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A Proposal for a Kansas Red Light Law
One sure sign that spring is approaching is the sound of motorcycles in the air.  As winter melts away, one can see more of these steel horses cruising down the road.  Soon, the Kansas spring turns to summer and the daytime temperatures tickle the century mark on the thermometer.  At that time, motorcyclists hit the empty county roads at night, the cooler breezes of the evening air making the ride a truly enjoyable experience.  To a biker, there is nothing quite like the feeling of having the road to themselves.  Free from the worries of traffic-packed roads and unencumbered by the confines of a four-wheeled vehicle, the rider is able to revel in all that nature has to offer: the twinkling of the stars peppered across the black background of space; the melancholy howl of a lone coyote as it forages for food; the smell of seasoned smoke wafting from some distant barbeque.  Heading homeward, as the country road gives way to the city street; the motorcyclist comes upon a frustrating combination:  a sensor-controlled red light at an empty intersection.  The minutes tick by as the biker sits alone at the intersection, waiting for the light to turn to green.  Eventually, the rider is forced to decide between turning right, away from his destination, or running the red light.  This scenario is played out time and time again within the Leavenworth city limits.  The problem is that the traffic sensors do not detect the motorcycle, thereby ignoring its presence and failing to cycle the traffic signal.

Most sensor-controlled lights work through a technique called an inductive loop.  An inductive loop is a coil of wire embedded in the road’s surface.  They are easy to spot.  Pulling up to an intersection, one can see the rectangular cuts in the pavement.  The coil of wire is laid in the cuts and covered with a compound.  The inductive loop works by detecting the ferrous metal over the wire.  The more steel or iron there is over the loop, the quicker it detects the vehicle and cycles the traffic signal (Stop Light Bill, 2008).  Most motorcycles don’t have enough steel or iron to trigger the detector.  As a result, the traffic signal doesn’t know the rider is there.  Magnetic detectors, also buried in the pavement, work in a similar manner with similar results.  Fortunately, magnetic detectors and inductive loops are not the only way to detect traffic.
There are a number of ways to detect the presence of a vehicle that does not use induction or magnetic detectors.  Passive infrared systems measures the infrared energy emitted from an object.  Ultra-sonic detectors and microwave radars use reflected energy to detect a vehicle’s presence. Video detection systems use real-time image processing matched with pattern recognition to sense changes in vehicle presence (Dharmavaram, Martin, & Stevanovic, 2004).  All of these detection devices can be mounted above the traffic and do not rely on ferrous metal content to function properly, providing adequate solutions to the problem.  The downside of each of these solutions is that to implement them, it will require taxpayers to foot the bill for the manpower and equipment.  There is another solution: one that requires no construction, no disruption of traffic flow during installation, and no maintenance.  
In 2002, Minnesota took the lead with a groundbreaking new law.  Called the Red Light law, it reads as follows:

Sec. 42. Minnesota Statutes 2000, section 169.06, is amended by adding a subdivision to read: Subd. 9. [AFFIRMATIVE DEFENSE RELATING TO UNCHANGING TRAFFIC CONTROL SIGNAL.] 
(a) A person operating a motorcycle who violates subdivision 4 by entering or crossing an intersection controlled by a traffic-control signal against a red light has an affirmative defense to that charge if the person establishes all of the following conditions: 
(1) the motorcycle has been brought to a complete stop; 
(2) the traffic-control signal continues to show a red light for an unreasonable time; 
(3) the traffic-control signal is apparently malfunctioning or, if programmed or engineered to change to a green light only after detecting the approach of a motor vehicle, the signal has apparently failed to detect the arrival of the motorcycle; and 
(4) no motor vehicle or person is approaching on the street or highway to be crossed or entered or is so far away from the intersection that it does not constitute an immediate hazard. 
(b) The affirmative defense in this subdivision applies only to a violation for entering or crossing an intersection controlled by a traffic-control signal against a red light and does not provide a defense to any other civil or criminal action  (MMSC - Riding Tips, 2008).
In plain English, the law states that if a motorcyclist comes up on a traffic control signal that is malfunctioning or fails to detect the motorcycle, it is within their legal right to proceed through the intersection against a red light after adhering to the listed conditions.
This landmark decision addressed the issue of motorcycle detection failure at sensor-controlled intersections with no cost to the state for manpower, equipment and material.  In 2003, Tennessee became the second state to adopt this money-saving solution, followed by Arkansas, 2005; Idaho, 2006; Wisconsin, 2006; North Carolina, 2007; South Carolina, 2008; and Missouri, 2009.  Similar bills are also being proposed in Georgia and Oklahoma (Seeing Red, 2008).  The Kansas state legislature needs to pass a Red Light law.
Not everyone has supported Red Light laws.  In a USA Today article, Doug Hecox, a spokesman for the Federal Highway Administration stated, “We don't necessarily think that empowering motorists to make up their own rules of the road is the safest or best approach." (Barnett, 2008).  Fred Rosenthal, a traffic engineer for North Carolina’s Department of Transportation says, "It breeds disrespect for adherence to traffic controls.  Rather than let bikers pass through red lights, the Transportation Department should ensure the sensors work properly." (Laurence, 2009).  Opponents of the Red Light laws think the states should try to find a technical solution to the problem.  The issue with technical solutions is that these solutions cost the taxpayer money.
California, after one failed attempt, opted for a technical solution.  California Assembly Bill 2521 passed through the California legislature without opposition.  This bill, requiring all newly installed traffic-activated signals be capable of detecting motorcycles, was ultimately vetoed by Governor Gray Davis.  In his letter to the Califirnia State Assembly, Gray wrote, “While I recognize the merits of this measure, I am vetoing this bill because it would result in unknown reimbursable state-mandated costs on local government by requiring them to install these new detectors.” (Davis, 2006).   A law requiring this was later adopted in 2007.  However, according to Splatt Ratt, a member of the board of directors of ABATE of California, that solution is not good enough.  He believes replacing all the ineffective devices would take years (Barnett, 2008).  Others would like to see the devices recalibrated in order to detect motorcycles, but again, that solution could cost hundreds of thousands of dollars for the manpower and maintenance necessary to recalibrate them all (Stop Light Bill, 2008).  
Scott Kauffman of Portland, Oregon offers another solution.  He has developed a device that is strapped on to the bottom of the motorcycle.  Manufactured using neodimium and boron rare earth metal materials, the Green Light Trigger simulates the arrival of a much larger vehicle.  It accomplishes this by using the magnets to interfere with the detector loop field.  The fins on the cover, called flux isolation fins, keep the magnetic field from collapsing into the motorcycle’s frame.  Selling for $14.95 and $24.95, they are not the perfect solution.  Why should a motorcyclist have to pay for a device to compensate for an ineffective sensor system - a device that Mr. Kauffman won’t guarantee works all the time?  The website states, “You can expect to cut the number of stuck signals you encounter by 75% or more.” (Kauffman, 2009).  In other words, even riders who use this device can and will get stuck at some lights.
Clearly, the most consistent and cost-effective solution to this issue for Kansans would be the enactment of the Red Light law.  In order to accomplish this, a proposal must be presented for consideration in the Kansas legislature.  Any legislative member, standing committee, interim and certain statutory committes may present this proposal.  This proposal is submitted as a bill because, according to the Kansas Constitution, a law cannot be enacted except through a bill (Conroy, 2006).  To become a law, a bill has to pass through seven steps.  The bill must first be introduced by formal presentation to either the House or the Senate then referred to the proper committee.  According to Representative Valdenia C. Winn, 34th District, Kansas House of Representatives, “I would think that the Transportation committee in the House would address this issue.  Then, because it would impact local government, perhaps the House and Senate Federal and State Affairs committees would address it” (V. Winn, private email correspondence, December 5, 2009).  This adressing committee discusses the bill and prepares a committee report.  If the report is favorable, it goes to the Committee of the Whole under the calendar heading of General Orders.  At this point, it can be debated, amended and recommended for passage.  Once recommended for passage, the bill is placed on the calendar under the heading of Final Action.  Here, a roll call vote is taken to determine if it will be passed to the other legislative branch or house.  To pass, the bill must receive a majority vote of all of the elected and qualified members.  After passage, the bill is sent to the other house and this house goes through the same procedure.  The bill is considered finally passed when it has been approved by both houses.  Within ten days of passage, it is presented to the Governor.  The Governor has ten days from receipt to act on the bill.  If the Governor does not act upon it, the bill automatically becomes a law.  In order for the law to be put in force, the public must be given proper notice that it is a law.  Therefore, the enacting bill must be published.  The publication notice is the seventh and final step of the process (Conroy, 2006).  
There’s nothing quite like enjoying the richness of nature while riding a motorcycle.  It is a full sensory experience, involving taste, touch, sight, sound, and smell.  The feeling of freedom found on a bike can be calming and theraputic, a needed release in this frenzied and sometimes chaotic society humanity resides in.  Unfortunately, this serenity is needlessly distubed.  Pulling up to an intersection and realizing, after waiting for minutes, the traffic-sensing device doesn’t detect the motorcycle has become a real problem for the riding population.  While there are numerous solutions to address this issue, all but one places the onus of providing the funds to resolve it on either the rider, the taxpayer, or both.  This proposal does not force bikers to pay for compensating devices that don’t work 100% of the time nor does it add to the current taxpayer burden.  Kansas needs to follow Minnesota’s lead and get the Red Light law in place.
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