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SANTA CRUZ COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE 
Accidents and Vehicle Dynamics 

Expanded Course Outline 

Accident and Driver Awareness - Lessons from 2017-2018 Vehicle Accidents 

Date: 07/23/2026 

Hours: 0800-1200 (4) & 1300-1700 

Location: Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office, Santa Cruz, CA 95062 

Instructors: Deputy Hutson, Deputy J. Ross  

Course Purpose 
This course reviews Sheriff’s Office vehicle accidents from 2017-2018 and identifies recurring contributing 
factors that can be addressed through improved driver awareness and decision-making. The presentation 
uses department collision data, collision narratives, policy reminders, and practical driving principles to 
focus attention on distraction, situational awareness, backing, vehicle control, and preventable risk. 

Learning Objectives 
• Identify the major categories used to evaluate Sheriff’s Office vehicle accidents. 
• Recognize common law-enforcement driving distractions and methods for reducing distraction. 
• Explain how following distance, visual horizon, scanning, speed, and assumptions affect situational 

awareness. 
• Identify factors contributing to backing collisions and describe practices that reduce those collisions. 
• Recognize the additional considerations involved when operating unmarked vehicles. 
• Apply basic vehicle-control principles intended to reduce preventable collisions. 
• Explain the importance of seatbelt use and maintaining driving as the primary task. 

I. Why Law Enforcement Vehicle Accidents Occur 

A. POST Findings 
• California POST’s 2009 study of California law-enforcement vehicle accidents identified unsafe speed 

as the most commonly cited cause among the accidents reviewed. 
• The second commonly cited factor was right-of-way violations, including red-light violations, unsafe 

merging, and pulling into traffic. 
• The course uses these findings as a starting point for comparing broader law-enforcement collision 

risks with local Sheriff’s Office experience. 

B. Five Major Accident Categories 
• Distraction Affected: attention was directed to something other than operating the vehicle. 
• Situational Awareness: the driver misjudged conditions, the environment, distance, clearance, or 

another developing hazard. 
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• Reversing/Backing: the vehicle struck an object or vehicle while backing, commonly because the 
hazard was not seen. 

• Loss of Control: vehicle speed or inputs exceeded the available adhesion/physical limits of the vehicle 
and roadway. 

• Unavoidable: the collision circumstances provided no reasonable opportunity for the driver to prevent 
the event. 

C. 2017-2018 Data 
• The presentation categorizes the 2017-2018 accidents as 7 distraction affected, 17 situational 

awareness, 16 reversing, 17 unavoidable, and 1 loss-of-control collision. 
• The presentation compares these figures with 2016 data and also examines accident frequency by 

month. 
• The purpose of the data is not merely to count collisions, but to identify patterns that can guide safer 

driving behavior. 

II. Distraction-Affected Collisions 

A. Scope of the Problem 
• The presentation cites NHTSA data indicating distraction was associated with 10% of nationwide traffic 

fatalities in 2014, while noting that distraction can be underreported or concealed during collision 
investigations. 

• Within the Sheriff’s Office data reviewed, distraction was identified as a leading factor in 12% of 2017-
2018 accidents. 

B. Distraction Is Not Limited to Cell Phones 
• Law-enforcement drivers encounter unusual visual and cognitive distractions that can pull attention 

away from the roadway. 
• The presentation includes a collision narrative in which a driver momentarily looked toward goats 

alongside Highway 1 and then encountered traffic that had stopped abruptly. 
• Another narrative illustrates task urgency: an officer anticipating a foot pursuit hurriedly attempted to 

place a patrol vehicle in park, inadvertently selected reverse, exited, and later discovered that the 
vehicle had rolled into another patrol vehicle. 

C. Department Policy 
• SCSO Policy 446.5.1 generally limits operator use of the MDC to times when the vehicle is stopped. 
• While moving, the operator should only attempt to read information needed for immediate enforcement, 

investigative, or safety needs. Short transmissions such as a license-plate check may be permissible 
when they can be completed safely; lengthy messages should not be sent or reviewed while moving. 

• SCSO Policy 702.8 addresses cellular/portable communication device use while driving and 
emphasizes restricting use to urgent matters and stopping at an appropriate location when practicable. 

D. Non-Electronic Distractions 
• Target fixation can occur when the driver focuses on a subject or vehicle being evaluated for an 

enforcement stop rather than continuing to scan the roadway. 
• Tactical planning can become a distraction when the driver mentally rehearses the upcoming call at the 

expense of present driving conditions. 
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• Task saturation may result from multiple radio channels, searching for clearing codes, reading call 
notes, eating, drinking, or performing other simultaneous tasks. 

• Unfamiliar routes and regions can create navigation-based distraction and contribute to erratic driving. 

E. Aviate - Navigate - Communicate 
• The presentation borrows the aviation emergency principle A.N.C.: Aviate, Navigate, Communicate. 
• For patrol driving, the lesson is to operate/control the vehicle first, determine where the vehicle needs 

to go second, and manage communications and other tasks after the driving priorities are addressed. 
• Driving the vehicle remains the primary task even when the law-enforcement mission feels urgent. 

III. Situational Awareness 

A. Common Collision Pattern 
• Situational-awareness crashes generally involved failure or delay in detecting an approaching or 

developing hazard. 
• Although excessive speed sometimes contributed, following too closely was frequently a more 

significant factor. 
• Several accidents occurred in stop-and-go traffic where drivers reported that the vehicle ahead 

stopped suddenly or unexpectedly. 
• The presentation states that situational awareness, or lack of it, was a major factor in 29% of the 2017-

2018 accidents. 

B. Space and Vehicle Movement 
• Preserve additional following distance in stop-and-go traffic to create more reaction time. 
• Be conscious of rear-wheel cheat and front-end swing when maneuvering larger vehicles or operating 

in confined spaces. 
• Clearance must account for the entire vehicle, not simply the driver’s seating position or the portion of 

the vehicle visible through the windshield. 

C. Improving Situational Awareness 
• Maintain a high visual horizon and look well ahead of the vehicle. 
• Maintain an active mirror and peripheral scan rather than allowing attention to remain fixed in one area. 
• Reduce speed when practical; lower speed generally provides more time to recognize and respond to 

hazards. 
• Increase following distance, particularly in heavy or stop-and-go traffic. 
• Use emergency or hazard lighting when appropriate to help create a space cushion and encourage 

surrounding motorists to provide additional room. 

D. Never Assume 
• A repeated theme in the collision narratives is the driver believing there was enough room or believing 

an object was farther away than it actually was. 
• If clearance is uncertain, verify it rather than relying on an assumption. 
• When operating an unfamiliar vehicle, remember that vehicle dimensions, turning characteristics, blind 

spots, and clearances may differ from the vehicle normally driven. 
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IV. Unmarked Vehicle Considerations 

A. Center of Attention 
• The presentation reports a disproportionate number of accidents in unmarked Sheriff’s Office vehicles 

relative to the miles those vehicles were driven, with many occurring during commute time. 
• When law-enforcement maneuvers are conducted in an unmarked vehicle, other motorists may not 

understand why the vehicle is moving unexpectedly and may react unpredictably. 
• Marked patrol vehicles are more recognizable, which can cause surrounding motorists to notice and 

react to their movement sooner. 

B. Target Fixation by Other Drivers 
• Visibility as a law-enforcement vehicle does not eliminate risk. The presentation notes that motorists 

can fixate visually on a patrol vehicle and unintentionally steer or maneuver toward it. 
• Deputies should anticipate unpredictable reactions from surrounding drivers regardless of whether the 

law-enforcement vehicle is marked or unmarked. 

V. Reversing and Backing Collisions 

A. Visibility Limitations 
• Patrol vehicles may have significant rearward blind spots due to vehicle design and installed 

equipment. 
• A collision narrative describes limited visibility through the rear window because of an installed toolbox 

and notes that the backup camera provided good coverage directly behind the vehicle but limited long-
distance and peripheral coverage. 

• Mirrors, cameras, and audible warning systems are aids; they do not replace the driver’s responsibility 
to confirm the vehicle’s path. 

B. Patterns in Backing Accidents 
• Backing accidents occurred disproportionately in vehicles that did not have reversing cameras. 
• When collisions occurred in vehicles equipped with backup cameras, the presentation states that 

drivers commonly reported either not using the camera or being distracted. 
• The course characterizes reversing collisions as largely avoidable. 

C. Prevention 
• Use available reversing cameras in conjunction with mirrors and direct observation. 
• Focus exclusively on the backing task while the vehicle is moving. 
• If the area behind the vehicle is uncertain and conditions permit, take the additional time to exit the 

vehicle and physically inspect the path. 
• Continue watching the direction of travel until the vehicle is fully stationary. 
• The presentation notes that reported backing accidents appeared to be declining, likely in significant 

part because of increased use of backing cameras. 
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VI. Loss of Control and Vehicle Dynamics 

A. Loss-of-Control Category 
• The course defines loss of control as driving at a speed or in a manner that exceeds the available 

adhesion between the vehicle and roadway. 
• The 2017-2018 data shown in the presentation contained only one collision categorized primarily as 

loss of control, prompting discussion about whether drivers were improving their high-speed decision-
making. 

B. Smooth Vehicle Control 
• Use the principle 'slow is smooth and smooth is fast.' Deliberate, fluid control inputs help keep the 

vehicle stable and predictable. 
• Avoid abrupt steering, braking, or other control inputs when they are unnecessary. 
• Complete needed braking before entering a corner rather than suddenly braking in the middle of the 

turn. 
• Maintain a high visual horizon and look through the corner so steering and speed decisions are based 

on where the vehicle is going rather than only what is immediately in front of it. 

VII. Officer Survival and Basic Driving Practices 

A. Vehicle Collisions as an Officer-Safety Issue 
• The presentation uses national 2015 line-of-duty death figures as a reminder that vehicle crashes are a 

significant occupational danger to law-enforcement officers. 
• The course compares vehicle-related fatalities with gunfire fatalities to reinforce that routine driving 

deserves the same deliberate attention given to other officer-safety threats. 

B. Seatbelts 
• The presentation repeatedly emphasizes: WEAR YOUR SEATBELT. 
• Seatbelt use is presented as a basic and non-negotiable component of law-enforcement vehicle safety. 

C. Core Driving Practices 
• Maintain a high visual horizon: look ahead and look through turns. 
• Maintain a continuous and effective scan. 
• Control speed and use smooth steering, braking, and acceleration inputs. 
• Brake before cornering rather than making abrupt mid-corner braking inputs. 
• Maintain adequate following distance and space cushions. 
• Have an exit plan and avoid allowing other vehicles to remain unnecessarily in blind spots. 
• Anticipate poor or unexpected decisions by other motorists rather than assuming they will respond 

correctly. 

VIII. Practical Patrol Takeaways 

A. Before the Vehicle Moves 
• Know the dimensions and limitations of the vehicle you are operating, especially when using an 

unfamiliar patrol or unmarked vehicle. 
• Adjust mirrors and identify available camera systems and significant blind spots. 
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• Whenever practical, complete navigation setup, message review, and other administrative tasks before 
moving. 

B. While Driving 
• Make driving the primary task. 
• Maintain visual horizon, scanning, following distance, and a usable escape route. 
• Reduce unnecessary speed to increase available perception and reaction time. 
• Recognize when enforcement activity, radio traffic, tactical planning, or technology is creating task 

saturation. 
• Do not allow urgency surrounding a call or enforcement action to cause basic vehicle-control tasks to 

be skipped. 

C. While Backing or Maneuvering 
• Use mirrors and cameras, but verify questionable clearance. 
• Do not assume an obstacle is farther away or that there is 'enough room.' 
• When safe and practical, get out and look when the backing path is uncertain. 
• Keep attention on the direction of travel until the vehicle is fully stopped. 

D. Final Message 
• Many vehicle collisions are not the product of extraordinary driving circumstances. They develop from 

ordinary lapses in attention, assumptions about clearance or traffic, inadequate space, backing errors, 
and task saturation. 

• Safer law-enforcement driving depends on maintaining disciplined attention to the vehicle even while 
performing the many other tasks required of a deputy. 

Source / Instructor Note 
This expanded outline was developed from the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office presentation “Accidents 
and Vehicle Dynamics, Update / Accident and Driver Awareness,” using the presentation’s 2017-2018 
collision data, quoted collision narratives, policy excerpts, and stated training points. Policy references and 
statistics reflect the source presentation and should be checked against current department policy and 
current training materials before use as an authoritative policy reference. 
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