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Trucks, cars share road – and responsibility 
Kansas, Missouri await federal guidelines but are eager to devote money to enforcing passenger traffic around 18-wheelers 
By BRAD COOPER 
The Kansas City Star 
“By and large, people realize that driving around a truck they need to drive differently. But it’s just not real high on their radar.” 
Jonna VanDyk, spokeswoman for the Washington Traffic Safety Commission 
Truck driver Gordon Neal sometimes just doesn’t understand the erratic behavior of car drivers. 
From the perch in his cab, Neal has seen them follow too close. He’s seen them linger in the blind spot of his rear-view mirror. And he’s seen them whiz in and out of lanes, sometimes cutting him off with little room to spare. 
“It makes you wonder if they’ve got a death wish,” Neal said as he filled the tires on his rig at a Peculiar, Mo., truck stop. “People don’t have any idea at all about how to drive around these big trucks.” 
But the tables may be turning on the passenger car, which is often seen as the victim when it’s involved in a crash with a lumbering 18-wheeler hauling thousands of pounds of commodities. 
Some say that portrayal is warranted because trucks are involved in a disproportionate share of all crash fatalities nationwide. The annual death toll from crashes involving trucks — 5,190 in 2004 — is equal to a major airline crash every week, notes the Citizens for Reliable and Safe Highways, which says on its Web site that the trucking industry is plagued by safety issues. 
But the focus may be starting to shift toward cars, with Congress last summer agreeing to free up some of the money once used solely for truck safety enforcement to be used on cars. 
The trucking industry estimated that could make about $10 million available to step up enforcement for drivers who refuse to safely co-exist on the highway. 
The increased vigilance could have distinct implications for Missouri, which ranked ninth with Illinois with 158 fatalities in crashes involving large trucks during 2004. Kansas was 24th with 94 fatalities. 
A reminder of the highway danger came Tuesday in a fiery crash that occurred on Interstate 70’s Lewis and Clark viaduct when a large truck slammed into a car, killing the motorist. It was not clear who was at fault, however, and the accident remains under investigation. 
The trucking industry, which pushed for the change in the law, claimed that most crashes involving trucks are caused by other vehicles. 
The view is echoed by law enforcement and reinforced by statistics that show cars are responsible for causing most of the wrecks involving cars and trucks. 
A study of 109 wrecks in Kansas from 1994 to 1998 showed trucks were at fault about 28 percent of the time, said Capt. Dan Meyer, coordinator of the Kansas Highway Patrol’s motor carrier safety program. Similar percentages have been reported in Washington and Wisconsin. 
So why are trucks labeled the culprit? 
“When a truck is involved in a crash it’s more often than not deadly,” Meyer said. “It’s severe injury, death and destruction. And when people drive by they just naturally take the assumption that it had to be the truck’s fault.” 
Sgt. Bruce Clemonds of the Missouri Highway Patrol said trucks can be singled out for blame because they’re so visible. 
“It’s easy to see what they’re doing wrong versus what a Volkswagen is doing wrong,” he said. 
But, Clemonds added, “It’s not always the truck driver that’s causing the problem out here.” 
And that’s what truckers say most people don’t understand. 
“If there’s a wreck and a big truck is in it, the big truck’s at fault. A big truck is guilty until proven innocent,” said Butch Dikeman, a truck driver from Atoka, Okla. 
Truckers complain that car drivers underestimate the risk of driving unsafely around big trucks. Car drivers, they say, don’t always understand that it can take the length of a football field for a truck to stop safely. 
The industry thinks it’s about time that something is done to address how cars interact with trucks on the road. 
“If the federal government and the state governments are going to spend hundreds of millions of dollars to improve truck safety, you’re not getting the biggest bang for the buck if you’re placing all your emphasis on the truck,” said Dave Osiecki, vice president for safety, security and operations for the American Trucking Association. 
But Rick Curl of Loch Lloyd, whose daughter was killed with four others in 2001 when a truck crossed the median on Interstate 70, is afraid that increased enforcement for cars might divert attention from large trucks. 
“I already see officers having motorists on the side of the road. I never see a large rig pulled over to the side of the road by a highway patrolman except if they’re having some vehicle problems.” 
The federal government gives states roughly $141 million to use for traffic enforcement for commercial motor vehicles. About $3.6 million went to Missouri in fiscal year 2004-2005, while about $2.3 million went to Kansas. 
Until now, the states have been limited to using that money for commercial vehicle enforcement, which includes driver and vehicle inspections as well as traditional traffic patrols on the highway. 
Some states have been experimenting with traffic enforcement around large trucks, setting up programs that might be a model for others to follow. 
Last year, the state of Washington received $600,000 from the federal government to develop a test program, which included posting troopers in trucks to snare cars that were speeding, repeatedly changing lanes, cutting off trucks or tailgating. 
Troopers rode in the passenger seats of decoy trucks and would radio the violations to police chase cars. Troopers also were positioned along two interstates as part of the initiative, which included a public awareness campaign. 
About 4,700 tickets or warnings were issued during two enforcement waves in July and September. About 86 percent of those citations were handed out to cars. 
“By and large, people realize that driving around a truck they need to drive differently,” said Jonna VanDyk, spokeswoman for the Washington Traffic Safety Commission. “But it’s just not real high on their radar.” 
Officials with the highway patrols in Kansas and Missouri are enthusiastic about being able to devote some of that grant money to use for cars. 
But they say it could be a year before they implement a program for using the money to enforce passenger traffic around big rigs. They say they are waiting for the federal government to establish guidelines before proceeding. 
Some drivers welcome the increased attention for cars. 
“It’s the people in cars that cut in and cut out. They’re the hazards,” said Mary McNemee of De Soto. 
Others are intimidated by trucks. 
“I’m scared to death of them,” said Joy Cohen of Leawood. “You hear about so many accidents involving trucks.” 
But then again, Cohen questioned whether many motorists knew how to drive around trucks safely. “Do you think people know the rules and regulations to drive around trucks?” 
KEEPING SAFE AROUND BIG RIGS 
■ Don't linger in a truck's blind spots and avoid driving to close. 
■ Avoid passing large vehicles on the right side. 
■ Always signal intentions ahead of time. 
■ When passing, look for the whole front of the truck in your rear-view mirror before pulling in front. Don’t slow down. 
■ Maintain at least a 4-second following distance behind a large vehicle. An average passenger car traveling at 55 miles per hour takes about 130 to 140 feet to stop. A fully loaded truck can take 400 feet to stop. 
—Source: Wisconsin Department of Transportation
