
 

 

Safe Driving - An Example of A Complicated Issue 
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What is safe driving? In the context of operating a passenger car on our modern roads 
this should be a simple question. High amongst the list of recommendations from police 
and various experts is the notion that safe driving means that you do not drive fast. One 
would think that a driver who adheres to this rule would be a safe driver and an asset to 
our society. So let us examine a real-life example of such a "safe driver's" actions. 

We observed the following set of circumstances develop on a rural highway on the 
outskirts of London, Ontario, Canada in February, 2012. 

While following a passenger van on a rural highway where the posted speed limit was 
80 km/h, we noted that the vehicle ahead of us was travelling very slowly. Below is a 
view of the scenario as it unfolded. 

 

The vehicle in the above photo was travelling 40 km/h along this rural highway where 
the maximum posted speed limit was 80 km/h. Although the roads were partially snow-



 

 

covered, along many portions of the road length the surface was simply wet - 
particularly in the wheel track portions of the lane. 

There were no opportunity to pass this slow-moving van as there was a double solid 
centre-line. As I was not in any particular hurry I followed along behind the van. But as 
time progressed a long line of vehicles began to assemble behind us to the point that 
the vehicle chain resembled a funeral procession. 

As the road weaved through various curves it appeared that the van driver was being 
excessively cautious with the selection of his/her speed since I noticed that there did not 
appear to be any vehicles ahead, as noted in the photo below. 

 

As time passed I sensed drivers following me would begin to question why I did not 
pass this extremely slow moving vehicle, and I expected their frustrations would 
escalate. 

However the circumstances changed. Suddenly and without warning the van pulled out 
into the opposing lane. But this was done at a point when the centre-line markings 
indicated that it was not safe to do so.  And as this occurred another vehicle seemed to 
miraculously appear in the lane ahead, as shown in the photo on the following page. 



 

 

 

 

The van driver was passing another vehicle. The van driver had been following close 
behind a slow-moving vehicle for a considerable time and distance. It was not the van 
driver who was wanting to drive so slow, it was the driver of the vehicle ahead of the 
van who was the culprit. I could not see that there was a vehicle ahead of the van 
because the van was driving so close behind the vehicle's rear bumper and because the 
van's larger dimensions blocked my view. If I had attempted to pass the van the driver 
might have attempted to pass as well and we both could have collided in the opposing 
lane. 

The van continued its passing motion as shown in the top photo on the following page. 

So now I began following the real slow-moving vehicle which turned out to be a Buick 
sedan. The travel speed continued to be 40 km/h in a zone where, even in less than 
ideal conditions, drivers would continue to drive the speed limit of 80 km/h or higher. 

The argument could be made that, if I was a safe driver, I would continue to follow this 
vehicle at 40 km/h. The reality however is that drivers who were following us were 
becoming impatient. I knew many of them would decide to pass us if they had the 
chance to do so. 



 

 

 

But as you can see in all the photos of this roadway it contained many curves and 
changes in elevation. This required that a double, solid, centre-line be painted so warn 
drivers that it was not safe pass other traffic. Yet, from personal experience, I expected 
that drivers' frustrations would cause them to ignore the warning provided by the centre-
line markings. Just consider the example of the van driver (shown above) where he/she 
decided to pass the slow-moving vehicle regardless of the warnings marked on the 
road. So I chose to pull off to the roadside and allow the long line of drivers behind me 
to chose their destiny. As I pulled over I took the photograph shown at the top of the 
following page. 

Several interesting facts are visible in that photo. For example you can see the slow-
moving Buick in the background and the line of vehicles following it. You might also be 
able to see a white vehicle, which is the first vehicle behind the Buick and this white 
vehicle has commenced a passing motion. But if you look to the right roadside you 
should also be able to distinguish a yellow caution sign indicating that there is a curve 
ahead. In the vicinity of such warning signs the centre-line of the highway would be 
marked with a solid "no passing" line. So the driver of this white vehicle has 
commenced to pass the slow-moving Buick in an area where the centre-line was 
instructing the driver that passing was unsafe, just like I suspected. 



 

 

 

 



 

 

One can also see, at the left edge of the above photo that an opposing vehicle had just 
passed by the white vehicle. Therefore the driver of the white vehicle had to wait until 
that opposing vehicle passed by before the driver began to the passing action. Judging 
by the positioning of the vehicles, the driver of the white vehicle likely began his passing 
motion immediately after the opposing vehicle had passed by. 

I took several other photographs from my stopped position on the roadside. The photo 
below was taken a couple of seconds later and you can see the long line of vehicles 
that had assembled behind the slow-moving Buick. 

 

And the photograph at the top of the following page was taken yet another few seconds 
later as the funeral procession continued further down the road. 

While I refer to this as a funeral procession it is not exactly to make fun of the drivers 
involved. There is a very serious reason for that as I will now explain. 

One can argue that the driver of the Buick was an exceptionally safe driver and chose to 
drive at a very responsible speed. One can argue that the rest of the drivers were 
reckless. Some of the passing motions would likely involve very aggressive, high-
acceleration, passing motions. If a collision occurred with an opposing vehicle witnesses 
might report that the driver of that passing vehicle demonstrated signs of road rage. 



 

 

 

There is an important fact that almost all drivers in these scenarios cannot appreciate 
because it can only be fully appreciated from conducting a detailed reconstruction of a 
very serious or fatal collision. The fact is that, when a driver commences a passing 
motion in an unsafe area and there is an opposing vehicle approaching, the driver of the 
opposing vehicle invariably steers to the right to avoid the passing vehicle. The right 
tires of that opposing vehicle often travel off the pavement and onto the gravel shoulder 
where the driver of the opposing vehicle loses control of his/her vehicle. The loss of 
control of the opposing vehicle is such that a counter-clockwise rotation occurs and the 
opposing vehicle then rotates across the roadway centre-line and into the path of the 
slow-moving vehicle (i.e. the Buick). The results of such a collision are frequently very 
severe. We have described those consequences in several previous articles that 
discuss loss-of-control, head-on collisions. The bottom line is that the driver, and even 
the passengers, of the slow-moving vehicle sustain fatal injuries because the direct 
contact (and crush) begins to the narrow left portion of the front end of the vehicle and 
then progresses rearward along the left side. This is little protection to a driver from 
such an intrusion. Either motor vehicle manufacturers have not clued into this 
mechanism or they simply have no practical solution for it. 

Alternatively, if the loss-of-control vehicle rotates further and enters the opposing lane 
leading with its right side into the front end of the slow-moving vehicle (i.e. Buick) then 



 

 

the occupants of the loss-of-control vehicle become more vulnerable while the 
occupants of the slow-moving vehicle (i.e. Buick) sustain less injury. 

Who ultimately dies, whether the occupants of one vehicle or the other, is a roll of the 
dice. But death in such an event is a common reality. 

The liability for such a collision is often placed on the driver of the passing vehicle. But 
not infrequently such a driver simply departs the accident site and due his/her higher 
speed, is not apprehended. If there are no reliable witnesses police may also lay 
charges against the driver who lost control of his/her vehicle and crossed into the 
opposing lane of traffic. 

But it is extremely rare that anyone would consider the actions of a slow-moving vehicle, 
such as the Buick shown in this example, as contributing to the actions of the other 
drivers. 

In my opinion safe driving is much more that slow driving and in some cases slow 
driving is extremely dangerous driving. Safe driving involves making wise decisions 
based on experience and an awareness that you must bend your wishes to the 
environment around you so that you drive in a predictable and non-conflicting manner. 
When you drive according to a blind and theoretically correct manner without care or 
understanding of how your actions will affect other drivers you will cause frustrations to 
other drivers and eventually accidents will occur in your midst. You may blame other 
drivers and you yourself may never come to be blamed. But eventually, the collisions 
that you create will involve you. If the collision that you influence is similar to what has 
been described in this example you and your passengers could be part of a funeral 
procession, winding its way toward a fatal result. 
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