
 

 
City of Placerville 

Public Works / Engineering 
M E M O R A N D U M 

DATE:  January 27, 2009 

TO:  City Council 

FROM:  Richard Tippett, City Engineer 
   
SUBJECT: SPEED LIMITS ON HIGHWAY 49 
  
 

RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the City Council: 

1. Hold a Public Hearing to receive and provide input on the Caltrans recommended 
revisions to the speed limits on Highway 49. 

 
BACKGROUND 

The California Vehicle Code (CVC) provides three methods for establishing speed limits. First, 
the state establishes a maximum urban speed of 55 miles per hour unless other conditions are met 
to result in a lower limit.  
 
Second, certain speed limits are automatically set based on conditions defined in the CVC. These 
are often referred to as "prima facie" limits and do not require signs for enforcement. For 
example, the speed limit is automatically 25 mph adjacent to a school when school children are 
present or in a residential district. Residential districts are typically the same as local residential 
streets. The prima facie speed limit is 15 mph in alleys or at intersections or railroad crossings 
where visibility is limited.  
 
Third, in order to vary from maximum or prima facie speed limits and use radar to enforce the 
speed limit, the speed limit must be based facts that are found in the field and shown on an 
"engineering and traffic survey" to establish a reasonable speed limit. State law does not allow 
speed limits to be set in an arbitrary manner or based what the community desires, or feels is 
safe.  Speed surveys have to be factual, and include information on roadway conditions and 
adjacent land features. The traffic incidents (collisions) are examined for typically a two-year 
period and compared with incident rates for similar roadways.  
 
A key component to the surveys is the prevailing speed of traffic. The majority of drivers behave 
in a safe and reasonable manner. Based on actual measured speeds, those drivers who travel at 
excessively slow or fast speeds can be identified. The speeds of the reasonable drivers can also 
be determined. In a sense, drivers have cast a pure vote on what they believe the reasonable 
speed is based on their actual behavior. Of course, any speed limit which is established will be 
considered either too low or too high by some drivers.  
 
Concerned persons sometimes want speed limits lowered to improve safety. There is a widely 
held misconception that speed limit signs will significantly slow the speed of traffic and increase 



safety. Most drivers drive at a speed they consider reasonable and comfortable regardless of the 
posted speed limit. Studies have shown that there is no significant change in speeds following the 
posting of a revised speed limit. This is true whether the speed limit is increased or decreased. 
Safety is also not improved by establishing unreasonably low speed limits. 
 
For many years, the speed limit on Coloma Street (State Route 49) has been set at 25 mph.  This 
has created a problem because recent speed surveys have indicated that the predominant speed is 
actually closer to 35 mph.  Radar enforcement under this circumstance is problematic.   
 

DISCUSSION 

To allow for radar enforcement, Caltrans performed a speed survey last fall that calls for the 
speed limit to be raised to 35 mph on Coloma Street north of Spring Street to the city limits.  In 
addition, Sacramento Street from Pacific Street south to the city limits will also be increased to 
35 mph.  The traffic engineering study provides for a 25 mph speed limit from Pacific Street to 
Coloma Street, (the part of Highway 49 that is in the downtown area). 
 
Since Coloma Street and Sacramento Street are part of State Route 49, the City has no role in 
investigating or establishing the speed limits as proposed.  This is a responsibility of the 
California Department of Transportation and the purpose of tonight's meeting is to hold a public 
hearing on the proposed speed limit increases and answer any questions that are posed by the 
public or City Council.   
 
Engineering and Police have reviewed the proposal with Caltrans and support the 
recommendations that have been made to allow for radar enforcement. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 

There is no fiscal impact from this action. 
 
 
Prepared by:      Approved by: 
 
 
 

_____________________________         
Rick Tippett      Randy Pesses 
City Engineer      Director of Public Works 
 

 
 
 
 
Reviewed for Fiscal Impacts by:    Approved for submittal to City Council:  
 
 
         
Dave Warren      John Driscoll 
Director of Finance                 City Manager / City Attorney 
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