
On	  Tuesday	  at	  6PM,	  I	  will	  be	  giving	  a	  presentation	  to	  the	  Atherton	  Transportation	  
Committee	  recommending	  that	  a	  roundabout	  be	  installed	  at	  the	  intersection	  of	  
Atherton	  Avenue	  and	  Alameda	  de	  Las	  Pulgas.	  	  If	  you	  are	  available	  to	  show	  up	  to	  
voice	  your	  support	  for	  this	  occurring,	  that	  would	  be	  great.	  	  It	  will	  be	  in	  the	  town	  
chambers	  at	  94	  Ashfield	  Rd.	  	  If	  not	  and	  you	  would	  like	  to	  register	  support,	  just	  reply	  
to	  me	  with	  anything	  that	  I	  can	  print/forward	  to	  them	  and	  copy	  
transportation@ci.atherton.ca.us.	  	  
	  
Many	  of	  you	  have	  experienced	  the	  traffic	  delays	  that	  happen	  at	  least	  twice	  a	  day	  at	  
that	  intersection.	  	  There	  is	  a	  potential	  solution	  hiding	  in	  plain	  sight.	  	  Roundabouts	  
(not	  to	  be	  confused	  with	  “traffic	  circles”	  or	  “rotaries,”	  which	  have	  given	  roundabouts	  
a	  bad	  name)1	  have	  been	  used	  successfully	  in	  Europe	  for	  decades,	  but	  are	  in	  their	  
infancy	  in	  the	  USA.	  	  Europe	  has	  over	  100K	  of	  them,	  but	  the	  USA	  has	  about	  3K,	  and	  
according	  to	  the	  CA	  DOT,	  there	  are	  none	  in	  SF	  or	  San	  Mateo	  Counties,	  and	  only	  one	  
in	  Santa	  Clara	  Co.2	  	  The	  town	  of	  Carmel,	  Indiana	  has	  found	  them	  to	  work	  so	  well	  that	  
they	  have	  replaced	  many	  of	  their	  stop	  signs	  and	  all	  but	  one	  of	  their	  traffic	  lights	  with	  
them.	  	  They	  have	  more	  than	  80	  in	  their	  small	  town.3	  
	  
A	  single-‐lane	  roundabout	  at	  that	  location	  would	  be	  able	  to	  process	  about	  50%	  more	  
cars/hour4	  through	  it	  than	  the	  existing	  4-‐way	  stop	  sign5,	  so	  it	  would	  eliminate	  the	  
congestion	  from	  that	  intersection.	  	  Furthermore,	  studies	  have	  shown	  that	  they	  are	  
much	  safer,6	  cause	  less	  pollution7	  and	  noise,	  and	  save	  motorists	  time	  and	  money.	  	  
Bikers	  prefer	  them	  due	  to	  the	  ability	  to	  maintain	  momentum.	  	  The	  Atherton	  police	  
would	  also	  probably	  lose	  a	  major	  source	  of	  revenue	  from	  the	  issuance	  of	  traffic	  
tickets	  for	  the	  cars	  that	  don’t	  come	  to	  a	  complete	  stop.	  	  This	  problem	  inspired	  me	  to	  
give	  a	  TED	  talk	  on	  intersections	  in	  2010.8	  	  The	  analysis	  in	  that	  only	  looked	  at	  the	  10-‐
second	  delay	  from	  stopping	  at	  a	  stop	  sign,	  not	  the	  5-‐minute	  traffic	  queue	  that	  forms	  
twice	  a	  day	  at	  this	  particular	  location.	  
	  
In	  most	  American	  towns,	  some	  people	  are	  afraid	  of	  roundabouts…until	  they	  try	  
them.	  	  After	  they	  are	  built,	  they	  are	  much	  more	  appreciated.9	  	  The	  aversion	  may	  
stem	  from	  recalling	  being	  stressed	  about	  them	  while	  driving	  overseas.	  	  This	  is	  nicely	  
explained	  in	  Tom	  Vanderbilt’s	  blog	  referenced	  below.10	  
	  
A	  significant	  traffic	  complaint	  received	  by	  Atherton	  is	  about	  drivers	  taking	  short-‐
cuts	  and	  speeding	  down	  residential	  streets	  during	  rush	  hour.	  	  This	  is	  an	  attempt	  to	  
go	  around	  traffic	  jams.	  	  Roundabouts	  can	  eliminate	  those	  jams	  and	  thereby	  
eliminate	  the	  diversion	  problem.	  
	  
The	  cost	  of	  installing	  them	  is	  similar	  to	  that	  of	  putting	  in	  traffic	  lights,	  but	  there	  are	  
lower	  operating	  costs11,	  better	  safety,	  less	  pollution,	  noise12,	  wasted	  time	  and	  
wasted	  gas	  than	  traffic	  lights.	  	  There’s	  a	  newer	  type	  called	  a	  Mini-‐roundabout13	  
which	  can	  be	  even	  more	  cost-‐effective.	  
	  
While	  this	  particular	  intersection	  is	  not	  one	  of	  the	  Earth’s	  bigger	  problems,	  the	  
aggregate	  costs	  of	  traffic	  jams	  are	  more	  than	  $100	  billion	  annually	  in	  wasted	  fuel	  
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and	  lost	  time.14	  	  This	  problem	  has	  to	  be	  solved	  one	  jam	  at	  a	  time,	  and	  I	  am	  hoping	  
that	  this	  proven	  solution	  will	  be	  replicated	  elsewhere	  after	  succeeding	  in	  this	  
location.	  	  If	  charity	  starts	  close	  to	  home,	  so	  should	  traffic	  improvements.	  
	  
Thanks	  for	  your	  interest.	  
	  
Gary	  Lauder	  
Gary@LauderPartners.com	  
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