FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Caltrans unveils new fog system to prevent pileups

Local firm plays key role.
On the morning of Saturday, November 3, 2007 the fog was thick on highway 99 in the central valley. The first crash occurred just before 8 AM. The fog was so heavy that the following traffic ran right into the resulting pile up. By the time it was over, 108 vehicles were involved including 18 big rig trucks. Two people were killed, dozens were injured and the freeway was closed northbound for most of the day.

Caltrans and CHP have been working to reduce these fog related crashes for years, but this was one of the worst incidents in California history. They decided they should look for new technology to help reduce both the frequency and severity of these crashes.

The California Transportation Commission appropriated $12 million for a test project to evaluate new technologies. ICx Transportation was awarded the contract to develop a system designed to detect adverse weather conditions and slowing traffic and then warn drivers upstream of the problems ahead. 

The project is 14 miles long and is located on highway 99 in both directions from Kingsburg north to Fowler. It includes 33 permanent changeable message signs, 6 portable changeable message signs, 41 microwave vehicle sensors, 22 visibility sensors, 6 weather stations and 12 closed circuit television cameras. The total project cost was $12 million. All of the devices are tied together in a wireless network that automatically detects problems and warns drivers upstream.

Road-Tech Safety Services, Inc. of Elk Grove, California supplied the permanent and portable electronic message signs. ICx chose Road-Tech because they were the only firm able to deliver quickly. In fact, the first shipments left the factory in less than 3 weeks after the order was placed and all of the signs were shipped within two months.

The signs are legible at wide angles and, most important, they show up well in dense fog.

They will warn drivers of fog or slowing traffic before they reach the problem location. This should reduce the number of fog related crashes but, more important, it will also reduce the number of secondary crashes that normally occur when following traffic plows into the first vehicles involved.
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