
The Red Light District: A Look at Red Light Camera Programs1 
 

This IPRO report examines the various issues surrounding “red light” cameras within states.   
 
Definitions 
 
Red Light Cameras: a traffic enforcement camera that captures an image of a vehicle passing through 
an intersection against a red traffic light (i.e. running a red light).2  
 
Overview 
 
The use of red light cameras as a means of traffic enforcement has existed since the 1980s. It was 
not until the early 2000s after Chicago, Illinois began using them, however, when the application of 
these cameras became widespread throughout the United States.3 Currently, over 50 percent of 
states have some form of a red light camera program, with several others having cameras only in 
specific locations (e.g. school zones). Red-light camera technology is designed to reduce red light 
running, consequently leading to an increase in traffic safety.4 Some states prohibit the use of red 
light cameras, citing that such an ordinance violates a state’s ‘home rule’ law.5  
 
Benefits and Costs to Red Light Cameras     
 
Benefits to Red Light Cameras 
 
Safety 
Previous research has shown that cameras substantially reduce red light violations and crashes. 
Studies by the Institute for Highway Safety and others have found reductions in violation rates 
ranging from 40 to 96 percent after the introduction of cameras.6 
 
A 2011 study by the Institute for Highway Safety which compared large cities with red light cameras 
to those without found that the devices reduced the fatal red light running crash rate by 24 percent 
and the rate of all types of fatal crashes by 17 percent.7 
 
Front-into-side collisions at intersections declined by 32 percent overall, the crash type most closely 
associated with red light running, and front-into-side crashes involving injuries fell by 68 percent.8 
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Increased Revenues for Cities 
The profit from these traffic violations provides cities with extra revenues. In St. Peters, Missouri, 
red light cameras resulted in over 3,000 tickets issued from January 2007 to September 2008, and 
drew in a total of $235, 973.9     
 
Law Enforcement Efficiency 
The use of red light cameras significantly decreases the need for officers to patrol high-risk 
intersections. Red light cameras provide safe and consistent enforcement at a reasonable cost, while 
allowing officers to focus on other enforcement issues.10 Although the cost for one red light camera 
is around $50,000, plus an additional $5,000 installation fee, these initial startup costs can be offset 
by fines paid by violators, savings from crashes prevented, and by freeing police to focus on other 
enforcement efforts.11 
 
Costs to Red Light Cameras 
 
Safety 
Some studies have reported that while red light cameras reduce front-into-side collisions and overall 
injury crashes, they can increase rear-end crashes.12 
 
A study sponsored by the Federal Highway Administration evaluated red light camera programs in 
seven cities. The study found that, overall, right angle crashes decreased by 25 percent while rear-end 
collisions increased by 15 percent (see Figure 1).13 However, rear-end collisions tend to be much less 
severe than front-end crashes, so the net effect is positive.14  
 
Privatization of Enforcement 
Not all cities make money off of the tickets produced by the red light cameras. In Clive, Iowa, the 
red light camera program generated nearly $40,000 between July 2006 and March 2007, but all of 
that money went to the camera company.15 The contract deals sometimes prevent local governments 
from acting in the best interests of their citizens. Some contracts restrict police from taking other 
measures to reduce red light running, such as lengthening the yellow light.16 Some contracts require 
cities to share revenue with the private company on a per-ticket basis, so the more tickets a camera 
system issues, the more profit the vendor collects.17   
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State Action 
 
Iowa 
During the 2011 session, an evaluation of red light camera programs by the Midwest Transportation 
Consortium was cited by the Transportation Subcommittee as key to defeating a bill that would have 
prohibited such programs in the state. This evaluation yielded results that red light running crashes 
decreased by 40 percent while all types of crashes decreased by 20 percent with the implementation 
of red light cameras.18 Despite this, Iowa currently has no statewide laws for red light cameras.19  
Red light cameras that appear in the state are run by programs under local ordinances rather than 
state law.20   
 
The most common arrangement for areas that do utilize these cameras consists of private 
companies installing and maintaining the system and local police officers reviewing the possible 
violations. The revenue created from the tickets issued is split between the private company and the 
city that the red light camera is in.21 
 
Nevada 
Nevada prohibits the use of all imaging equipment unless it is hand held by an officer or installed in 
a vehicle or facility of a law enforcement agency.22 The Nevada Senate rejected the proposal to 
install red light cameras due to the belief that it eliminates a citizen’s right to due process essentially; 
the citizen is guilty until proven innocent rather than vice versa.23 
 
South Dakota 
No state law for red light cameras exists in South Dakota.24 The only program operating in the state 
is in Sioux Falls but it has faced legality issues.25 In April 2002, Sioux Falls adopted an ordinance that 
included an automated ticketing program operated under a contract with a company called Redflex.26  
In 2006, a South Dakota motorist was ticketed for making a prohibited right turn on a red light.  
The motorist appealed the fine and failed so the motorist filed a class action suit against the city.27  
In July 2010, red light cameras in Sioux Falls were turned off after a circuit judge’s decision made 
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stated that the city’s ordinance conflicts with state law and violates procedural due process because 
of the automated ticketing system.28  
 
Utah 
Utah is one of many states that prohibit the widespread use of red light cameras. Red light cameras 
require local ordinances and are only allowed in school zones or where the speed limit is less than 30 
miles per hour.29 In order for a citizen to receive a citation, however, an officer must be present.   
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This report was prepared in December 2011 by the Iowa Policy Research Organization (IPRO), a non-partisan public 
policy undergraduate group at the University of Iowa. For additional research on this or other issues, please visit our 
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Table 131 
Red Light Camera Laws by State 

State  Red Light Program Criteria Restrictions 
Alabama  X Limited to Specific Locations  
Alaska     
Arizona  X Statewide  

Arkansas    Prohibited except for school zones 
California  X Statewide  
Colorado  X Statewide  

Connecticut     
Delaware  X Statewide  

D.C.  X District wide  
Florida  X Statewide  
Georgia  X Statewide  
Hawaii     
Idaho     
Illinois  X Local Ordinance  
Indiana    Prohibited 

Iowa  X Local Ordinance  
Kansas     

Kentucky     
Louisiana  X   

Maine    Prohibited 
Maryland  X Statewide  

Massachusetts     
Michigan    Prohibited 
Minnesota     
Mississippi    Prohibited 

Missouri  X Missouri DOT Policy32  
Montana    Prohibited 
Nebraska     
Nevada    Prohibited 

New Hampshire    Prohibited 
New Jersey  X Local Ordinance  

New Mexico  X Limited  
New York  X Local Ordinance  

North Carolina  X Limited  
North Dakota     

Ohio  X Local Ordinance  
Oklahoma     

Oregon  X Local Ordinance  
Pennsylvania  X Limited to Philadelphia  
Rhode Island  X Statewide  

South Carolina    Prohibited 
South Dakota  X Limited to Sioux Falls  

Tennessee  X Statewide  
Texas  X Local Ordinance  
Utah    Prohibited except for school zones 

Vermont     
Virginia  X Local Ordinance  

Washington  X Limited  
West Virginia    Prohibited 

Wisconsin    Prohibited 
Wyoming     
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