them in 1993. Philadelphia began a red-light camera program in 2005 and now assesses $100 fines at more than 15 intersections.

Currently, about half of the states have authorized their use. But several states have constitutional bans against the practice.

Lawmakers authorized the New Jersey pilot in January 2008 but it wasn't until earlier this year that the first tickets were issued. And so far, only a handful of the 22 cities accepted into the program have gotten to that point, including Deptford, Glassboro and Gloucester Township.

The local towns pay an Arizona-based firm, American Traffic Solutions, between $14,000 and $20,000 a month to operate the cameras. The contracts promise to forgive that fee if the township doesn't generate enough revenue from the violations to break even.

So far, the tickets have proven to be quite lucrative.

Glassboro has issued 10,886 violations since late March. That adds up to more than $900,000 if all of them are paid in full. So far, the courts have collected $228,900.

Deptford courts have processed more than 4,100 citations since the second week of May. About half have been paid, or $195,000.

And Gloucester Township has issued 5,190 tickets since late July, collecting $108,200.

Cherry Hill and Monroe expect to get cameras running by the year-end, and Stratford is scheduled to install two cameras this week.

Drivers gripe, but it's hard to refute clear evidence that they broke the law, said Glassboro Police Chief Alex Fanfarillo.

"People applaud closed circuit TV when we capture a bank robbery," he said. "Then when you catch a motor vehicle violation, they're like, "Hey, what's going on here?' "

The volume of violations shows that people don't realize how often they ignore red lights, especially on a right turn, said Deptford Township Police Lt. David Raso.

"They're not making a stop at all," Raso said. "And most of them aren't a slow roll. They're just going for it."

According to the International Institute of Highway Safety, 762 people were killed and an estimated 137,000 injured in crashes resulting from red light running in 2008.

Gloucester Township police say a stretch of Blackwood-Clementon Road with red-light cameras had six crashes in a recent three-week period, down from nine a year earlier.

That's not enough data to prove a trend, but police chiefs are confident they'll eventually see sustained improvements. They reference studies showing reductions in the number of red light violations and accidents in other cities that use the cameras.

Camera opponents counter with studies showing no improvement, or even increases in rear-end crashes.

Wildwood resident Tom Miller said he thinks the cameras are set up "primarily as a money grab for any municipality that will stoop low enough to use it."

Miller, 55, a retired courier, began researching the camera systems after receiving a ticket in Glassboro. He doesn't dispute that he failed to come to a complete stop before turning right, but "nobody does that," Miller said.

"It's an ambush to generate income for a township," he said. "I see it like Big Brother. If they can ticket you for every infraction on the road, that's huge money."

In a letter to the mayor of Glassboro, Miller called the cameras "tantamount to legal thievery."

Miller also complained that the way the system is set up encourages people to hand over their money without putting up a fight. The amount is high but not high enough to hire a lawyer, he said.

If he did go to court, there would be no accuser to confront. And in his case, he said, the ticket arrived in the mail three weeks after the alleged violation -- too late to set up a hearing.

Steve Carrellas, a New Jersey representative for the National Motorists Association, questioned how slapping a fine on someone who rolls through a right turn would prevent an accident or stop dangerous drivers.

If police really want to improve public safety, Carrellas said, they should address potential problems with the design or traffic signal timing.

For example, under New Jersey law yellow lights must last at least three seconds for oncoming traffic traveling an average of up to 30 miles per hour. An additional half second must be added for each five mile increase after that. The red light pilot application required cities to make sure their targeted intersections complied with those rules, but Carrellas doubted all of them did.

Arnold went back to the intersection where he was caught to test that theory. Based on his stopwatch on two different days, the yellow turn arrow lasted no longer than 2.5 seconds - below the minimum.

When he drives through that intersection now, Arnold said, "I'm afraid I'm going to have someone rear-end me because I'm going to slam on my brakes when the light turns amber."

Town officials refuted claims that the cameras were set up as revenue generators. The dollars seem huge now, but they'll drop as more people learn about the cameras and pay attention to their driving, said Gloucester Township Business Administrator Tom Cardis.

"Nobody's tried to pull one over on anybody," Cardis said.

Cardis noted that the money also doesn't all come back to the local government. The state gets a standard cut from municipal citations, and the town must pay the provider.

The three pilot participants in Gloucester County also agreed to turn half of what's left over to the county in exchange for the county picking up half the program's cost. However, it's not clear what, if anything, the county contributes since fines supposedly cover most costs.

Even if the cameras didn't make money, local authorities said they'd keep them up to help enforce traffic laws.

"If you get a violation, you're going to think about coming to a stop the next time you come to a red light," Raso said. "That should be in the back of everyone's mind."
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