
Variable 
Speed 

Limits in
St. Louis

Slow and steady means
everyone gets there quicker

What does that solution look like in 
St. Louis?

The Missouri Department of Transportation 
is starting variable speed limits along I-270.  
When congestion starts building along stretches 
of I-270, MoDOT will use changeable speed 
limit signs to vary the speed limit on the road.  
Speed limits along I-270 could range from 60 
mph during extremely light traffi c, to as low as 
40 mph during extreme congestion. Speed limits 
could be lowered further if there is a signifi cant 
crash on I-270.

How does MoDOT determine when 
to lower or raise the speed limit?

MoDOT bases decisions on increasing or 
decreasing the speed limit by viewing the 
occupancy of the lanes – or the percentage of 
how long a vehicle uses a section of highway 
compared to how long it should be there.  If 
occupancy rates are increasing, that is a good 
determination that cars are bunching up. The 
engineer also takes into consideration the 
volume of the highway (how many vehicles are 
currently on that stretch of highway). Finally, 
they consider how fast those vehicles are going. 
MoDOT will consider changing the speed limits 
when the occupancy, volume and speed increase 
or decrease signifi cantly.

Can these limits be enforced?
Yes. The Missouri Department of Transportation 
has the ability to raise and lower speed limits on 
interstate roads. The Missouri Highway Patrol 
has the responsibility of enforcing those speed 
limits. 

Where else are variable 
speed limits used?

Variable speed limits are used in Europe; 
Tennessee,Washington, Delaware, and New 
Jersey have some form of variable speed 
limits. 

What other options are there to ease 
traffi c fl ow?

�  Ramp metering: Smooths highway merging 
to avoid traffi c slowdowns – can back up onto 
arterial streets during increased congestion 
or incidents. Expensive to implement.

�  Pricing highways with variable tolls: 
Paces demand for traffi c through supply-
price-demand “process” to achieve steady 
peak capacity conditions. Would require 
legislative changes to enable tolling.

�  New construction in congestion areas: 
Construction in some areas of congestion 
would require major redesign of the roadway, 
might require purchasing extensive right of 
way, or could be limited by existing roadway 
structures. Very expensive to implement.

�  Incident response: Clears blocking 
conditions, reduces secondary accidents, 
restores traffi c fl ow. Used in St. Louis.

�    Information systems: Helps drivers 
anticipate conditions along the route to help 
make better decisions on alternate routes. 
Used in St. Louis.



What is the problem?
For the most part,  traffi c fl ows  well  along 
I-270. During morning and evening traffi c, 
there are sections of the highway which get 
extremely congested. This means that there 
is enough space on the road to handle traffi c; 
however, adjustments can be made to allow 
traffi c to fl ow more smoothly.

What is the solution? 
If traffi c slows down as they approach a 
congested area and all the drivers stay at 
a constant speed, traffi c can get through  
congested areas faster. Imagine the highway 
as a funnel. Now, imagine the traffi c which 
has to travel along the highway during a 
certain time as a container of rice. If you 
pour all the rice into the funnel at the same 
time, it gets congested at the bottom of the 
funnel and takes some time to work through 
the funnel.  Now, if you slowly pour the rice 
into the funnel – keeping it at a steady pace 
– the rice moves through the funnel evenly 
and doesn’t cause congestion. In fact, even 
though the rice is entering the funnel slower, 
all the rice gets through the funnel (to its 
destination) faster.
Note: this metaphor is based on an idea from Paul Haase 
of Sammamish, Washington, in response to a challenge by 
Washington State Department of Transportation Secretary Doug 
MacDonald.

How much will this cost?
To purchase, install and maintain the signs for 
two years, MoDOT will pay approximately 
$900,000. MoDOT will evaluate the 
program after two years and determine any 
additional requirements at that time. 

How fast will MoDOT make 
changes in the speed limit?

MoDOT will evaluate and make 
changes in the speed limit as needed. 
However, traffi c specialists will not 
change the speed limit by less than 
5 miles per hour, and will not lower 
the speed limit by more than 15 miles 
per hour between any two signs on 
the interstate. After adjusting the 
speed, traffi c specialists will wait at 
least 5 minutes before making further 
adjustments.

How far back will MoDOT 
change the speed limit?

That will depend on the current 
situation. If it is normal congestion, 
there will be standard zones of 
reduced speeds to regulate traffi c 
through the congested area. If there is 
an incident, such as a crash,  MoDOT 
traffi c specialists will consider the impact of 
the incident, and will adjust speeds back along 
the interstate to keep a steady fl ow of vehicles 
going around the incident.

What does MoDOT expect?
MoDOT intends to use variable speed limits to 
improve traffi c fl ow on I-270 during morning 
and evening rush periods and during times of 
increased congestion from incidents. MoDOT 
will evaluate the project after an initial two year 
period to determine if the project was effective 
and consider expanding variable speed limits to 
other interstates in the metro region.

Why not build a larger roadway?
Traffi c along I-270 fl ows fairly well, except at 
a few locations during the morning or evening 
commutes. This congestion is normally due to 
incidents, or to existing limitations on the road 
(narrow bridges, short entrance or exit ramps, 
etc.). So, although widening the road would 
allow more traffi c on the interstate, it would also 
require millions of taxpayer dollars and would, 
in effect, move the problem into the future when 
traffi c once again fi lled the highway.


