
Independent Analysis of 
Yellow Signal Timing Issues at 
Red Light Camera Approaches

 in the City of St. Petersburg

by
Matt Florell

stpetecameras.org

2014-01-06

1



X. Introduction

This analysis is meant as a supplement to the “Independent Analysis of the City of St. Petersburg Red 
Light Camera Program” report that was released on September 9, 2013. It is an update and a targeted 
analysis of several issues related to short yellow signal times at St. Petersburg, Florida traffic 
intersections that have been equipped with red light cameras.

The topics covered in this analysis are:

1. The effects of lowering yellow signal times
2. Inadequate yellow signal times caused by ignoring the downward grade of an approach
3. An update on the tallies of short yellow light red light camera citations issued to date
4. Changes in the potential citation rejection rate
5. Conclusions
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1. Effects of lowering yellow signal time on the Eastbound approach of 
    38th Ave. N. and 66th St.

The yellow signal time at this approach was lowered from 5.0 seconds to 4.4 seconds. According to 
testimony by City Staff, the yellow signal had been at 5.0 seconds for over a decade. It was changed on
October 4th, 2013.

Red Light Camera Citations:
  From October 29th, 2011 until October 3rd, 2013 = 112 straight through citations, 0.159 daily average
  From October 4th, 2013 until October 31st, 2013 =   12 straight through citations, 0.480 daily average

The daily average of straight through red light camera citations has gone up 302% since the yellow 
time was lowered at that approach.

Figure 1. Yellow signal times at 38th Ave. N. and 66th St. prior to October 4, 2013

Figure 2. Yellow signal times at 38th Ave. N. and 66th St. as of October 4, 2013
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2. Effects of inadequate yellow signal time on the Eastbound approach of 
    1st Ave. S. and 34th St.

The yellow signal time for this approach was calculated by St. Petersburg city staff assuming a 0.0% 
slope, or grade, when in fact there is a center-line downward grade of 1.661% at 100 feet for this 
approach(see documentation below).

Figure 3.  City staff response to questions about the grade used to calculate yellow times

Figure 4.  FDOT manual page on yellow signal timing
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Figure 5.  FDOT memorandum on changes to calculating yellow times

Figures 6 & 7.  Yellow signal times at 34th St. S. and 1st Ave. S. before and after December 2, 2013
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The May 2013 Kimley-Horn Yellow signal time report shown below also uses a 0.0% approach grade 
for calculating yellow signal times. A strange note on their calculations for the Eastbound approach of 
1st Ave. S and 34th St. shows that even though they used the same 40 mph speed, they came up with two
different calculated minimum yellow signal times:

Figure 8.  Kimley-Horn report, page 6 on the PDF(page 4 of the report)

Figure 9.  Kimley-Horn report, page 8 on the PDF(page 6 of the report)

Figure 10.  Kimley-Horn report, page 11 on the PDF(page 9 of the report)
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Figure 11. Elevation and approach grade survey conducted on the Eastbound approach of 1st Ave. S. and 34th St. by 
local Traffic Engineering firm Deuel & Associates of Clearwater, FL.
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Below is a spreadsheet calculation of the minimum yellow signal times for the Eastbound approach of 
1st Ave. S and 34th St. given several different grades as measured from several different distances from 
the stop bar. Also included on the last row of the table is a 0.0% slope calculation:

Figure 12. Yellow signal time calculation with elevations and grades

At this measured downward slope level(1.661%), the calculated minimum yellow signal time should be
4.51 seconds. According to the September 20th, 2013 FDOT memorandum on changes in yellow signal 
time calculations(shown above, Figure 5), all yellow signal times should be rounded UP to the nearest 
1/10th of a second. This would mean the proper current yellow signal time at this approach should be 
4.6 seconds, instead of the currently set 4.4 seconds. Also, prior to December 2nd, 2013, this yellow 
signal was set to 4.0 seconds, but it should have been set to 4.2 seconds if the true downward slope had 
been used in the calculation.

The effect of this short yellow signal time was that 778 citations were issued for people that ran the red 
light 0.2 seconds or less into the red. Those citations have a total cost of over $122,000.00.
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3. Updated Short Yellow tallies for the first two years of the 
    red light camera program.

The estimate given in early 2013 of 1,645 improperly short yellow signal time red light camera 
citations was based upon the incomplete and inaccurate yellow signal time tables included in the 
December 2012 red light camera update report released by the St. Petersburg Traffic and Parking 
Department. The numbers have been updated to reflect more accurate yellow signal times as well as the
several left turn yellow signals that had previously been set to shorter yellow times than their straight 
through phases. 

The 778 short yellow citations at 1st Ave. S. & 34th St. mentioned above, combine with the recalculated 
247 short yellow citations from other intersections gives a total of 1,025 red light camera citations that 
were issued only because the yellow light was improperly short. These citations have a total cost of 
over $161,000.00 through the first two years of the program. (table below for per-camera totals. Per 
citation details are also available for download).

Figure 13. Short yellow signal red light camera citations table
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4. Changes in the Potential Citation Rejection Rate.

In order to get a better overall understanding of why the number of citations issued over time is going 
down, it is also important to look at the police review(potential citation) rejection rate. From the 
beginning of the red light camera program the rejection rate has stayed at a fairly consistent rate, 
averaging around 46%. But, starting with potential violations in the month of September of 2013, the 
rejection rate has jumped up significantly. The rejection rate of the October 2013 potential violations 
stands at 61.1%, and is a significant source of the reduction in citations issued compared to earlier 
months in the year. In fact, as potential violations sent from ATS went up from September to October, 
the number of citations issued actually went down(as shown in the bottom chart, Figure 15).

Figure 14. Potential citations rejection rate monthly chart

Figure 15. Potential citations and issued citations monthly chart
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5. Conclusions

After over a year of preparation for red light cameras, and another two years of red light cameras 
operating, there are still significant problems with yellow signal timing in the City of St. Petersburg 
that need to be corrected. Lowering yellow signal times has been shown to significantly increase red 
light camera citations, and ignoring the downward grade of intersection approaches as demonstrated 
here, shows that yellow signal times still need to be raised further at some intersection approaches just 
to be at the minimum level of what they are supposed to be.

The issuance of red light camera citations under these short yellow light conditions makes the red light 
camera program, and the City of St. Petersburg both look bad.

In order to maintain a fair red light camera program, and show that the City holds itself up to the same 
level of perfection that it holds the drivers on it's streets to, these documented short yellow citations 
should be refunded in full, and the short yellow conditions that lead to them should be corrected as 
soon as possible.
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