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To:		Richard C. Rossi, City Manager

From:		Joseph E. Barr, Director of Traffic, Parking, and Transportation

Date:		December 16, 2015

Re:	Awaiting Report 15-128 – Potential for Use of Illuminated Pedestrian Crossing Signs


This memo is in response to Order 22 from the October 19, 2015 City Council Meeting (Awaiting Report 15-128), requesting a report on whether pedestrian safety can be improved at problematic intersections through the use of continuously flashing pedestrian warning signs similar to devices installed by the City of Somerville in Union Square and other locations.

Over the past several years, as improvements in traffic signalization and traffic calming measures have continued, the City of Cambridge has been working to remove older continuously flashing beacons and replace them with devices that are response to vehicular and pedestrian traffic. Traffic engineers have generally found that since the flashing aspect does not signify any special condition, drivers become desensitized to the repetitiveness of these types of beacons, as an unchanging constantly flashing device invariably loses the driver’s attention and eventually ceases to be effective. Although the devices installed in other communities are quite conspicuous at first, they eventually fade into the background and become less noticeable. We have also observed that because these devices are solar-powered and are on continuously, they will sometimes run out of power on a dark and cloudy day, which is exactly when it would be most important for a lighted device to be operational and visible.

To combat this, Cambridge has generally chosen to use warning beacons that are directly activated by pedestrians:
· Rapid Flash Beacons (RFB), like the devices installed on Massachusetts Avenue near Garfield Street or at the mid-block crossing on Broadway near the Marriot Hotel and the Volpe Transportation Center
· Rectangular Rapid Flash Beacons (RRFB), like the devices installed at the intersection of Portland Street and Albany Street or on Oxford Street near the Harvard Science Center.

We believe that these devices are better suited to alert drivers to pedestrians attempting to cross the street than devices that flash constantly and eventually become less noticeable. In addition, we have been experimenting with solar-powered versions of these devices and have found that they generally do not run out of power, because they are only activated when specifically needed by a pedestrian.
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