The following information is from the Missouri State Highway Patrol on Winter Driving…. it is an outstanding article and should be disseminated to the lowest level and saved for years to come.


If you have ever slid off the side of a road while traveling in the winter or had your battery run low during an ice storm, you know that wintertime travel can be hazardous and aggravating.  Weather in Missouri is at best unpredictable.  Your best chance for safe and stress-free winter travel is preparation – both of yourself and you vehicle.  Missouri State Highway Patrol troopers routinely come in contact with stranded motorists who could have avoided delays and dangerous situations if they had taken the time to plan ahead.


Winter weather can be hard on your vehicle.  Now is the time, before the worst of winter hits, to get your vehicle prepared for the cold weather.  The following items should be checked before you begin your winter travel: 


- ignition system

- cooling system

- fuel system


- battery


- lights


- tires


- heater


- brakes


- wipers


- defroster

- oil


- exhaust

A quick trip to a local mechanic could save you time and aggravation later when bad winter weather arrives.  Keep water out of your fuel tank by keeping it full.  This not only will keep your engine running well in the cold weather, but also will ensure you won’t be caught low in fuel if you need to warm up your vehicle or if you are stuck in traffic due to slick road conditions or a traffic crash.


Something else to consider before winter weather arrives is gathering items for a winter driving kit.  These are items that should be carried in your vehicle during the winter that will be invaluable should an emergency develop:


- ice scraper

-tire chains

- batter booster cables


- small shovel

- blankets

- flashlight


- paper towels 

- extra clothing

- candles / matches (a tin can


- small bag of abrasive



can be used to hold the candle)


material (for traction)


You now have prepared your vehicle for the winter months ahead, but are you, the driver, prepared for the rigors of winter driving?  Patience and planning are the two key phrases for winter travel, whether it’s across the state to visit relatives or across town to the grocery store.  Plan extra time into your schedule too completely clean off your car windows and to drive slowly to match the road conditions.  Accept that driving in the winter will take more time and plan accordingly. 


Before beginning your winter travel, check the conditions of the major roads in the area in which you plan on driving by calling the Missouri Road Condition Report at 1-800-222-6400.  This toll-free number, provided through a cooperative effort of the Missouri State Highway Patrol and the Missouri Highway and Transportation Department, features recorded messages that give road conditions throughout the state.  The 800 number is available to callers within Missouri and in surrounding states and is updated four times daily at 3 a.m., 9 a.m., 3 p.m., and 9 p.m., or as conditions warrant.  Knowing what the road conditions are like may determine your route, how soon you must leave to safely reach your destination or if it safe to travel at all. 


If you must travel, being able to see and be seen is important at all times when you drive, but most especially in the wintertime when visibility is also affected by fog, rain, snow, and sleet.  It is not safe to drive with only a few inches of snow, ice, or frost removed from your front windshield.  Take the extra time to warm up your vehicle, clean the snow and ice from your entire vehicle, and check your windshield wipers to ensure they are clear and functioning.  But be sure to never warm up your vehicle in an enclosed area, such as a garage, without ventilation.  You run the risk of carbon monoxide poisoning, which can be deadly.

You should always use your seat belt when traveling, but it is especially important during the winter.  The use of seat belts enhances your ability to control your vehicle in an emergency by keeping you behind the wheel.  In the case you do lose control of your vehicle by sliding on icy roads, or if another car loses control and slides into your vehicle, using seat belts could keep you and your passengers from being thrown around inside the car, or worse, being thrown out.  When road conditions are treacherous, a seat belt could save your life.


As you prepare to drive, make sure you are not overly fatigued.  Driving is a full-time job that takes all of your concentration.  In the winter as you drive with your heat on and usually wearing heavy, warm clothing, it is easy to become drowsy and lose your focus on the road.   You must be alert to how other people are driving, dangerous road conditions, and changing weather.  Again, you can alleviate some of the nervousness and anxiety of driving in bad conditions by leaving early and taking your time.  Patience is essential.  If the road or weather conditions exceed or test your driving ability, seek available shelter immediately.  Or better yet, just plan to stay at home and not drive until conditions improve. 


As you begin driving, take it slow and test the road to determine how slick the conditions are.  Remember in cold weather even if there is not snow or ice visibly on the road, conditions may still be slick due to frost on the road in shaded areas, under leaves, and on bridge floors.  If you feel your vehicle sliding, take the pressure off the accelerator, but do not quickly apply your brakes.  Skids occur when you apply the brakes so hard that one or more wheels lock or if you press hard on the accelerator and spin the drive wheels.  They also occur when you are traveling too fast on a curve and encounter a slippery surface.  Remember to take it slow.  When you feel your vehicle sliding, engage the clutch or a car with a manual transmission or shift to neutral (if you are certain of finding neutral immediately) on a car with automatic transmission.  Look and steer in the direction you want the front of the car to go.  When the car begins to react, counter-steer until you are going in the desired direction.  Do not make any drastic movements with the steering wheel.  If you over-correct on the first skid, as calmly as possible try again.  Remember the best way to keep from sliding is to drive the appropriate speed for the road conditions and to stay alert for slick spots on the road.


You probably heard that the best way to stop on slick roads is to pump your brakes, but it depends on the type of brakes with which your car is equipped.  If you have antilock brakes, a sensor located at each wheel detects when the wheel stops turning and starts to skid.  As soon as the skid is detected, the antilock system relieves the pressure just enough to allow the wheel to turn again.  Pumping the brake pedal works against the system by providing false information.  If you have antilock brakes, do not pump the pedal or remove your foot from the brake.  The system should work as it was designed to work automatically.


If you do not have antilock brakes, the best way to make a control stop is the heel-to-toe method.  You must keep the heel of your foot on the floor and use your toes to apply firm, steady pressure on the brake pedal just short of lockup point.  If you use your entire foot to apply brake pressure you risk overreacting and locking up the wheels.  Remember to remain calm and patient.


Stopping quickly in the winter, thus, is neither easy nor realistic in most cases.  Plan extra time and room to stop your vehicle by increasing your following distance as you drive.  When driving under normal conditions, the Missouri State Highway Patrol recommends you leave a car’s length distance for every 10 mph you are driving between you and the vehicle in front of you.  As weather and road conditions deteriorate due to for, rain, snow, or ice, it is recommended you increase this distance to two to three car lengths for each 10 mph you are driving.


If the worst does happen and you do slide off the side of the road and get stuck or your engine stalls, you should be prepared to handle the situation.  Remain calm.  Make sure that your tailpipe is clear of snow or debris.  If you have flares, set them out so other drivers will be able to see you.  You can call the Missouri State Highway Patrol’s emergency number, 1-800-525-5555 or *55 on a cellular phone, for assistance.  If a phone is not immediately available, you should have a “Send Help” sign you can place in a window where another driver can see it and call for help.  You can get a Send Help card free of charge by contacting your local Highway Patrol Troop Headquarters.  Warm blankets, extra clothing, candles, and food should all be a part of your emergency winter driving kit that you have gathered earlier.


Remember, winter is a beautiful time of year, but can be treacherous if you have not prepared yourself and your vehicle for winter driving.  Planning and patience are the two keys to safe winter travel.


