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he first experiment with computer control in North America and possibly the world began operation by the City of Los An-
geles, in January 1960.  It was implemented along the Wilshire Boulevard corridor (between 6th and 9th Streets) westerly of 

the Harbor Freeway.  It was extended to include the Coliseum area.  Known as the P.R. (Pro Rata), system (meaning equitable 
distribution of green time), it featured cable interconnect, pressure pad detectors for sampling traffic volumes, three radio towers 
and a central computer.  The radio system transmitted traffic volumes to the central computer which identified the appropriate 
signal timing program.  The central computer would than use radio transmission to implement the revised timing at all of the 
controllers.  The timing was shown on map with red and green light bulbs.  Analog computers at that time were very sensitive to 
heat and humidity, thus resulting in frequent system failures.  (Solid state computers would start to become available in 1964.)  
In addition, the pressure pad detectors were expensive to maintain and would be replaced by inductive loop detectors in 1965.  
The, there were difficulties in retaining the dedicated radio frequency, due to Federal Communications Commission rules.  The 
system was before its time and eventually, the central control feature was disconnected.  
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The second attempt was in 1971 when the County of Los Angeles awarded 
a contract to TRW to provide a second generation computerized traffic con-
trol network at 111 signals in the South Bay Area of the County.  However, 
software and hardware problems led TRW to abandon the project.  
 
The existence of the Hollywood Park Race Track and the recent debut of 
the Forum Sports Arena in 1973, led the City of Inglewood to seek a com-
puterized signal control system.  The system became operational in 1976 
and was the first to utilize the Urban Traffic County System (UTCS) soft-
ware developed by the Federal Highway Administration. 
 
In 1984, the City of Los Angeles implemented the initial phase of ATSAC 
(Automated Traffic Surveillance and Control) just one month prior to the 
Los Angeles Olympic Games.  It was the first system to extensively monitor 
traffic flows in a network and to automatically change timing plans in re-
sponse to those flows.  The ATSAC concept was very similar to that of the 
P.R. system.  However, loop detectors replaced pressure pads, microproces-
sor controllers replaced electro-mechanical ones, fiber optic cable replaced 
radio tower transmission, digital computers replaced analog ones and colored 
computer graphics replaced the map with light bulbs. 

 

Analog computer control in 1960 
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The Pro Rata System along Sunset Boulevard 
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ATSAC sub-system graphics 
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ATSAC intersection graphics 
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ontrary to popular thought, the ATSAC Center is not the only traffic management center the City has had. 
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The first one was operational a full 60 years before ATSAC 
started sensing 1984 Olympics - related traffic.  It was located in 
a subterranean room below Pershing Square and managed 31 in-
terconnected Acme semaphore traffic signals in the area bounded 
by 1st, 9th, Hill and Main Streets.  At that time it was called a 
Central Timing Station.  It was truly state-of-the-art in 1924.  
 
Downtown was the retail and theater center of  Southern Califor-
nia and curves were plotted showing the rise and fall of  traffic 
flow during the day and throughout the week.  Tuesdays through 
Fridays were considered “average” traffic days.  On Saturdays, the 
retail stores closed at 12 noon thus creating a pronounced peak 
hour and very light traffic thereafter.  Sundays had pleasure driv-
ing and sight seeing after church services.  Then there was mania 
Monday, due to the surge of  traffic coming to shop Downtown 
after seeing the large advertisements of  bargains in the Sunday 
newspaper.  Then there were the evening surges due to theater at-
tendance.  Based on all of  the traffic flow fluctuations, traffic sig-
nal timing was changed 16 times per day on a scheduled basis. 
 
The Acme Central Timing Station with its rotating cylinders and 
contacts would start to fall into disrepair.  When Pershing Square 
was reconstructed in 1952 to provide underground parking, the 
Central Timing Station was replaced by another underground 
room that served as an Eagle Signal master controller for 150 sig-
nals.  Later, other signals would be added along the Wilshire 
Boulevard Corridor.  The now defunct Eagle Signal Master Con-
troller room was last visited in 1996 and is now semi-inaccessible. 
 
In 1960, a monitoring center was built right outside the General 
Manager’s Office of  the Department of  Traffic on the 12th Floor 
of  City Hall.  The Pro Rata system featured a central analog com-
puter that received traffic data from detectors, via radio transmis-
sion, determined the best timing plan and changed the timing 
through radio communication.  However, the hardware was not 
reliable and the system was scrapped after a few years. 
 
Not to be deterred, the ATSAC system was conceived in 1975 
and the first system became operational in 1984.  It has been 
proven to be a sustainable, upgradeable, enduring system. 

 

Acme Signal Center in Pershing Square base-
ment, circa 1924 
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Signal system control in Pershing Square room, 
1952 
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Pro-Rata system in Room 1200A City Hall 
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