


Traffic calming has been quite the craze for the 
past 10 years or so.  The engineering aspects 
of traffic calming are considerable, and vary 
depending on the nature of the roadway net-
work involved.  The real challenge, regardless of 
the area or roadway network, is not just how it 
affects the drivers on the road, but how it affects 
nearby residents. 

Learning how to deal with the human factors is 
the real challenge with such projects. Examples 
include: 

•  the parent who is concerned about his or her
   children who, on occasion, play or ride 
   bicycles on the local street

•  the teenage driver who lives in the 
   neighborhood and is oblivious to the speed
   limit sign

• the neighbor who swears that people are 
   driving 95 miles an hour up and down his 
   dead-end street

•  the property owner who doesn’t want any
   “dang-blasted” signs or traffic calming devices
   in front of his or her house.  

Situations arise where even restraining orders 
were involved due to the heated differences of 
opinions.

The genesis of a traffic calming project is typical-
ly that of a lone loud voice, or sometimes a quar-
tet of voices.  Then, the snowball effect kicks in, 
and more people initially subscribe to the idea of 
getting some traffic calming in the neighborhood 
to get drivers to slow down. Most people have an 
opinion on traffic calming and, more often than 
not, it’s pretty much black or white. They either 
embrace the concept or reject it entirely.  No 
room for sideliners; you’re in or you’re out, as 
Dad would often say.  However, 
as the traffic calming process 
progresses, especially when the 
traffic calming plan begins to take 
shape, some individuals who were 
not opposed to the concept origi-
nally have a slight change of heart 
when a warning sign is proposed 
for that resident’s street.  Public 
right of way has little meaning 
to these people, especially when 
they maintain the grass within 
that right of way.  Those who are 
fortunate or unfortunate enough, 
depending on your point of view, 
to have a traffic calming device 
placed directly in front of their 

home typically take the role of Traffic Calming 
Plan Designer, and try to find a “better” location.

All these reactions are quite understandable, 
and a petition can serve as the litmus test for 
the neighborhood’s desire to embark on the           
traffic calming trail. How does a petition become 
a litmus test?  Like many things in life, it’s      
not what you do, but how you do it.  You don’t    
simply ask the generic “yes” and “no” ques-
tion: Do you want traffic calming devices such 
as speed humps, roundabouts, speed tables, etc. 
to be built in our neighborhood, to slow drivers 
down and make our streets safer?   Some liter-
ary license is taken here, but one gets the point. 
How can one even fathom a “no” response?  What 
is recommended to measure the commitment of 
a neighborhood is to have the petition include     
language that indicates that the person signing 
the petition is a property owner and that by sign-
ing the petition, he or she understands that traf-
fic control devices and signage may be located 
within the public right of way directly adjacent 
to his or her property. 

There was a time when McMahon’s engineers 
would get a call or a visit from some prospec-
tive client wanting to consider traffic calming in 
their gated community, where the first order of 
business would be to discuss the costs involved.  
Our engineer would briefly go over the various 
types of traffic calming devices, the traffic data 
necessary to justify the need for traffic calming, 
the neighborhood meetings to keep the com-
munity informed, and the device’s design and 
construction costs.  Nowadays, McMahon’s first 
recommendation is to talk to the neighborhood to 
make sure that neighbors hear the good and the 
bad regarding the engineering factors, but most 
importantly…the human factors.

Temporary traffic control (TTC) is an essential part of roadway   
construction. TTC zones provide safe and efficient movement 
of vehicles and pedestrians through a work zone while ensur-
ing the safety of workers. In general, the setup of TTC zones in 
Massachusetts is based on standards set in the MUTCD and the 
MassHighway Standard Details for the Development of Traffic 
Management Plans.

McMahon has routinely used these standards to design traffic 
management plans (TMPs) for projects ranging in size from local 
roadway widening to the Central Artery/Tunnel Project (the Big 
Dig). Although the Big Dig is completed and the highway is in its 
final configuration, smaller projects and routine maintenance will 
continue to take place along Routes I-90 and I-93. The Massachusetts 
Turnpike Authority (MTA) has jurisdiction over these roadways within 
the limits of the Big Dig project, and requires contractors to submit 
TMPs for approval for all work performed within these limits.  

While the current MassHighway standards are acceptable, many 
work zones within the Central Artery have unique setups and detour 
routes.  Currently, the TMPs for these work zones are recreated by 
the contractor each time work is performed on the Big Dig road-

ways.  Not only is this process 
time consuming and costly, 
but the MTA does not have     
a way of ensuring that all 
proposed TMP setups are consistent.  Therefore, the MTA has come 
up with a plan to create a standard set of TMPs for all lane closures 
and detours within the Big Dig project limits. These drawings are 
based on the MassHighway standards for taper lengths, standard 
signs, and sign spacing, but are specific to each lane or ramp closure 
and associated detour routes.  

For each detour, the placement of signs and the detour routes them-
selves can vary. Determining the most appropriate routes and sign 
placement to ensure safety and clarity for drivers has to be the first 
step. This set of plans will benefit both contractors and the MTA. 
Contractors will be able to reference the plans prior to bidding and 
construction, allowing them to know what equipment will be needed 
and to develop a realistic cost estimate. The MTA will be able 
use the TMPs as a reference to answer contractors’ questions and 
allow for a quicker review process. Overall, the standard TMPs will       
provide a thorough guide to setting up work zones, and will simplify        
construction  and  maintenance projects within the Central Artery.   
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Maximizing the effectiveness of the existing roadway system has 
become a high priority with the current emphasis on infrastruc-
ture preservation and fiscal limitations. The growing field of 
Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) is developing new tech-
nologies to address today’s issues. ITS applications are commonly 
used for the nation’s major highway and interstate system in the 
form of Variable Message Signs, Traffic Monitoring, and Commuter 
Information Systems. However, ITS applications have also been 
developed for our local roadway networks, with specific new    
applications at signalized intersections. 

One recent innovation is an adaptive traffic signal system. The 
system monitors vehicle delay at the intersection, and adjusts 
the green time appropriately to serve the approach with the most 
delay. This system has been developed to work in conjunction with 
adjacent intersections to allow for progression of vehicles along 
the main corridor. Most of these systems have been installed in the 
Midwest, but are coming to other areas of the United States.   

Red light running is an identified problem in the nation.  One 
method engineers utilize to reduce red light running is the installa-
tion of detection zones up to 400’ in advance of the intersection.  
The detection zone is placed in advance of what is known as the 
“Dilemma Zone,” where drivers must decide to stop or continue 
through the intersection. Typically, standard in-pavement loops 
or video detection is utilized for this application. Utilizing the 
more recent radar detection technology provides a greater zone 

of  detection, while also monitoring the varying approach speeds        
to the intersection. An additional advantage of the radar system is 
that it can be installed on the intersection traffic signal supports, 
instead of 300’-450’ in advance of the intersection, thus reducing 
installation costs. 

Advances in intersection detection are mainly focused around 
reducing the continual maintenance. In-pavement loop detection 
is considered the most effective and reliable detection method;        
however, continual maintenance is required due to broken loops 
from broken pavement and construction projects. Advances in 
intersection detection, such as video detection, magnetometers, 
and radar detection have reduced annual maintenance. A recent 
development in magnetometer technology utilizes wireless com-
munication with hockey puck-sized magnetometers located in the 
pavement, also reducing installation costs.  

In addition to ITS applications, advances are now reducing annual 
costs of traffic signal systems, including power consumption. Light 
emitting diode (LED) technology, currently widely used for traffic 
signal and pedestrian heads, is working towards developing an LED 
for street lights that is both cost-effective and that meets industry 
standards for illumination. The potential benefits include reduction 
in power consumption and increased life cycle.  

McMahon remains up to date with the ever-changing products in 
traffic signals through our relationships with the manufacturer    
representatives and in-the-field experience.
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