
 



 
It is important that all drivers know the rules of the road, as contained in California Driver Handbook 
and the Vehicle Code. However, knowing the rules does not necessarily make one a safe driver. 
Safe drivers also practice defensive driving. Simply put, defensive driving is a strategy for survival. 

Defensive driving is a combination of skill and attitude which prompts one to drive in a manner that 
avoids potentially dangerous situations, regardless of legal right of way, in spite of the action of 
others and despite adverse driving conditions. 

Defensive driving requires a driver to perfect his or her observation techniques, traffic safety 
attitudes, driving courtesy, driving communication, and overall driving skills. 

The final test of a person's defensive driving ability is whether or not he or she can avoid hazardous 
situations and prevent accident. . 

 

WHY DEFENSIVE DRIVING 

Traffic accidents kill, maim, and create economic loss to drivers and non-drivers alike. 

Traffic accidents are killing people at the rate of one every twelve minutes, five every hour, 135 
every day, nearly 50,000 per year. Clearly traffic accidents are the number one cause of accidental 
deaths in the United States. 

The dollar cost of traffic accidents to society is staggering. National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration statistics indicate an average loss of about $7000.00 per accident. This average is 
based upon fatal accidents as well as the two million disabling traffic injuries that occur annually. 
The total yearly economic loss is approximately 87 billion dollars.  

Most accidents are preventable. Some experts prefer to call traffic accidents collisions or crashes 
because accidents occur without any known -i5ij.Tral.nc accidents happen for a specific reason. 
Driver error accounts the majority of all traffic accidents. The remaining accidents are caused 
mechanical failure or environmental factors. 

 

HOW TO DRIVE DEFENSIVELY 

The following defensive driving suggestions are offered to assist you in developing an accident 
prevention plan. They are suggestions only and not traffic laws (unless specifically stated as such). 
Four basic defensive driving techniques create the framework for accident free driving: 

Keep a space cushion or escape space around you whenever possible.  

Be alert to potential hazards. Anticipate potentially dangerous situations as early as possible. Never 
assume the traffic is safe. Always drive as if the road just ahead is hazardous. 



Be prepared to take defensive action. Learn the various escape techniques to avoid a hazardous 
situation. Practice them so you will be familiar with them. 

React quickly. Observe the hazard and take early safe evasive action to avoid it. Traffic moves too 
fast to wait and see. 

Most fatalities, serious injuries, and property damage result from the two-car crash. A two-car crash 
can occur with a car ahead, behind, approaching, n an intersection, or when overtaking and 
passing. 
 
To avoid an accident with the car ahead: 

Observe the vehicles and drivers ahead for signs of their intended actions. 

Think ahead! Look beyond the vehicle ahead of you for traffic conditions which might cause another 

driver to make a sudden move. 

Allow sufficient space between your car and the car ahead for sudden braking. Know and use the 

Three Second Rule. This is how it, works: 

Note: when the vehicle ahead passes a particular point on the highway such as a traffic sign 

or crack on the pavement. Then count to yourself "one thousand and one, one thousand and 

two, one thousand and three.” That's three seconds. If you reach the sign before you finish 

your count, you are following two closely. This rule works for all traffic speeds. 

Start braking early. Start slowing as soon as you observe a hazard in the making. Give yourself time 

to react. Failure to slow at this early point is known as "delayed braking" and is the prime reason for 

panic stops. 

STOPPING: Brake Time 

It takes time to stop a moving vehicle. Reaction time of the driver plus vehicle braking time equal 

total stopping distance. As displayed on the chart, a vehicle traveling 55 mph in ideal conditions 

travels 3/4's of the length of a football field before coming to a complete stop. 



 
 
 
To avoid being rear-ended by another vehicle: 

Signal your intention to turn well in advance of your maneuver using directional signals and if 
necessary, also arm signals. 

Brake smoothly. If you follow the tips for avoiding a collision with the vehicle ahead, you will reduce 
the risk of a collision from behind with a tailgater or inattentive driver. 

After you've stopped, keep the brake pedal depressed to activate brake lights. 

Stop at least six feet from the vehicle ahead to allow an escape route and prevent multiple 
collisions. 

Keep headlights on at dusk or in inclement weather. Use low beams approaching and following 
other vehicles—a blinded driver is a serious hazard to everyone. 

The deadliest of all traffic crashes is the head-on collision. In this type of accident, the impact is 
compounded by the other vehicle's speed being added to your vehicle's speed. In other words, if 
you are traveling 50 mph and crash head-on with another vehicle traveling 50 mph, the force of 
impact would be equivalent to hitting a stationary object like a tree with a vehicle speed of 100 
mph. 

In a crash, the automobile comes to a sudden stop. However, the passengers continue on until they 
hit something in the car like the windshield or dashboard. 

On straight roadways, you usually have the ability to observe the traffic situation some distance in 
front of you. As you observe the continually changing traffic scene, try to anticipate what your 
escape route would be if a suspicious or dangerous set of driving circumstances arise. 
 
 



Some examples are: 

A long line of traffic following a truck approaching from the opposite direction. Watch the vehicles. 
Be prepared to brake and move to the right. Someone in the line might try to pass and make a judg-
mental error resulting in a dangerous pass. 

An approaching vehicle begins to drift into your lane. Slow down fast, pull over to the right and stop 
if necessary. Sound your horn as a warning or flash your headlights if there is time. Do not attempt 
to go around on the left. The other driver may be asleep, sick or drunk; his or her actions are not 
predictable. He or she may recover at the last minute and swerve into you. 

Think of other dangerous situations—what could you do? 

On curves, your ability to view oncoming traffic is normally restricted, so the safest way to round a 
curve is to slow before you enter it. This gives you more control of your vehicle and helps prevent 
drifting into the other lane on right curves, or from driving off the roadway on left curves. 

You are also allowing yourself a greater possibility for escape if the oncoming driver drifts into your 
lane. 

INTERSECTIONS CAN BE DANGEROUS 

One third of all traffic accidents occur at intersections. 

Traffic hazards at intersections, especially uncontrolled intersections (no traffic signs or signals), 
are common because traffic flows cross each other. This traffic situation requires a high degree of 
alertness. 
 
To avoid an accident when: 
 
Proceeding straight through an intersection:  

Always be prepared to stop whenever traversing any intersection. Cover the brake pedal with your 
foot before you enter an uncontrolled intersection. This gives you an advantage if you are required 
to make an emergency stop. 

Be sure it is safe to proceed by looking to your left first, then to your right. You will, on two-way 
streets, cross the left-hand flow of traffic first. Turn your head while looking, and do not rely totally 
on your peripheral (side) vision. 

Be sure you have the right of way. The driver who has the legal right of way should take it, if it is 
safe to do so. Traffic is designed to flow smoothly because of this principle. However, never 
demand the right of way if it is going to create a hazardous situation. 

 



Making a right turn at an intersection 

After checking beside your vehicle for bicycles and pedestrians, position your vehicle as close as 
practicable to the right curb. 

Signal at least 100 feet prior to making your turn. (CVC 22108) 

Observe the same safety suggestions as mentioned in "Proceeding straight through an 
intersection". 

Making a le ft turn at an intersection: 

On two-way streets, position your vehicle as close as practical to the center line or the left turn lane 
line. If you must stop prior to making your turn, keep your wheels pointed straight ahead (this will 
prevent you from being projected into approaching traffic lanes if rear-ended). On one-way streets 
use the left-hand lane. 
 
Start signaling at least 100 feet before making your turn. (CVC 22108) 

Be sure your vision to the right is not obstructed by a vehicle or object. 

To avoid an accident while passing or being passed you should: 

Check your rearview mirror frequently so that you are aware of the traffic conditions behind you. 
Many experts recommend looking every five seconds. 

Be alert to vehicles attempting to pass or approaching rapidly from behind. 

Make sure road conditions ahead allow for safe passing. 

Accelerate slightly when passing so that you can complete the pass as quickly as possible. 

Return to your right lane only after you have checked to the right and you can see the front of the 
last vehicle passed in your rearview mirror. 

During your pass be continually alert for any hazard which may arise and be prepared to take 
evasive action. 

When being passed: 

How enough room between you and the car ahead for the passing vehicle to pull back into the right 
lane. Be prepared to slow down and pull to the right the passing vehicle is making a dangerous 
pass. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

SAFE DRIVING TIPS 
 

1. Perform a pre-drive check of brakes, brake light, tires, lights, horn, windshield 
wipers, and mirrors. At least once a week. 

2. Always use seatbelts (CVC 27315) and lock doors before driving. 

3. Never accelerate to beat a changing light. 

4. Keep maneuvering room in front and behind your vehicle. 

5. Whenever you see a "lane closed ahead" or "fewer lanes ahead" sign, change 
lanes as soon as it is safe. 

6. Tap your horn whenever necessary to get attention of other drivers. 

7. Check your rear- and side-view mirrors frequently. 

8. Try to get eye contact with other drivers so they are aware of your presence. 

9. Whenever you are driving for long distances, stop every hour or two, get out of the 
car, and take a five or ten minute rest. 

10. Never overload your vehicle or load it so as to cause the headlights to shine into 
oncoming drivers' eyes. 

11. Always dim your lights for oncoming traffic within at least 500 feet or whenever 
following a vehicle within 300 feet. (CVC 24409) 

12. When changing lanes do not rely totally on side- or rear-view mirrors. Most 
vehicles have "blind spots." To be safe always turn your head and look in the 
direction of the change. 

 

Defensive driving is "common sense" driving. 


