Gotch Ya!
by
Eyes Right
Washington, D.C. – Recently I returned from a trip to find in the mail an envelope ominously bearing the markings of the Washington, D.C. Department of Motor Vehicles.  Since I have never been a resident of that jurisdiction, nor had a driver’s license or car registration there, I could only assume one thing:  they were about to accuse me of some traffic violation.
I have had issues with these characters before.   About three years ago I received a speeding ticket based upon a traffic camera filming my car (a Subaru Forester) alleging that it was traveling at 35 in a 25 mph zone.  I had been on an expressway and had just exited onto a parallel service road.  I opted to fight the charge and spent the next 8 months in a back and forth written dialogue with the DC DMV.  I requested to be shown calibration data for the camera to prove that it was capable of correctly measuring the speed of a moving vehicle.  No response was received, but they did later send me a statement alleging that the device had been “properly tested” within a 3-month period prior to the incident.  I then asked for evidence that there was signage warning motorists of a change from 45 mph to 25 mph on the service road.  They answered that no sign was necessary because the speed limit on all streets in D.C. is 25 mph unless posted differently.  After receiving several threatening letters promising to tow and impound any vehicle of mine found in their jurisdiction, I ultimately caved and paid the fine ($100).
This time I was being accused of doing 65 mph where the speed limit was 50.  The location was listed as I-295, a freeway which passes through the eastern quadrant of the District.  No other cars were in the photo...it had been New Year’s Day afternoon with little traffic present.  This time the fine was again $100, listed as the standard fine for driving 11-15 mph over the speed limit.  On the ticket the amount due, $100.00 was in small print, but in much larger print, it listed $200.00 as the “Amount Due After Due Date.”   In my haste to make this all go away without further hassle, I mailed a check to the DMV for $200!!!   I have mailed a follow-up letter to the DMV explaining my error, but the odds of my recovering this inadvertent donation are less than zero.  However, I am also vowing NEVER to drive in D.C. again for any reason, nor to spend money at any businesses there.   That $100 may ultimately cost the city much more - at least I hope so.
Unfortunately these “traffic enforcement” cameras are gaining popularity with many cities which see them as pure cash cows.  The governments do not even own or operate the cameras.    They are installed by private companies under contract to the jurisdictions.  These outfits not only operate them, but also send out the tickets - all for a substantial cut of the proceeds.  From the government’s perspective, this is “free” money with the double bonus of removing the police force from considerable amount of traffic enforcement and perhaps modifying dangerous driving behavior.  In reality, it is more akin to absolute revenue generation because there is no attempt to assign points to drivers of the cars or negatively affect your insurance because the cameras, at least so far, have not been able to determine who is driving the vehicle.  Of course, all they want is your money.  And they are getting it big time.  One of the more difficult pieces of information to obtain is how much revenue D.C. receives from these cameras, both speeding and red light running, each year.  It is even more difficult to learn how much of a cut the companies having the contracts to operate the cameras are getting.  And whenever there is this amount of money based on a contract being awarded, it is almost certain, at least in D.C., that there is potential for substantial kickbacks being involved.  Trust me on this one.
Any marginal improvement in traffic safety is being achieved at a significant cost in terms of freedom and liberty.  I have no problem with any form of enforcement of violations of red lights or stop signs. And I am not advocating the abolition of speed limits, or even the removal of human enforcement.  But on any typical drive from my home, near or far, I would estimate that 90 % of the vehicles appear to be exceeding the posted speed limits by at least 5-10 mph.  In other words, by inserting cameras into the speeding issue, the judgment which most policemen exhibit is being replaced by lenses and computer chips which are not designed to evaluate, just flash and record.  Long ago Ben Franklin may have summed up my feelings on this rather neatly, “Those who would give up essential liberty, to purchase a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.”
I thought that you might like to know.
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