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AN INTRODUCTION TO TRAFFIC DIRECTION AND CONTROL 

IN THE POLICE FUNCTION 

ABSTRACT 

This unit provides the student with some introductory 

information concerning the law enfvrcement role in relation 

to the traffic engineer and traffic flow. The unit includes 

a discussion of routine police functions in traffic direction 

and control as well as a discussion of traffic engineering. 

BEHAVIORAL OBJECTIVES 

Gain a basic understanding of what traffic direction 

and control' (TDC) encompasses. 

• Police responsibilities in conducting TDC 

. The role of the patrolman and the traffic 

engineer in TDC. 
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TRAFFIC DIRECTION AND CONTROL 

Introduction 

Defi niti ons 

Traffic direction and control (TDC) is the part of polic1e traffic 

services that involves telling drivers and pedestrians how, whE!re, and 

when they mayor may not move or stand at a particular place, especially 

during periods of congestion or in emergencies; generally, all police activ­

ities necessary to insure a smooth and orderly flow of traffic. The key 

words are how and when and where traffic can move. The control of vehicular and 

pedestrian movement by police at a particular place such as, but not limited 

to, an intersection is known as point traffic control. 

Routine Police Function 

A routine police duty of practically all patrolmen is to.conductTDC. 

The utilization of traffic signs, signals,and roadway markings helps the 

motori st and pedestri an under "norma 1" traffi c conditi ons. However, the 

. patrolman is still required, when human judgment is necessary, to handle 

unusual traffic flow situations. Therefore, TDC is performed by the patrol­

man assigned to a beat, as well as the patrolman in the police car. 
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TOC Objecti ves 

The primary objectives that a patrolman is expected to fulfill while 

conducting TOC are as follows: 

Expedite the safe movement of vehicular and pedestrian traffic 

Relieve congestion on roads and highways 

Secure compliance with traffic laws. 

Situations Requiring TOC 

There are many situations where patrolmen must apply TOC techniques 

and procedures. Some of these situations are as follows: 

"Rush hour" traffic, namely the daily time periods people require 

to go from home to work and return 

Peak hours of business at shopping and/or business areas, which 

could occur several times during the day as well as during evening 

hours 

• Twice daily school traffic 

Special or unusual situations: 

Acci dent scenes 

Fires or disaster areas 

. Special events 

Parade 

Sport arena, race track. 
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Hazardous scenes 

Construction areas 

Fal1en trees 

Downed lamp post/power lines 

Improperly/illegally parked vehicles, 

• Escort of special traffic 

Oversi zed loads 

Mil i tary convoys 

VIP vehicles 

Funerals 

Parades 

Dangerous or valuable cargo • 
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Responsibilities 

Performance ~eguirements 

The patrolman is responsible for expediting the safe and smooth flow 

of vehicular/pedestrian traffic when he is assigned to a station or when he 

detects a traffic problem. Specifically, he 'is required to: 

Regulate cross flow 

North and South 

East and West 

Control turning movements 

Detour traffic in emergencies 

Supervise signal obedience 

· When necessary, di rect traffi c to enhance traffi c 

control 

Protect pedestrians 

Prevent jayWalking 

· Other hazardous crossings 

• Secure compliance with traffic laws 

Pre~ent illegal parking 

Enforce traffic laws 

Provide safe passage of emergency vehicles 

· When a confl i ct exi sts, pri ori ty should be 

given to the heavier vehicle 

Fi re truck 

. Ambulance 

Police car .. - ---" --
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Select routes for escorted traffic 

Give routing and traffic law information. 

Remember: Tow trucks and rel ated equi pment are not consi dered emergency 

equipment in Maryland. 

Point Traffic Control 

The control of vehicular and pedestrian movement by police at a particular 

place is known as point traffic control. A patrolman must decide who uses the 

roadway, in what order, for how long, and under what conditions. The direc­

tional flow of traffic can be any of the following: both streets two-way, 

both streets one-way, one street two-way, or between intersections. Although 

point traffic control is usually performed at intersections, it can also be 

performed on any type of roadway, which includes limited access highways. 

Method of Control 

The methods a patrolman uses to direct traffic are fundamentally the 

same. It is the conditions that vary. A patrolman manually directs traffic 

by means of a standard set of signals and gestures. The patrolman can also 

supplement traffic control devices in situations where they are inadequate by 

manually controlling the device or supplementing traffic signals and/or signs 

by using signals and gestures. A det~~i1ed discussion of signals and gestures 

and their application is contained in unit XVII, pages XVII - ~ through XVII - 13. 

For further reference, see Article 66 1/2, Section 11-103 and 11-201 of the 

~1otor Veh; cle Laws of Mary' and. 
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Traffic Engineering 

". 
DeTi nit; ott of Traffi c Engi neeri n9 (TEl 

The Institute of Traffi c Engi neers defi nes TE as IIthat phase of en!)i­

neering which deals with the planning and geometric design of streets, highways, 

and abutting lands, and with traffic operation thereon, as their use is related 

to the safe, conven; ent, andeconomi c transportati on of persons and gooos.!! 

Some of the tasks for which the traffic ~ngineer is responsible are: 

Conduct roadway surveys to determine the volume, speed; and 

destination of traffic 

Roadway design and layout; installation of traffic signals, 

sign~ and pavement markings (traffic control devices) 

Parking regulation 

Establishment of traffic flow patterns, i.e., one-way: 

streets, etc. 

Setting of speed limits for new rOCilds and highways. 

The traffic engineering field is relatively new. The title of IItraffiG 

engineer ll was first officially recognized in.1921 in the State of Ohio. Today, 

many small cities and towns still do not have a traffic engineer. Cities in 

the population category of 50,000 or smaller tend to rely on the police to·ful­

fill the traffic engineering function. Usually one officer is delegated the 

responsibility and his cost is part of the police budget. 
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The Individual Officer's Role in iE 

Each police officer can help the traffic engineer to reduce traffic 

accidents and expedite the safe movement of traffic, since officers are in the 

best position to detect traffici',.lY inadequacies. Typical examples of inade­

quacies and improvements which the patrolman can report are: 

A traffic control device which is obscured, damaged, or missing 

. The need for a no parking zone near an intersection to facilitate 

traffi c flow 

A street which needs new lane markings to facilitate traffic flow 

and prevent accidents 

A malfunctioning or inoperative traffic light 

Need to increase 0\" decrease the ; nterva 1 s of a traffi c Ii ght ' 

to aid in clearing a problematic intersection. 

All the suggestions might not be implemented. However, the patrolman should 

be alert to suggest improvements. The traffic engineer will determine the 

final action that will be taken based on factual justifications. 

Remember that TDC ;s a duty of every police officer. It is not a 

secondary function to regular crime prevention patrol. 

Remember also that public relations are closely related to good TDC • 
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D'irect;ons: eire'le the letter of the one 'Item which best completes the' 

following statements. 

1. The patrolman is expected to conduct roc: 
a. in unusual traffic flow situations 

b. when automati~ signals are not operating properly 

c. to relieve congestion on roads and highways 

d. all of the above. 

2. Point traffic control is usually performed at: 

a~ certain types of roadways 

b. 1 i m; ted access hi ghways 

c. intersections 

d. all of the above. 

3. Traffic engineering includes: 

a. roadway des'; gn 

b. roadway construction 

c. traffic control 

d. all of the above. 

4. A patrolman can help the traffic engineer to reduce traffic by 

reporting for his beat: 

a. the number of accidents occurring each month 

b. the approximate number and type of vehicles using the roadways 

c. the need for a no parking zone near an intersection 

d. all of the above. 

Turn to the next page to check your answers. 
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KEY 

1. d. an of the above. 

(See pages XV - 2 and XV - 3. ) 

2. c. intersections. 

(See page XV - 4.) 

3. a. roadway design. 

(See page XV - 7.) 

4. c. the need for a no parking zone near an inters,ection. 

(See page XV - 8.) 
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