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By way of background,

The National Motorists Association was a grass-roots response to the 1974 national maximum speed limit (NMSL) of 55 mph.  Our first members were sports-car and high-mileage drivers, people at extreme risk of getting tickets.  Since the 55-mph limit put everyone at risk of a ticket, NMA attracted everyone from old-left activists to law-and-order conservatives who felt that traffic law ought to make sense and work.  Indeed, the original name was Citizens’ Coalition for Rational Traffic Laws.  But that was a mouthful, and reason has never been a big seller in politics, so we changed the name.
Of course, the 55-mph limit didn’t last, but it didn’t vanish by itself.
In 1987, the national maximum was raised to 65 mph, largely as a result of lobbying by NMA.  No one drove 55, but no other entity of any consequence, was working for this legislation.  To our recollection, only the motor-bus operators agreed publicly with our position.  Senator Steve Symms made repeal his priority, but it was NMA’s Jim Baxter, and one lobbyist, who walked the halls on this bill.  We were opposed by every highway interest working in DC at that time, along with the auto manufacturers and AAA.
In 1995, the NMSL was repealed altogether, again with NMA effort by one very-low-paid lobbyist, who managed to break the chokehold that east-coast states were keeping over the other states through the speed limit.  The truck owner-operators helped with her salary and expenses, but it was a very lonely effort.  Seventy-mph limits returned to many states, and 80 in Texas.  
My own involvement was driven by a historical view.  After two centuries of advancing commerce, the US government had begun trying to slow America down.  That offended me.  Eighteen years after the funding of the Interstate System, the Nixon administration tried to destroy its productivity.
Laboratories of Inventive Immobility

With the end of the NMSL, NMA didn’t go away, because . . .
There are 50 state legislatures and thousands of municipalities still chiseling away at mobility.  Some battles are purely local, like when speed bumps appear on your street.  But the real damage to mobility happens when local governments try to slow down or stop up traffic on through routes.
A few scenes from the battle in my state:  

The iron-mining town of Marquette banned trucks from the streets connecting the limestone dock with the taconite mill, to prevent noise and dust.

Traffic-ticket issuance doubled in some cities, simultaneous with large cuts in state revenue-sharing payments to cities.

The inner-ring suburb of Ferndale protested freeway widening in outer suburbs, saying the city was damaged by distant sprawl.  It also urged demolition of a grade separation of Detroit’s two busiest streets, Woodward and 8 Mile, claiming the overpass was ugly and sheltered prostitutes.

The City of Adrian tried to ban trucks from its main street.  The main street is also US‑223, carrying farm and auto-parts traffic between mid-Michigan and Toledo.

The City of East Lansing convinced a lower court it could set 25- and 35‑mph speed limits on state highways inside the city.
One night a mound of dirt appeared across a street in Auburn Hills that carried traffic from Rochester Hills to a freeway interchange.  It was later landscaped, and the city said it was a park.  It took years to get rid of it.
Homeowners demand that hundreds of miles of rural gravel road be posted at 25 mph, for the benefit of pedestrians and children.  Only the Governor’s veto prevented undoing a reform that set realistic limits.

The City of Southgate tried to install red-light cameras at two intersections, although automated tickets are illegal in Michigan.  Oddly, the two intersections said to have the worst safety problem were the only two with all four approaches within city limits, on which the City could keep all the fines.
Township police issue tickets on rural freeways, defending township residents from speeders on roads that may not have an exit within their jurisdiction.
Two large suburbs, Canton Township and Livonia, asked that the speed on I‑275 through their towns be reduced from 70 to 55 mph, to reduce noise.  Their police cars operate frequently on the freeway

State and local governments are laboratories of inventive practices.  I firmly believe local control is good, but it cuts two ways.  Some inventive ideas are bad, and they can be passed around like a virus.  The National Conference of State Legislatures and the League of Cities spread regulation the way the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel spread Legionnaires’ Disease.  There’s no telling what they’ll bring back from those conventions.  Our job is one of inoculation against bad ideas.
Local governments are not interested in mobility.  Their world stops at their boundaries, and if your trip crosses those boundaries, you can run into trouble.  You may be perceived as an invader to be repulsed, or a pigeon to be plucked.  Michigan has a lot of boundaries:  there are 512 cities and 1,203 townships.  If you drive the old street-racer’s route up Woodward Avenue between Detroit and Pontiac, you’ll encounter nine jurisdictions on the northbound trip and ten on the southbound side.  Two more if you go all the way downtown.  Imagine if all those governments got a voice in setting state-highway speed limits, which they tried to get in legislation last session.
Fighting Tickets, In Court and At the Source

NMA teaches its members how to avoid tickets, and how to fight them if we do get stopped.  We’ll fight this battle one ticket at a time if we have to, but it’s better to get rid of the laws that permit abuses of drivers.  
The recipe is simple for solving traffic problems at the city level:  all you have to do is get involved in local politics, and out-talk your neighbors who want 25-mph speed limits, traffic calming, 15-mph school zones, and speed bumps.  This can be done.  Sometimes the city engineer and police are on the motorist’s side, and all it takes is one person to stand up at a city-council meeting and demonstrate that voters aren’t unanimous in wanting a stop sign on every corner.

Cities often placate complainers by forming “traffic advisory committees” as an outlet for activist energies.  Some NMA members have gotten on these committees, and performed a valuable education function.
But that only works if you live there.  A motorist who doesn’t vote in a place is helpless to reform city government.  Traffic cops have enormous latitude to ticket out-of-towners and give “warnings” to local voters.
So we’ve become involved in state legislation that sets the rules by which local jurisdictions regulate traffic.  And we’ve begun funneling a little money to members fighting precedent-setting court cases.

Some of the court cases we’ve fought have to do with the Manual of Uniform Traffic Control Devices.  All states are required to adopt this as a condition of federal aid.  The Manual used to have clear requirements for reasonable speed limits.  Under pressure from local governments, the Manual has been dumbed down to give very weak guidance on speed limits.  Nonetheless, it’s still possible to win cases under it in some states, and we’re trying to restore respect for sound speed-zoning methods.

Another legal issue is preservation of the right to a trial for traffic offenses.  As tickets become more common and more costly, more people fight them—something NMA recommends for every ticket.  However, instead of expanding the court system, government often responds by denying motorists access to court.  In New York City, Pennsylvania, and elsewhere, traffic cases are heard in kangaroo courts where motorists have no right to a trial, and may lack the right to discover evidence in their favor.

Taking the High Ground

Since motorists can’t prevail at the local level, the solution is to move the fight uphill:  from the city to the regional planning agency, or city to the state legislature.  Radical groups selling anti-mobility schemes that would never get a hearing at the local level have succeeded at the state and national levels.  Well, we can do that, too. 
Road users need a higher power to protect themselves from local interests.  The uniform traffic code was built up during the 1930’s and `40’s, in response to the chaos of local traffic ordinances.  It was codified in most states, and enforced as a condition of federal highway aid.  Now it’s under assault, and the rationale for it is being forgotten.
The balance of power varies from state to state, and I don’t know how it works everywhere.  Michigan cities, for example, have very strong home-rule powers for enacting ordinances.  Luckily, that isn’t true where the vehicle code is involved.  Traffic law is required to be standardized statewide.  But that law isn’t very clear, and it’s always under assault from city governments who don’t understand the precedents—or who pretend they don’t.  If the law isn’t defended, we risk accumulating precedents that tip the balance of power downhill toward local governments.

Term limits made our job harder:  many legislators come from city government, and return there when term-limited out of office.  City interests come first for these people.  When a red-light-camera bill was introduced in Michigan, 3 of its 5 sponsors were former city officials (and one was from state government, and the fifth was a schoolmarm).  State legislators can no longer build power by attaching themselves to one committee and defending its program, like the state highway system.  Term-limited politicians still cater to special interests, but it’s typically something that pays off after they’re out of office, and mobility isn’t a paying proposition.
Few Allies

Motorists have not succeeded in allying with any other interests.  Despite what the Surface Transportation Policy Partnership will tell you, there is no omnipotent road lobby any more—if there ever was.

It surprises me that local merchants are of so little help in defending the mobility of their customers.  Small (and not-so-small) retailers seem not to value accessibility: they think all they need is a driveway. (Or, preferably, four driveways, regardless of the impact on traffic flow.)  Divided boulevards especially terrify retailers, who think they’ll lose sales if every driver can’t impulsively swerve left into their store.  That shopper won’t be back, though, if she has to turn left across three lanes exiting the store.

When Main Street clogs up or empties out, sharper merchants go elsewhere, and the rest go out of business.  I once heard a logistics man from a large retailer tell a conference of traffic planners:  “If a location becomes too high-cost, we’ll just close it.”  Successful retail chains are enormously good at calculating profitability, and that includes their logistics cost.  City councils don’t realize that when they divert those noisy, cancer-causing, asthma-provoking trucks, they chase away retail price and selection, and lose another measure of livability.
Some big businesses are sensitive to immobility.  I want to give a couple examples of business involvement in traffic matters, from Michigan’s fastest-growing county.  The Traffic Improvement Association www.tiami.org/ started out in Oakland County and is now spreading statewide (plus Poland).  They’re a voluntary association of the state’s largest employers, dedicated to improving auto travel.  They do scientific analysis of crash statistics to guide road improvements and policing, and conduct driver training for the elderly.  Another campaign in that county, the Oakland County Businesses for Better Roads www.rcocweb.org is agitating for local-option fuel and registration taxes for local road widening.  When someone argues against road investment, there’s an organized voice there to respond.

But organization and auto drivers just don’t seem to go together.  There are seven million drivers in Michigan, but NMA has a couple hundred members in most states.  Our enormous numbers don’t make drivers a political force.  Instead, they make us a fat, juicy target.  If a 100,000 people drive through a city each, it only has to shake down a tiny fraction to balance the city budget; a state only has to divert a little of each vehicle fee to eliminate its deficit.  Every city has a couple too-low speed limits or hidden stop signs they can exploit for revenue.  As long as governments don’t get too greedy, they won’t upset the equilibrium between indolence and irritation that keeps drivers from organizing.
But greed is definitely going up.  Washington, DC is making $200–300,000 a month from single speed cameras, or $40 million a year district-wide.  Three- and four-hundred-dollar traffic tickets are common in some states, often driven by state surtaxes.  That’s not true in Michigan, but Michigan now has a $1,000 surtax on driving with a suspended license.  Most suspensions are for failing to answer a $130 speeding ticket.  If you drive without insurance, it’s another $400 or $1,000.  In four years, outstanding surtaxes exceeded $300 million, with about 100,000 drivers legally immobilized by their debt to the state.  The typical victim is a rural wage earner who must drive many miles to a low-paying job.  Those people are pretty much out of the legal economy.  
Let’s look at the legislative climate that produced $1,000 surtaxes.  If your state has a conservative crack-down-on-everything crowd, and they hook up with a liberal tax-everything-in-sight bunch, you’ve got a perfect climate for sin taxes.  And if there aren’t enough sinners, legislators will manufacture them.  I call this the DDT strategy:  Divide, Demonize, and Tax.  You find a group that’s big enough to be economically interesting, accuse it of misbehavior to render it politically impotent, then tax the devil out of it.  Drinkers and smokers were the first victims.  It’s a toss-up whether drivers or junk-food eaters will be next.  One popular trick is to define any two offenses as aggressive driving, and attach huge penalties ($2,500 is proposed in a Michigan bill).
Michigan’s 2006 Speed-limit Reform
I want to mention one dramatic success at the state level:  the 2006 Michigan speed-law reform.  This is the ultimate in rational speed law: it requires most speed limits to be posted according to a standard methodology that reflects real driver behavior.  That’s exactly the kind of law NMA would write, but it wasn’t ours.  It was the work of the Michigan State Police (although NMA helped a bit).
Legislators asked the State Police to help them write a bill that would let local governments put 25-mph speed limits on vast stretches of suburban streets.  Officials in MSP’s Traffic Services section suggested that a different approach might produce safer traffic, and replaced the harsh speed-limit scheme with a total reform of Michigan’s vague, junky speed-limit law (MCL 257.627 through 629).  Without going into details, Michigan law now requires speed limits on county roads and most state highways to be set after a survey of actual free-flowing-traffic speeds.  Prima facie limits on city streets must be posted according to a table of driveway frequency that returns 35 or 45 mph for most streets.  If a jurisdiction doesn’t adhere to the methods, the limit reverts to a default 55 mph.  The only legislated speed limit left is the 70-mph freeway limit (60 for trucks).
The law isn’t perfect, and I wouldn’t necessarily recommend Michigan’s language as a model, but the idea deserves to be replicated in other states.  It was a remarkable piece of legislative maneuvering.  It required the State Police’s credibility in the area of traffic safety (and the uniforms and holsters didn’t hurt, either).  Three MSP officials took it upon themselves to put every speed trap in Michigan out of business.  On November 9, 2006, most Michigan city speed limits were quietly invalidated.  Ticket writing continues, but the first cases are now being heard in the courts that will force cities to modernize their speed limits.  Our hope now is that there won’t be a legislative backlash when cities find out that their speed traps are no longer profitable.

Motivation:  Defending “Our” Streets
I want to indulge in a bit of unfounded speculation on why citizens and governments try to reduce mobility.  It helps to understand the opposition, especially if there are unspoken, or even subconscious, agendas.

Often it’s the money.  The tell-tale sign is when a city says, “It’s not about the money, it’s about traffic safety.”  Some cities really do depend on fine revenue, and the share is increasing.  The decline in revenue sharing is probably not coincidental with increases in ticketing; Detroit suburbs have been labeled nation’s worst speed traps on a (nonscientific, self-reporting) survey on the NMA web site.
When they’re not making money, they’re marking their territory.  My unsupported pop-psychology theory is that traffic calming is most popular where residents feel threatened by invaders from a different culture.  Some examples
     East Lansing has what I call the Museum of Traffic Calming:  a residential street with 4 raised crosswalks, 2 superfluous 4-way stops, a center island and chicane, and a mini-traffic circle, all in two blocks.  Why there?  It’s the route to high school.
     Residential street with mid-block stop sign:  Why?  A street through middle-class neighborhood gives access to college-student apartments.

Logic is useless against these impulses.  Politicians catering to these psychological needs can’t be taught the facts.  They’ll actually advocate things that are contrary to safety.  (Such as mandatory crosswalks at every school, whether safe or not.  That one was authored by a legislator who was now works for Michigan’s Safe Routes to School program after term limits took his seat away.)  I’d love to say, “So, you don’t care how many people you have to kill to demonstrate your commitment to traffic safety.”

Roadside residents are asserting ownership of “our” roads.  Our roads is a recurring phrase in letters to the editor: “Those people” are driving too fast on “our roads.”  This is perfectly understandable on residential streets, and relatively harmless.  It’s by no means harmless when “our road” is an arterial highway, or a country road.
I cringe when I hear the phrase stakeholder.  It means that someone is about to assert ownership over something he has no stake in.  One reason they get away with this is because road finance is so poorly understood.  Homeowners imagine that property taxes pay for roads.  That may be true of subdivision streets, but local governments contribute nothing to highways in most states.  We need to fight the notion that roadside communities deserve control over through roads.  I suggest another phrase that you used to see on bumper stickers.  Motorists should be telling local governments, “As a matter of fact, I do own the road.”

