November 1, 2021

The Honorable Patricia D. Jehlen
State House
Boston, MA

Dear Senator Jehlen,

As the City of Somerville’s Pedestrian and Transit Advisory Committee, we are writing to thank
you for co-sponsoring S.1545, An Act relative to automated enforcement, and to express our
support for this important and potentially life-saving legislation. We would also like to encourage
you to support legislation that would allow a greater number of road safety cameras to be
installed and operated in Somerville. The current bill would allow a city of Somerville’s size to
install only 4 cameras citywide.

In addition to statewide legislation, we encourage you to support the home rule petition
approved by Somerville’s City Council on October 28, which would allow automated
enforcement in designated safety zones in Somerville.

Speed kills, and reducing vehicle speeds is essential to making streets and sidewalks safe for
the many thousands of people in Somerville who get around the city as pedestrians. Many
studies have shown the dramatic difference a few miles per hour can make to the risk of injury
and death (see figure below). We feel this danger every day when we walk to the grocery store,
or to work, or to take our kids to school.

Figure: Effect of motor vehicle speed on pedestrian risk of severe crash injury
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Source: National Transportation Safety Board, Pedestrian Safety, Special
Investigation Report NTSB/SIR-18/03, September 25, 2018, page 8.

Automated enforcement is one tool that works to reduce vehicle speeds and prevent injuries
from car crashes. It has proven effective in cities across the world, including Chicago (link to
Streetsblog Chicago article reporting on a Northwestern University study) and New York (link to
NYC DOT. Automated Speed Enforcement Program Report 2014-2017). The Boston Region
Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) reviewed U.S. and foreign case studies in its
January 2021 Review of Vision Zero Strategies (link). According to the MPO,

All of our international case studies mention automated enforcement as a key
strategy. Portland, Oregon, and Washington, DC, saw 53 percent and 70 percent
decreases in fatalities, respectively, after implementing [automated speed
enforcement]. The rate of vehicles speeding 10 mph over the speed limit in
Washington, DC, fell from 1 in 3 to 1 in 40 (Phillips and Monzén 2015); the
presence of speed cameras in Montgomery County, Maryland, resulted in a 59
percent reduction in the likelihood for drivers to speed 10 mph over the speed
limit when compared with similar roadways in two nearby Virginia counties
without cameras (Hu and McCartt 2015).

Once legally authorized, automated speed enforcement can be implemented quickly, and this is
an advantage it has over other Vision Zero strategies. We believe that street design is the best
way to end traffic violence; streets where dangerous driving is physically difficult or impossible
can make life outside of a car safe and pleasant. However, building better streets takes time,
and even recently reconstructed streets in Somerville are often too forgiving of dangerous
speeds. Beacon Street, where reconstruction began in 2016 and ended in 2019, is an example
of both the time it takes to design and build streets and the often imperfect results. By contrast,
road safety cameras can be installed in a matter of months and could begin improving safety
citywide on a much shorter timescale than a redesign of all our streets.

S. 1545 would create a pilot automated enforcement program in Massachusetts, and it would be
a good step forward. It is a thoughtfully written piece of legislation that includes ample
safeguards to address concerns about automated enforcement, such as the concern that
municipalities could prioritize revenue over safety.

However, the bill has two key limitations that greatly reduce its potential positive effect on
pedestrian safety. First, it would cap the number of municipalities that can participate. Only 10 of
Massachusetts’s 351 municipalities would be allowed to operate road safety cameras at one
time (Section 10A). Second, it would severely limit the number of road safety camera systems.
Cities and towns would be restricted to one automated road safety camera system per 20,000
residents (Section 2(b)).

For Somerville, this would mean cameras at only 4 locations in the entire city. This limited
number means that the program would have a small effect at best. Additionally, since Somerville


https://chi.streetsblog.org/2017/03/20/study-red-light-cams-improve-safety-have-spillover-effect-on-other-intersections/
https://chi.streetsblog.org/2017/03/20/study-red-light-cams-improve-safety-have-spillover-effect-on-other-intersections/
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/speed-camera-report-june2018.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/speed-camera-report-june2018.pdf
https://www.ctps.org/data/html/studies/bikeped/review-of-vision-zero-strategies/Review-of-Vision-Zero-Strategies.html

would not be able to install road safety cameras throughout the city, the limitation could lead to
concerns about fairness based on where the cameras are placed. Ensuring fairness by
removing police discretion from traffic enforcement is another key advantage of automated
enforcement, and it would be unfortunate to undermine this advantage by not allowing cities to
distribute cameras widely.

We encourage you and your fellow legislators to pass this bill and give cities across
Massachusetts a chance to use this life-saving tool, ideally without the restrictions on the
number of cities and number of cameras. Automated enforcement is a proven strategy to
prevent injury and death, and we should be allowed to use it, not just test it out as a pilot
program, here in Somerville. Thank you again for your support of this legislation.

Sincerely,
The Somerville Pedestrian and Transit Advisory Committee
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