ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA

INTERDEPARTMENTAL MEMORANDUM
April 3, 2003

TO:

Jay Fisette, Member, Arlington County Board

FROM:
Office of the County Manager

SUBJECT:
157135/2084449

STAFF PREPARING RESPONSE:
Joe Durkee, DPW


Members of the Highland Park – Overlee Knolls Civic Association are working with Mr. Ritch Viola and Mr. Charlie Denney in the Department of Public Works Planning Division on developing pedestrian safety strategies.


Captain Tonya Woodson, First District Commander, has received information from staff about the Civic Association’s interest in having a speed enforcement effort along Washington Boulevard.  Her telephone number is 703-228-4062.  Staff provided this telephone number to the Civic Association when arrangements were being made for your presentation at the Civic Association.


Staff in the Department of Public Works Traffic Engineering Division conducted an accident study for Washington Boulevard in the Highland Park – Overlee Knolls Civic Association.  This section of Washington Boulevard, between McKinley Road and North Quantico Street, is 0.55 miles long, has eight intersections, and is used by approximately 14,600 vehicles each weekday.  This section of Route 237 is under the jurisdiction of the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT).  The data that follow provide information about study results and professional engineering assessments for consideration by the residents as they develop pedestrian safety strategies.  Staff welcomes the opportunity to work with the residents and to provide contact with VDOT as requested.


In the five-year period from January 1, 1998, through December 31, 2002, there was a total of 27 accidents, or an average of 5.4 per year, investigated in this section of Washington Boulevard.  Two-thirds (18) of the accidents occurred at the two signalized intersections: McKinley Road (10) and North Ohio Street (8).  The accident rate for the section was 2.0 accidents per million vehicle miles of travel.  This rate is less than the average of 4.0 to 4.5 accidents per million vehicle miles traveled for all state roads in Arlington.


Only one pedestrian accident occurred in this section of Washington Boulevard in the five-year period.  That accident occurred at the Ohio Street intersection at about 

8 p.m. on February 2, 1999.  A pedestrian, crossing Ohio Street, was struck by a vehicle turning right onto Washington Boulevard from northbound Ohio Street.  The accident was not reported or recorded as being a fatal one.  Staff also reviewed the pedestrian accident data since 1984 for this intersection.  The accident that occurred on February 2, 1999, was the only reported pedestrian accident at this intersection in the last 19 years.

Drivers generally select their vehicle speed based on the roadway environment and characteristics as well as the level of comfort and safety the driver perceives.  These behaviors are a component of why the 85th percentile speed of the vehicles using a roadway (i.e., the speed at or below which 85 percent of vehicles travel) is one of the most important factors in the determination of a speed limit.  Extensive traffic engineering research has shown that roadways, with speed limits at or near their 85th percentile vehicle speed, experience fewer collisions than roadways with speed limits above or below this level.  A speed limit at or near the 85th percentile speed tends to minimize the overall differences in speeds among vehicles.


A speed limit that is posted too low (i.e., lower than what the majority of vehicles already travel) usually does not increase the safety of the roadway because of the driver behaviors mentioned above.  Most drivers will typically ignore a posted speed limit that is unreasonably low, unless there are other factors (e.g., environmental, structural, enforcement) that support the lowered speed limit.  Merely reducing a speed limit usually will not result in a change in the average or 85th percentile speed.  Unreasonably low speed limits create an overall lack of respect for the speed limit regulations (even those that are correctly posted).


Factors other than the 85th percentile speed of a roadway that are taken into account when determining a posted speed limit include surrounding land use, pedestrian conflicts, the presence of on-street parking, roadway geometry, frequency of intersections and driveways, and the accident record of a roadway.  In some cases, consideration of these factors can lead to a posted speed limit reduced somewhat below the 85th percentile speed of the roadway.


Staff conducted 24-hour speed studies at several locations on Washington Boulevard in 2001.  The overall mean, or average speed, was about 30.3 m.p.h.  The overall 85th percentile speed was 33 m.p.h.  The posted speed limit is 30 m.p.h.  Last year, staff sent a copy of a comprehensive accident and speed study to the president of the Civic Association.


Washington Boulevard is classified as a principal arterial street.  Most arterial streets in Arlington have speed limits of 30 m.p.h.  Without changes such as those mentioned above, setting a speed limit of less than 30 m.p.h. most likely would not reduce vehicle speeds on Washington Boulevard.

All local neighborhood streets have speed limits of 25 m.p.h.  Arterial streets, because of their character, have higher speed limits.  In addition to being designed for higher speeds, having a higher speed limit on arterial streets is an incentive for drivers to travel on the arterial street system rather than to use neighborhood streets as shortcuts.


Staff installed a parking edge line on the north side of Washington Boulevard last year at the request of the Civic Association.  A County curb, gutter, and sidewalk project was completed the previous year on that side of the street.  Curb extensions or nubs were built at selected intersections.  VDOT installed an edge line on the south side of Washington Boulevard.


Because of the limited number of primary arterial streets in Arlington, there is usually a noticeable amount of truck and bus traffic on these roads.  The same truck weight limit that applies to Wilson Boulevard, Lee Highway, Williamsburg Boulevard, Ohio Street, and George Mason Drive applies to Washington Boulevard.  Arlington Boulevard has a weight limit for structural reasons related to the overall design of the roadway.  No other arterial streets in Arlington have weight limits other than the statewide maximum limit of 80,000 pounds.


The maintenance of Washington Boulevard and any decisions with regard to speed and weight limits are within the purview of VDOT.


