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Look out, Chapel Hill -- Big Brother is watching.


Soon, drivers in Chapel Hill may receive a $50 ticket by mail if they run a red light:  it will trigger a camera, take a picture of a car’s license plate and send it to a private company to be processed.

But Mark Kleinschmidt, a member of the Town Council, said he doesn’t “think a town should ever do this.”

The Chapel Hill Town Council voted 6-3 May 29 to begin conducting negotiations with a private, Texas-based company to install a system of 10 red-light cameras at busy intersections throughout the town.  

Each camera will cost the town an estimated $65,000.  The company that will receive the majority of the revenue from the fines, will cover the cost of operating and maintaining the cameras.

Kleinschmidt said he hasn’t been convinced that red light running is a problem in this town.  According to research submitted to the council, he said, the number of red light violations in Chapel Hill has actually gone down.  

“I don’t witness (red light running) often,” he said.  

Kleinschmidt gave a number of reasons why he didn’t agree with the cameras.  Most importantly, he said, he doesn’t like the idea of privatizing police powers.  
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“We’ve given a private company the power to enforce our laws,” he said.  “Although there are some mechanisms in place to allow for town input, I don’t think it’s enough.”

The fact that it would be a private company controlling the fines raises other issues as well, Kleinschmidt said.  A private company is in it for the profit, he said, not for safety reasons.  

The company the council is conducting negotiations with is being sued in other cities, he said, “because they calibrate (the cameras) in a way that nabs more people than they probably should.

“It sounds like dirty money to me.”

Kleinschmidt also said he disagrees with the ethics of having red light cameras at intersections.  “I think it’s a civil liberties issue,” he said.  “I’m not comfortable with having spy cameras at intersections, watching people do things.”

Unfortunately, he said, the cameras can only identify the car that ran the red light, not the person driving it.  Therefore, if the cameras are installed, the ticket for running a red light will be considered a civil penalty, not a criminal offense, because there is no way of knowing whether the driver of the car was the owner or not.  “That’s the only good thing about the way it’s set up,” Kleinschmidt said.
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He said the council gave Chapel Hill Town Manager Cal Horton the power to negotiate and sign a contract with the company.  He said he didn’t know where they were 

in the process, but if Horton can come to terms with the company they will set up test sites across the downtown area.


The proposal to install red light cameras came after the General Assembly passed a bill in July 2001 allowing some municipalities throughout the state, including Chapel Hill, to install red light cameras if they post warning signs near intersections and develop an out-of-court appeals process.


Kleinschmidt said a group of citizens and Dorothy Verkerk, a town council member, initiated the proposal for red light cameras.  “She was a strong supporter,” he said.  The proposal was introduced before Kleinschmidt took office.


The council may have approved the proposal, Kleinschmidt said, but it will not go into effect unless negotiations go smoothly and the test sites show a need for the cameras.


“It’s a watchdog over law enforcement,” he said.  “I think that’s a horrible thing.”

