FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Portable Electronic Sign System Eases Bay Bridge Closure Woes

“Real-Time” Information Helps Drivers Choose the Best Route Home

SAN FRANCISCO, September 21, 2006

The closure of the east bound span of the Bay Bridge over Labor Day weekend is now history. It resulted in delays and frustration for some, but for the most part, it went very well. One reason for that was Caltrans’ effort to tell drivers about the closure’s impact on traffic. The effort began two weeks prior to the Labor Day weekend when Caltrans began displaying messages on their overhead changeable message signs and on 70 portable signs spread throughout the greater Bay Area.

Transportation officials felt that a full weekend closure was the best way to facilitate the demolition of a portion of the west approach to the upper (west bound) bridge deck. No major sporting events or festivals were planned during that time so they felt the closure would not result in an overload on the other bridges leading in and out of the Bay Area. But just to be sure, they placed a system of networked signs as far away as San Jose, Sacramento and San Rafael. 

The system was supplied by Road-Tech Safety Services, a company located in nearby Elk Grove, California that specializes in portable intelligent traffic control equipment and software. They supplied 20 portable signs equipped with specialized modems and processors that communicated with a central server. Users could access a custom designed web page to view or change the messages running on each of the signs.
The signs warned drivers of the closure well in advance of the weekend. But their most important purpose was to divert traffic if and when problems occurred on the other bridges. Raoul Maltez, contract administrator for Caltrans’ Office of Toll Bridges said that the ability to change messages instantly was the most important feature of the system. Afternoon traffic backed up eastbound on the San Mateo Bridge. After Road-Tech changed signs in the area to warn of 45 minute delays, Mr. Maltez said he “saw the traffic counts change almost immediately.” The number of vehicles on the Dumbarton Bridge shot up and the number on the San Mateo Bridge came way down.
According to the San Francisco Chronicle, Tony Anziano, Caltrans Toll Bridge Program Manager reported during the weekend that, “Things are going pretty well. People definitely respond when you get the message out, and the message did get out.”

Caltrans and Road-Tech Safety Services both believe this new technology will be used more in the future. Tony Espinoza, Road-Tech president, said, “This system and others like it promise to make portable changeable message signs “smarter” and will provide motorists with real-time information about the traffic conditions ahead.” And, as the Labor Day closure demonstrated, informed drivers are able to make better decisions about the ideal route to their destinations.
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