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8 Emergency Strategies

Chapter 7 gave useful strategies to help you handle personal 
situations that can influence your driving in a negative way. 
This chapter describes two major strategies for handling driving 
emergencies and many practical tips for helping you control 
situations to prevent emergencies from developing.

Preparing for Emergencies
No one really expects to be involved in an emergency, but you 
can be sure that at some time you will be faced with one while 
you are driving. The best way to handle emergencies is to be 
prepared. One way you can prepare is by rehearsing what you 
would do. Try these steps:

1.	 As you drive, look ahead and scan the scene for potential 
hazards (child running out in front of you, cyclist swerving 
into your lane, car stopping in front of you suddenly, etc.)

2.	 Ask yourself: What would I do? (brake, swerve, pull over, 
etc.)

The best preparation is to always be alert and drive using the 
See-Think-Do strategy. If you are alert and make good decisions 
based on your observations, you will usually be able to take a 
driving action before an emergency develops.

Remember to prepare your vehicle for emergencies. Carry the 
right emergency equipment to help you deal with situations 
described in this chapter.

Emergency Driving Strategies
Two strategies to handle dangerous situations are emergency 
braking and skid control. These strategies are complex. They 
should only be practised in a safe location under the supervision 
of an expert driver.

Emergency braking

Put Yourself in the Driver’s Seat

You are driving along your street, almost home. Out of the corner 
of your right eye you see a ball roll out onto the street with a blurry 
image behind it — maybe the neighbour’s child. There’s hardly any 
time to stop.

What should you do?
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Warning

Even skilled drivers are not 
able to safely handle every 
emergency. The strategies in 
this chapter cannot guarantee 
your safety. The best 
preparation for an emergency 
is to avoid it.
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Even when you scan carefully, unexpected hazards can occur. 
When that happens, you may need to use emergency braking.

The key to emergency braking is to stop the vehicle as quickly as 
possible without locking the brakes. If you lock the brakes, the 
wheels stop turning.You will lose control of the steering and the 
car may skid.

Please note that the information on braking in this chapter 
refers to standard braking systems. However, some vehicles 
have anti-lock braking systems (ABS). Basic information about 
these braking systems is provided in this chapter. If you have a 
vehicle with ABS, be sure to check your owner’s manual for more 
complete information on emergency braking techniques.

Strategies: Emergency Braking Technique

To stop suddenly in an emergency:

1.	 Press down hard on the brake pedal, but not hard enough 
to lock the wheels.

2.	 Quickly release the brake and press hard again to regain 
control if you start to skid.

3.	 Look and steer in the direction you want to go.

In most cases, you will not want to lock the brakes when 
stopping quickly. However, there may be occasions when you 
choose to lock the brakes because stopping is more important 
than steering.

Anti-lock braking systems (ABS)
ABS allows drivers to brake and steer at the same time. You 
cannot do this with ordinary brakes. In an emergency situation, 
drivers using ABS should apply continuous, firm, hard pressure 
to the brake pedal until the vehicle stops. The computerized 
sensors automatically release the brakes from the wheels to 
prevent locking.

Contrary to what people believe, ABS does not allow you to 
drive faster and they do not always allow you to stop sooner. On 
some surfaces, like gravel, the braking distance may be longer. 
However, ABS can help prevent wheels from locking up on wet 
and slippery surfaces.

RoadSense Tip

Learn to use ABS correctly by 
practising in a safe location. 
Accelerate to 30 km/h, brake 
hard and steer around an 
imaginary object. Do not 
pump the brakes because this 
turns the system off. Don’t 
be alarmed by brake noise 
or shudder; this is normal. 
Check your owner’s manual so 
you know the correct braking 
technique.
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Skid control

Put Yourself in the Driver’s Seat

It’s a cold morning and you’re in a hurry to make it to work on time. 
You suddenly feel the vehicle isn’t responding when you turn the 
steering wheel. You press the brake. The back of the car swings to the 
right — you’ve hit ice!

What should you do?

Skids can happen any time the tires lose grip on the road. 
This can be caused by slippery surfaces, as in the scene above, 
or by changing speed or direction too suddenly. Although 
environmental elements such as rain and ice contribute to 
skidding, poor driving skills are the main cause of skidding. The 
way to avoid skids is to use your See-Think-Do skills. In slippery 
conditions, slow down.

Steps to handle a skid

8 – 1

The illustration shows what happens 
to your car when it skids and the 
maneuvers you can use to regain 
control. The numbers in the illustration 
correspond to the following steps:

1.	 You’re driving straight, but you 
fail to notice the patch of black ice 
ahead. 

2.	 As you drive over the black ice, 
the rear of your vehicle skids to 
the right. Ease off the accelerator, 
and look and steer smoothly in the 
direction you want to go. (In this 
case, steer to the right.) Don’t brake 
— this will make the situation worse.

3.	 Now the rear of your vehicle skids 
to the left. (This is likely caused by 
overcorrecting in Step 2.) Stay off 
the accelerator, and steer smoothly 
in the direction you want to go. (In 
this case, steer to the left.) You may 
need to repeat Steps 2 and 3 until 
you regain control.

4.	 Once you have regained control, 
continue driving with caution. 

Warning

Skids happen when drivers:
•	slam on the brakes
•	slam on the brakes and 

steer at the same time
•	go around a corner too fast
•	accelerate suddenly
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 RoadSense Tip

The best option in extreme 
weather conditions is to stay 
home or take the bus.

Your ability to effectively See-
Think-Do is reduced in bad weather 
conditions.

8 – 2

Weather conditions like fog, rain or snow can also be blinding. If 
you can’t see clearly ahead or behind, your information about the 
road scene is dangerously reduced. You can’t make good driving 
decisions in these conditions.

Environmental Hazards
In B.C., difficult driving conditions can result from fog, heavy 
rain and snow. Rain, snow and ice can make road surfaces 
unpredictable. Slippery road surfaces are dangerous for drivers 
and their passengers, and may lead to crashes involving several 
vehicles.

Loss of visibility

Put Yourself in the Driver’s Seat

You are driving along a rural road when suddenly you drive into a 
low area that is covered in fog. You strain to see ahead, but it is hard 
to see anything.

What should you do?
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 RoadSense Tip

Fog lights can be used 
instead of headlights in very 
foggy conditions.
Make sure you know how 
to use your vehicle’s heater 
and defroster controls. 
Some heater defrosters 
have a position to allow 
for recirculating the air in 
the vehicle’s interior. This 
position should not be used 
in cold weather, as it can 
cause windows to fog up.

Glare and shadows
Changing light conditions can reduce your ability to see. Glare 
can blind you in the day or at night when meeting vehicles with 
bright headlights. Dark shadows can hide hazards.

Strategies: Driving in Low Visibility Conditions

Difficult weather conditions can be hazardous for drivers 
because visibility is often reduced. In these conditions:

•	 Slow down.

•	 Maintain extra space margins.

•	 Search and scan more carefully.

•	 Use low beam headlights in rain, snow and fog.

•	 Do not pass in extreme weather conditions because you 
can’t see far enough ahead.

•	 Pull over and stop if necessary until the visibility improves. 
Choose a place that is safe from other traffic and does not 
block roadways.

•	 Use your defroster to keep your windows clear. If necessary, 
leave a window partly open for ventilation.

•	 Clear the vehicle of snow and ice before starting off. Make 
sure you can see clearly.

•	 Keep your wipers and washers in good working order.

Strategies: Overcoming Glare and Shadows

To handle glare and shadows while driving:

•	 Slow down before entering tunnels to let your eyes adjust 
to the lower light levels.

•	 Remove sunglasses and turn on headlights while driving 
through tunnels.

•	 Use sunglasses and your sun visor during the daytime.

•	 Keep your windows clean.

•	 Adjust your rear-view mirror to the night-driving position.

•	 Keep a good following distance at night to reduce the glare 
your headlights create.
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Loss of traction

Put Yourself in the Driver’s Seat

It has snowed during the night. You are just starting out to pick up 
some groceries. You have driven in snow before, so you don’t think 
this should be a problem. As you move slowly down the driveway, 
you apply the brake lightly to test your braking distance. Your car 
slides slightly — this is more dangerous than you thought at first. 
There is ice as well as snow.

What should you do?

Rain, snow and ice can affect your traction. Loose gravel, 
wet leaves, mud or sand can also make roads slippery and 
dangerous. Slow down and use caution when driving on any 
low-traction surface, and avoid driving altogether in extremely 
bad weather conditions.

Rain
Rain can cause two dangerous driving conditions:

•	 loss of traction
•	 hydroplaning

Rain makes the road surface slippery, especially during the 
beginning of a rainfall. The rain mixes with the oil on the road to 
create a slippery, oily film. This film washes away with continued 
rain, but if the rain is light or if it has not rained for a long time, 
the road will remain slippery longer.

Strategies: Driving on Wet Roads

Make sure you have good control when roads are wet:

•	 Slow down and leave more following distance.

•	 Allow at least twice the normal braking distance.

•	 Brake gently so the wheels don’t lock.

Hydroplaning happens when the tires lose contact with the road 
surface and float on a film of water. The driver instantly loses 
control of steering and braking. It can happen in rain or standing 
water. The higher your speed, the greater your chances of 
hydroplaning. You can tell if your vehicle is hydroplaning because 
the steering will suddenly become very light.

Warning

Never use cruise control in 
wet or slippery conditions. 
Your owner’s manual will tell 
you to use it only in ideal 
driving conditions.

RoadSense Tip

Make sure your vehicle 
has tires that are in good 
condition, properly inflated 
and suitable for the driving 
conditions.
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Strategies: Preventing/Handling Hydroplaning

To prevent hydroplaning:

•	 Check your tires for proper tread and inflation.

•	 Scan ahead for large puddles.

•	 Reduce your speed, especially during heavy rain.

If hydroplaning happens:

•	 Decelerate and drive straight. Never brake.

8 – 3

Vehicles with low tire pressure 
or worn tread are more likely to 
hydroplane.

Deep water
Going through deep water can cause your vehicle to stall and can 
even damage the engine or transmission. Consider turning back 
and going another way if you are faced with water across the 
roadway. If you can’t avoid the section of roadway, drive through 
very slowly. After leaving the water, lightly apply the brakes for a 
short distance to dry them. Moving water that is deeper than half 
a metre can carry a car away.

Ice and snow
Ice and snow can cause you to lose traction very quickly. Lack of 
traction causes the wheels to spin when accelerating and to lock 
when braking. You can easily lose control of the steering.

In winter, temperatures can change quickly, causing 
unpredictable road traction. Temperatures near freezing are 
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more dangerous than colder temperatures, although the road 
may look the same, because ice can form unexpectedly and may 
not be visible.

Be aware of hidden dangers:

•	 Black ice — Black ice is caused by moisture freezing on the 
road surface. Normally the driver can’t see it. However, if 
the asphalt looks shiny and black instead of gray-white, be 
suspicious.

•	 Shaded areas — Shaded areas may still be icy even after the 
sun has melted the ice on the other parts of the road.

•	 Bridges and overpasses — Bridges and overpasses tend to 
form ice on their surfaces before other road surfaces do.

•	 Intersections — Intersections ice up quickly because of car 
exhaust and snow packing.

Strategies: Handling Ice and Snow

When faced with icy or snowy driving conditions:

Plan ahead

•	 Check the weather forecast before starting out. Staying 
home may be the wisest choice.

•	 Use tires that are suitable for winter conditions.

•	 Carry chains. Snow tires and/or chains are a legal 
requirement on many B.C. roads during the winter.

•	 Carry sand or a piece of carpet to use if you become stuck 
on ice or in the snow.

See

•	 Make sure you can see. Scrape snow or frost from the 
windows and mirrors, get rid of any ice or snow on the 
wipers and clean all the lights before driving.

•	 Scan further ahead when driving to give yourself a larger 
safety margin.

Think

•	 Plan maneuvers further ahead so you have more time to 
react.

Do

•	 Slow down.

•	 Accelerate gently. Sudden starts can send a vehicle into a 
skid or cause the wheels to spin.

•	 Carefully test your braking and steering at a very low speed. 
Use this test to decide whether to continue, or whether to 
slow down more.

Warning

It can take you 10 times the 
normal braking distance to 
stop on ice.
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Stranded or snowbound
If you are stranded in snow, stay with your vehicle unless you are 
absolutely sure you can reach help.

If you decide to run the car to keep the interior warm, only do 
this for about five minutes every hour. You must be very cautious 
because the car could fill with carbon monoxide gas. Carbon 
monoxide poisoning can cause dizziness or drowsiness and even 
lead to death. Make sure you also check that the exhaust pipe 
and exhaust system are not blocked or damaged because this 
could cause increased leakage of carbon monoxide into the car. 
Keep one window slightly open at all times for fresh air. Make 
sure that at least one person stays awake at all times.

Warning

If you feel dizzy or 
drowsy while your vehicle 
is running, you may be 
experiencing carbon 
monoxide poisoning. Turn off 
the engine and get plenty of 
fresh air.

•	 Ease off the brakes and then re-apply them to maintain 
steering control if the wheels lock.

•	 Slow down before entering curves and corners. Braking in 
curves may cause you to skid.

•	 Use a low gear to go down hills that are icy.

•	 Do not use cruise control in icy or snowy driving conditions.

•	 Allow extra space margins (including more following 
distance).

•	 Avoid passing unless absolutely necessary.

•	 Travel in the section of road with the least amount of snow 
or ice if you have more than one lane you can travel in.

•	 Use a gentle, smooth steering motion.

Do you have the right equipment 
for winter conditions?

8 – 4
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Turbulence
Watch out for crosswinds, headwinds and tailwinds. These can 
make it difficult for you to control steering. Even a passing 
tractor-trailer can create enough turbulence to move a vehicle.

Night Hazards

Put Yourself in the Driver’s Seat

You have been driving all day to reach the city where your friends 
live. Now it’s nighttime, and you’re feeling a bit drowsy. You are on 
a quiet, rural road. There is very little traffic, but you see a car 
approaching from a distance. You switch from high beam to low 
beam. The other driver isn’t dimming the headlights. They are 
shining straight into your eyes, and it’s hard for you to see.

What should you do? 

Driving at night is a challenge for all drivers. It means your 
vision is limited and you cannot be seen as well. You can’t judge 
distances as well either. You will need to be more alert to practise 
See-Think-Do effectively.

Using the headlights
Make sure you use the right headlights for the driving conditions. 
Low beam headlights will light up a path up to 30 metres straight 
ahead of you. High beams give you about 100 metres of light.

Be sure to use your headlights properly:

•	 You must use your headlights from 30 minutes after sunset 
until 30 minutes before sunrise.

•	 It is illegal to drive at night with parking lights or daytime 
running lights instead of headlights.

Strategies: Dealing with Turbulence

If you experience turbulence while driving:

•	 Slow down.

•	 Grip the steering wheel firmly with both hands.

•	 Watch out for vehicles that could be more easily forced into 
your path — motorcycles, small cars, campers and vehicles 
towing trailers.

•	 Allow extra space on the side if you are passing a large 
truck or trailer.
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