
 
 

ROAD COMMISSION FOR OAKLAND COUNTY ITS EFFORTS 
 
RCOC: Who We Are  
 The Road Commission for Oakland County 
(RCOC) maintains the largest county road system in 
the state of Michigan.  The system is second in size 
only to that of the Michigan Department of 
Transportation system.  RCOC also is known 
nationally as one of the most progressive county-
level road agencies, having been involved in cutting-
edge transportation technology, known as Intelligent 
Transportation Systems (ITS) for more than 12 
years.  Today, RCOC remains on the cutting edge of 
transportation technology. 
 Oakland County, with 1.2 million people, is located in Southeast Michigan 
immediately north of the city of Detroit.  The county encompasses more than 900 
square miles, ranging from densely populated urban areas to rural areas that are on the 
verge of substantial growth.  The regional metropolitan planning organization recently 
concluded that Oakland County accounts for 42 percent of all the traffic congestion in 
the seven-county Southeast Michigan region. 
 Additionally, Oakland County and Southeast Michigan in general face some 
unique transportation challenges.  The metro area is 
home to some 4.5 million people, with the majority 
living in Wayne (2 million), Oakland (1.2 million), and 
Macomb (800,000) counties.  While the city of Detroit 
remains the “central city” for the region, it is no longer 
the primary job center as it once was.  In fact, 
between 1960 and 1980, the metro Detroit area 
experienced the largest change in commuting 
patterns of any metro area in the country, with the 
change being a shift from suburb-to-city commuting to suburb-to-suburb.  By far, the 
largest job and residential growth in the metro area has occurred in Oakland County.  In 
fact, the county now attracts nearly 300,000 people a day who work in Oakland but live 
elsewhere.  Additionally, the metro Detroit area is unique in that it has an anemic mass 
transit system compared to most other comparably sized metropolitan areas in the 
country. 
 Finally, Oakland County is located in a state that has not supported 
transportation to the same degree as most other states.  According to U.S. Census 
Bureau data, for at least the last 40 years Michigan has been among the bottom 10 
states in the nation in terms of per capita state and local road funding. 
 All this means that Oakland County is faced with an increasingly overburdened 
road system and vastly insufficient funding to address current and anticipated road 
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congestion.  Despite this situation, RCOC has established motorist safety as its No. 1 
priority. 
 
One of the First ITS Proponents  
 Due to the above conditions, it became clear years ago to RCOC administrators 
that there would never be enough money to widen all the roads that needed additional 
lanes.  Consequently, it was imperative that an alternative means of improving 
motorists’ safety and reducing congestion be identified.  As a result, in the late 1980s – 
long before Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) were even on the radar screen for 
most state and local road agencies, RCOC began to investigate this new field, then 
known as Intelligent Vehicle Highway Systems (IVHS).  RCOC’s visionary top 
administrators immediately recognized the potential of new 
technologies to improve the efficiency of the road system. 
 In 1992, RCOC became one of the first road agencies in the 
nation to introduce “adaptive” traffic signals through its Faster and 
Safer Travel through Traffic Routing & Advanced Controls (FAST-
TRAC) program.  A radical departure from traditional “fixed-time” 
traffic signals, FAST-TRAC signals actually monitored traffic 
volumes and patterns at the intersection and continuously adjusted 
the signal timing to accommodate the traffic present at that moment. 

 As part of FAST-TRAC, RCOC was one of the 
first agencies in the country to experiment with video 
imaging vehicle detection (rather than “loops” buried 
in the pavement) to determine real-time traffic 
volumes at intersections.  Thanks to RCOC’s 
willingness to experiment with this new technology, 
video imaging vehicle detection is now a relatively 
common element of ITS systems around the world. 
 
A First Foray into VII – 12 Years Ago  
 At the same time that RCOC was initiating its FAST-TRAC adaptive traffic signal 
system, it also became aware of the immense potential benefits that could be had if the 
infrastructure – in this case the FAST-TRAC signals – could communicate with the 
vehicle.  Long before the term “Vehicle Infrastructure Integration” was originated, RCOC 
was partnering with a major automotive supplier (Siemens Automotive) to create a 
network of infrared beacons located across the county.  The beacons automatically 
transferred traffic information collected through the FAST-TRAC system, directly into 
navigational devices in a fleet of test cars.  This project was known as Ali-Scout.  The 
Ali-Scout in-vehicle navigational devices provided step-by-step navigational directions to 
the driver, providing the quickest route to a particular destination.  RCOC also fed its 
road construction project information into the system so drivers could be guided around 
construction-related congestion. 
 While this groundbreaking experiment was moderately successful on a limited 
test basis, it has taken more than 10 years for the available technology to catch up with 
the concept.  Today, RCOC is again involved in groundbreaking VII experiments, this 

 

 



time with several automotive companies (see details in “Current VII Efforts” section 
below). 
 
Where We are Today  
 In 2005, RCOC has equipped most major corridors in the county – including 
more than 650 intersections -- with FAST-TRAC adaptive traffic signals.  This adaptive 
signal system is the largest such system in North America.  With more than 1,300 video 
imaging vehicle detection devices in place on its roads, RCOC has the largest 
deployment of this technology for traffic management in the world. 
 Not only have we dramatically expanded the FAST-TRAC system, we have 
continuously upgraded the system.  The hardware and software that make up the 
system today are light years ahead of what we had when FAST-TRAC was launched in 
1992. 
 RCOC also was one of the first agencies in the 
country to make real-time traffic congestion information 
for non-freeway roads available on the Web.  The 
RCOC Real-Time Traffic Map, which is fed by data from 
the FAST-TRAC system, remains one of the most 
popular elements of the RCOC Web site 
(www.rcocweb.org).  In fact, several members of the 
local media have noted they routinely use our Web map 
as one of their sources of traffic information used in their 
traffic reports. 
 Because of our leadership in this field, RCOC regularly hosts visitors from cities, 
counties, states, provinces, and regions around the world who wish to emulate our 
success with adaptive signals and video imaging vehicle detection.  Today, several 
surrounding counties are attempting to introduce similar systems, and the Michigan 
Department of Transportation has begun to install FAST-TRAC signals on several of its 
roads in the county. 
 
Arterial/Freeway Integration  
 RCOC also is fortunate to be able to work with a state Department of 
Transportation that also has a significant interest in ITS.  In fact, the Road Commission 
is currently leading a project that will ultimately integrate MDOT’s freeway incident 
management system with RCOC’s FAST-TRAC system, linking the arterial roads along 
the I-75 corridor, which is the most heavily traveled corridor in Michigan.  The corridor is 
home to some of the largest employers in Michigan, including the U.S. headquarters of 
DaimlerChrysler. 
 This integration project is one element of an effort, known as the Great Lakes ITS 
initiative (GLITS).  GLITS is a regional consortium intended to expand ITS deployments 
in Southeast Michigan.  It involves expanding the ITS systems of the three largest 
counties in Southeast Michigan as well as MDOT.  It focuses on arterial roads and 
freeways in the region as well as transit, the three international border crossings and the 
I-94 and I-75 corridors, both of which are critical to both international and domestic trade 
in the U.S. 
 

 



Other RCOC ITS Initiatives  
 RCOC’s involvement with ITS is not limited to traffic 
signals.  In the late 1990s, RCOC conceived the concept of 
creating a regional consortium to introduce ITS technologies 
to winter road maintenance.  RCOC then became the lead 
agency in the Southeastern Michigan Snow and Ice 
Management (SEMSIM) project.  SEMSIM is a partnership 
of the four largest local road agencies in Southeast Michigan 
(RCOC, Wayne County, the city of Detroit, and the Road 
Commission of Macomb County).  SEMSIM is the largest project of 
its type in the nation and the first such multijurisdictional project.  It is 
also unique because it includes mass transit.  SMART, the suburban 
Detroit bus system, is a partner in the effort. 
 SEMSIM involves equipping all 500 of the winter road-
maintenance vehicles of the four road agencies with ITS 
technologies including GPS and a variety of sensors.  Both the 
sensors and GPS transponders send information in real time that 
enables fleet managers to most efficiently use their fleets.  The 
information is posted on a password-protected Web site that fleet managers can pull up 
anywhere they have Internet access.  This was the first project of its type in the nation 
to implement a Web-based application. 
 
Current VII Initiatives  
 Today, RCOC is one of the few county-level agencies in the nation that is 
involved directly with automotive manufacturers in an effort to deploy VII.  This activity 
takes several forms.  First, RCOC is currently transferring infrastructure data collected 
through its FAST-TRAC system to General Motors, with the goal of determining the best 
way to share and use the data.  Simultaneously, RCOC is in discussions with the 
DaimlerChrysler Corporation with the intent to initiate a joint “probe vehicle” project.  
Finally, RCOC is involved with the Crash Avoidance Metrics Partnership (CAMP), a 
research partnership between GM and Ford, intended to create a broader research 
consortia involving other vehicle manufacturers and their supplies to further crash 
avoidance research projects. 

 
 

 


