Olathe Police Department

Neighborhood Traffic Safety Program


As in many communities across the country, citizens of the City of Olathe, Kansas have expressed concerns regarding many different traffic safety issues in their residential neighborhoods.  The complaint which surfaces more often than any other is the speed in which citizens drive their vehicles on residential streets.  Traditionally, these complaints were passed along manually through extra patrol requests and officers would randomly patrol these areas and conduct enforcement.   The results of the enforcement actions were not collected or analyzed by the police department which made it difficult to determine the effectiveness of enforcement efforts.  Motorists were not provided any educational material and the concerned citizen was never provided any feedback.   Under this system, the Olathe Police Department was unable to establish which complaints were substantiated by the traffic patterns and which were based more on perception than reality.  The system also required that all complaints, whether genuine or unsubstantiated, be addressed in the same manner.  

To provide a proper format to address these concerns, the Olathe Police Department developed the Neighborhood Traffic Safety Program (NTSP).  This program was the first of its kind in that it addressed traffic problems starting at the police department and worked its way back to the Traffic Engineering Division.   The City adopted the program on October 21, 2003.   City management supported the program by budgeting $120,000 for one (1) full time traffic unit officer and equipment to administer the program.  In recognition of the program’s success, the Olathe Police Department was also awarded a $100,000 equipment grant from the Kansas Department of Transportation (KDOT) to continue improving traffic safety through the NTSP program in January 2005.  The KDOT grant was secured due to the city’s commitment to fund the salary and benefits for a second full time officer.  To ensure manpower is available for the program during periods of peak traffic volume, city management authorized overtime to support these enforcement areas.  In 2005, an estimated $5,200 in overtime wages was utilized for NTSP enforcement zones.  

The Neighborhood Traffic Safety program is designed to reduce the undesirable impacts that traffic can have on collector and residential streets, such as excessive speeds and cut through traffic.  The program is structured around the three “E’s” of traffic safety: enforcement, education, and engineering.  The program begins with a phone call, e-mail, citizen website request, or citizen contact.  The resident describes the traffic problem that is occurring on their street or in their neighborhood.  City staff reviews the concern and determines if the problem meets the standards for placement in the NTSP program.  If so, the location (neighborhood and/or street) is then entered into the NTSP program.  Over the course of three (3) months, city staff from the police department and traffic engineering departments will conduct speed studies, traffic counts, enforcement and education in the area where the problem was noted.  

Three separate speed studies will be conducted on the street during this time period.  Speed studies are used to determine volume of traffic, periods of peak traffic volume, and 85th percentile speeds.   The program utilizes the Nu-Metrics Hi Star traffic counters to compile this data.  Speed studies also are used to determine the level of enforcement and education needed for a particular location and whether the area qualifies for traffic engineering calming measures.

During the initial study, the Neighborhood Traffic Officers (NTO) and traffic engineers will conduct a site inspection of road design, traffic control devices and traffic speed counts.  There are a number of enforcement options utilized by the Neighborhood Traffic Officers (NTO).  Random Enforcement is for neighborhoods not meeting the criteria for active enforcement.  Random enforcement is for zones where the 85th percentile speed falls less than 5 mph over the posted speed limit.  In addition, areas with 85th percentile speed greater than or equal to 5 mph over the posted speed limit and where 10% of the total traffic volume does not exceed 10 mph over the posted speed limit are included in the random enforcement.  The NTO or another Traffic Unit officer will dedicate a minimum of 2 hours of enforcement over a 3 month period in these areas.  During the enforcement period, a speed trailer will be located in the zone for approximately one week.  After the Random enforcement period ends, the traffic engineers conduct a post enforcement study to determine the effectiveness of the enforcement.  The citizen that requested the assistance will be notified of the initial and post speed studies and enforcement action(s) taken.  If the post study reflects improvement in the area, the zone will be removed from the Random enforcement list.  If there is no change in the zone, it will remain on the random enforcement list for two (2) additional months.  If the post study shows an increase in speed levels, the zone will be upgraded to the active enforcement level.  Active Enforcement is for neighborhoods where the 85th percentile speed is greater than 7 mph over the posted limit and 10% of the total traffic volume is traveling at a speed great than 10 mph over the posted speed limit.  Several other traffic safety conditions are given consideration, including numerous individual complaints, proximity to school zones, abnormal number of accidents, and high volume of traffic.  These zones are assigned to an NTO and the entire traffic unit for enforcement.  The officers will spend a minimum of five (5) hours of actual enforcement over a three (3) month period.  Speed trailers are placed in the area to educate drivers on their speeds.  If the data collected during the intermittent study shows no change or an increase in speed levels, the zone is opened for overtime enforcement.  Again, overtime is funded and supported by city management for the most problematic areas.  As an educational tool, the NTO distributes post cards to residents located within a neighborhood grid to inform them of the dangers and costs of excessive speed on local streets and roadways.  A sign board is placed in the zone to provide a visible reminder to drivers to slow down, buckle up and drive safely.   The NTO may also place yard signs in the zone to encourage drivers to slow down and drive safely.   A hand held radar unit is available for neighborhood residents to check speeds as vehicles pass by their homes.  Active enforcement zones are announced through neighborhood newsletters, local newspapers, city website, and the city public television channel.  If no change has been detected during the post study by the traffic engineers, traffic calming recommendations are developed and presented to the neighborhood association.  If 80% of the neighborhood or neighborhood associations are in agreement with the traffic calming proposal, the residential or collector street plan is implemented.  Speed control measures include, but are not limited to, speed bumps, speed tables, raised crosswalks, raised intersections, textured pavements, traffic circles, chokes, and chicanes. The neighborhood can be designated as a full time neighborhood traffic enforcement zone and the streets are posted with permanent warning signs for the motorist to observe. 

To ensure the program continues to address citizens’ needs, annual meetings are conducted involving the traffic engineers and the officers assigned to the Neighborhood Traffic Safety Program.  Recommendations for traffic control devices and traffic calming designs are reviewed for the active enforcement zones or repeat locations in the NTSP program.  

In 2005, the NTSP program had 44 locations placed on the random and active enforcement lists.  The two Neighborhood Traffic Officers and eight regular traffic unit officers completed 415 hours of enforcement and issued 426 citations to drivers in the forty-four designated NTSP zones.   Since its inception, the program has been able to reduce traffic problems in 140 locations, designating these zones as inactive.  By utilizing the three “E’s” of traffic safety - education, enforcement, and engineering- these collector and residential streets have become safer areas for the local residents and motoring public. 

In developing and implementing this program, several key lessons were learned.  To be successful, all citizen complaints or requests regarding traffic enforcement were funneled to a single starting point.  In the early stages, both the traffic engineers and NTSP officers compiled separate data files on traffic volume and speeds for the complaint zones.  To gain efficiency, the files were combined into a single data base, which reduced the amount of time and effort it took to search for information.   The distribution of newsletters started with a police officer handing out newsletters in NTSP zones.  This is now handled by mail using a GIS grid distribution list.  To reduce cost and improve the NTSP newsletters, city management purchased a color copier machine ($10,000) for the NTSP program.  This purchase eliminated the growing expense of professional copy services.  By adding a mailing service and compiling a GIS grid list for active enforcement zones, the program significantly reduced staff time needed for administrative tasks and reaches a much greater number of residents with the educational materials.  Speed counts could not be randomly done and were often time sensitive tasks.  It was crucial that all enforcement activities in the area be suspended prior to the studies being conducted.  In the early stages of the program, several studies’ results were skewed due to enforcement activities being conducted at the same time.  

With city management’s support, Olathe’s Neighborhood Traffic Safety Program has continued to meet its goals and objectives in a growing city.  This partnership between city departments and residents has reduced traffic problems in neighborhoods and improved our community’s safety and quality of life. 
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