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Mayor doubts camera’s benefits

Red-light revenue
fell when yellow
lights got longer

By Larry Copeland
USA TODAY

DALTON, Ga. — When this city
that bills itself as the “Carpet
Capital of the World” installed
red-light cameras in 2008, reve-
nue poured in from drivers cited
for violations.

At $75 a pop, 6,906 citations
were issued that year, mostly for
illegal right-on-red turns; 624 ci-
tations were issued in February
alone.

Then the Georgia Legislature,
responding to widespread con-
stituent concerns that red-light
cameras were little more than a
way to generate revenue for gov-
ernments, ordered that yellow
lights be lengthened by one sec-
ond at all intersections with traf-
fic cameras. Longer yellow lights
would give motorists more time
to stop for a red light.

‘When the law took effect Dec.
31, 2008, citations quickly plum-~
‘neted. i February 2009 125 i-
tations were issued from Dalton’s
cameras. —~80% see +1

“That sort of exposed the myth
of why they’re there,” says Mayor
David Pennington, an opponent
of red-light cameras. “It goes
against what [ was told to begin
with, which is that they are for
safety.”

Pennington’s criticism of red-
light cameras — and their sure
stream of revenue — is all the
more remarkable considering
how hard his city was slammed
by the recession: As the housing
market collapse squeezed the
carpet manufacturing industry,
unemployment in Dalton soared
from 3.5% in 2007 to 12.5% in
2009, one of the highest in the
USA, he says.

Instead of bemoaning the lost
revenue, Pennington slashed
government spending from $36
million to just less than $29 mil-
lion and cut the city's workforce
by about 60 people.

He led efforts to cut property
taxes by 20% and the city's busi-
ness inventory tax by 20% and re-
duced business license fees by
25%-50%.

“We're one of the few govern-
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“Nobody’s ever been able to prove to me how these things prevent accidents”: Dalton, Ga., Mayor
David Pennington stands at one of the city's intersections where red-light cameras were removed.

ments that are operating in the

dictions often set the cameras

every intersection where cam-

black at the same time that we with short yellow lights designed eras are.”

cut taxes,” says Pennington, 57,
who is in his first term as mayor.
He is an independent with a Lib-
ertarian streak.

Despite a backlash against
cameras in some places, some ju-
risdictions continue to add them,
including about 60 last year, ac-
cording to the Insurance Institute
for Highway Safety, which sup-
ports traffic cameras.  § §

One such community is Mus-
catine, lowa, which voted Dec. 17
to install red-light cameras this
year. The vote was 6-1, the only
“no” vote coming from Robert
Howard. “It concerns me wheth-
er this is a potential tax revenue
source,” he says. “It's set up to
encourage governments o pos-
sibly change the duration of yel-
low-light settings, so they can
write additional tickets,”

The yellow-light issue ad-
dressed by the Georgia Legisla-
ture focused on a key debate in-
volving the cameras.

Opponents say that local juris-

éq nab_more _violators and pro-
uce more revenue and that an
unusually Ei'gh Fercentage of vio-
ators_are cited for illegal right-
on-red turns, which cause rela-
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“Yellow is the key to safety at
intersections, not cameras,” says

activist Greg Mauz, a Jongtime

In Dalton,%s;epticism about the
cameras remains high. “No-
body’s ever been able to prove to
me how these things prevent ac-
cidents,” Pennington says. “If
they could, I would change my
position.”

At the end of February, Dal-
ton's cameras came down.

camera_opponent. “There’s a
shortage of yellow time at almost
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