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Speed Humps 
 

The Traffic Engineering Division is in the process of transitioning 
away from its basic Speed Hump Program to a more 
comprehensive Traffic Calming Program.  The official 
administration policy is for speed humps to be used “as a last 
resort.”  This is a tough sell to the public for a number of reasons;  
speed humps are the lowest cost traffic calming measure, they are 
effective in slowing traffic, and they have been liberally applied to 
streets in the Anchorage Bowl in the past.  
 
The overuse of speed humps has an external cost to the 
community that doesn’t show up on the balance sheets.  This 
external cost in many cases can outweigh the up-front savings 
realized by using speed humps over more comprehensive traffic 
calming measures. 
 
The external costs of speed humps may include: 
 
1) Delayed response time for emergency vehicles - Minutes and 

even seconds can be critical during a medical emergency or a 
fire.  Out of all traffic calming techniques, speed humps cause 
the largest delay in emergency vehicle response times, an 
average of about 9 seconds.  This is exacerbated by the fact 
that speed humps are typically only effective when installed in 
series such that they are spaced no more than 500 feet apart.  
The two figures on the right indicate the significant effect 
response time can have on victims of sudden cardiac arrest.  
Of course there are other emergencies where response time 
can be critical, but this one is especially worth pointing out 
since there is a higher likelihood of a sudden cardiac arrest 
happening on a neighborhood street than an automotive 
related fatality. 

 
-continued on page 2 

 

Traffic Calming Update 
by the 

Municipality of Anchorage—Traffic Engineering Division 

Data from Austin, Texas 

SCA Survival Probability vs. Response Time
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2) Diversion of Traffic to Adjacent Neighborhood Streets - Speed 
humps have been shown to reduce traffic volume by up to 30% 
on a street.  These vehicles don’t  vanish however.  They seek 
out the nearest parallel street  so that they can avoid travelling 
over the speed humps.  These adjacent neighborhoods, in 
reaction to the increase in traffic volume and speeds, demand 
speed humps for their streets.  This escalates into a traffic 
calming version of whack-a-mole, which is problematic due to 
section 1 above. 

 
3) Difficulty for Transit Vehicles - Buses have stiffer suspensions 

than passenger vehicles.  Speed humps can impart a powerful 
jarring action on these vehicles, creating a high level of 
passenger discomfort and maybe even causing injury to 
physically impaired individuals.   

 
4) Additional Issues - There are a multitude of other external costs 

associated with speed humps.  In the interest of brevity some 
of them will simply be listed here.   

• Increased injury risk to municipal operators, particularly for 
snow removal operators and firemen 

• Increase in air pollution due to the pattern of braking prior to 
the hump and accelerating between the humps 

• Noise created from vehicle impacts 
• Wear and tear on vehicles.  Although one might argue that 

those who are speeding “get what they deserve”, it is 
somewhat unfair that non-speeders get punished as well. 

Kid on bus getting “big air” over 
speed hump.  This is less fun for 
elderly and physically impaired 

passengers. 

Impacts of Speed on Your Neighborhood 
  

What is the appropriate driving speed on your street?  That may 
depend upon your perspective.  If you believe the purpose of your 
street is to transport your personal vehicle from your home to your 
destination as quickly as possible, you may prefer a high speed 
limit in your neighborhood.   
 
However, if you believe that the public space is for more than just 
rapid movement of personal vehicles; but is a place to walk your 
dog, a place for your children to ride their bicycle, a place to 
interact with your neighbors, a place to stimulate economic activity, 
and a place that should enhance the value of your property, you 
might prefer a lower speed limit.   
 
The figure to the right displays the dramatic effect that speeding 
can have on a neighborhood.  Once vehicle speeds start to 
significantly exceed 20 mph, streets become a very dangerous 
place.  Many people respond to this by withdrawing to their house 
or backyard and stop forming connections with their neighbors.  
This can lead to a loss of respect and a distrust of others, and is 
destructive to the sense of community. 
 

-continued on page 3 



We as traffic engineers have ways to reduce speeds in your 
neighborhood.  The truth is, however, that these techniques 
require time, money, community support, and political buy-in. 
 
Are there things that you as the individual can do to reduce speeds 
in the meantime?  As a matter of fact, there are.  
 
1) Lead by example.  Be conscientious of your own behavior.  

Make sure that you are driving at or under the speed limit, then 
you will be in a better position to ask that others do the same. 

 
2) Talk to your neighbors.  There is the common misperception          

that speeders usually come from another neighborhood or are 
mostly cut-through traffic.  Studies have repeatedly shown that 
the local residents are typically the ones doing the speeding.  
This talk needn’t be in the form of a lecture, but rather the 
result of a casual conversation about safety in your 
neighborhood. 

 
3)  Maintain an active street presence.  Have you ever noticed that 

you tend to slow down when a lot of pedestrians are present, 
like in a thriving downtown district, or in a supermarket parking 
lot?  Many people stop walking or riding their bike on the street 
because of the perception of dangerous speeding.  This 
withdrawal from the public space tends to exacerbate this 
speeding as motorists feel a reduced need to slow down.  
Certainly don’t throw yourself in front of traffic, but also don’t be 
so quick to surrender the public space to the worst behaved 
among us. 

 

Decal used by volunteer pace cars 
in Northampton, Massachusetts 

“Own” the street 



 Contact Us 
 

Please direct all traffic 
calming correspondence 
to: 
 
Tim Myland 
Municipality of Anchorage 
Traffic Engineering Div. 
4700 Elmore Road 
Anchorage, AK 99503 
 
907-343-8470 
mylandtd@muni.org 
 

Signs 
 

Two of the more common requests we receive from constituents 
are for more stop signs to slow people down and for “Children at 
Play” signs.  It may run counter to some people’s intuition, but both 
of those are inappropriate use of signs. 
 
It is a well accepted engineering principle that the use of signs 
should be minimized to the maximum extent practicable.  There 
are certain traffic calming projects in England, Denmark, and the 
Netherlands where this idea has been taken to its logical extreme 
and signs were eliminated altogether.  The underlying theory is 
that each installed sign reduces the attention paid to all other signs 
up to a point where signs lose all meaning and just become part of 
the background. 
 
The placement of stop signs is governed by a federal publication 
called the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD).  
According to the MUTCD, stop signs should only be used to 
designate the right-of-way.  There are a series of warrants that 
dictate when the use of a stop sign is appropriate.  Furthermore, 
these signs reinforce the natural sense that a driver has of when 
they have the right-of-way.  When stop signs are installed at 
inappropriate locations, people often ignore them.  A pedestrian or 
a vehicle from another approach, however, may anticipate that the 
driver will obey the stop sign and enter the intersection.  This leads 
to an increase risk of an accident occurring at that intersection.  
Additionally, stop signs are just as bad as speed humps when it 
comes to delaying emergency response times. 
 
“Children at Play” signs also do not increase safety and might 
possibly reduce it.  A motorist should always anticipate that a child 
might be at play in any neighborhood.  Since that is the case, then 
“Children at Play” signs would have to be installed in every 
neighborhood, at which point they would lose all meaning.  At best, 
they become more visual clutter which reduces the attention paid 
to all signs.  At worst, these signs may actually put children in 
more danger since they may give parents a false sense of security 
that it is now safer for their children to be playing in the street, 
when in reality most drivers never even acknowledged the sign.  
 
The Traffic Engineering Division realizes that “Children at Play” 
signs and stop signs for traffic calming purposes have been 
installed in the past.  However, we are committed to putting safety 
first and not perpetuating these mistakes. 


