When winter weather sets in, so do increased risks associated with a particular driving skill--merging.  

Merging into I-5.  The trickiest part of freeway driving is getting onto the freeway, especially if traffic is heavy, moving fast, and the blanket of spray hangs in the air. When entering a freeway, you must simultaneously speed up, scan the freeway for an opening, and adjust your speed to fit into an opening between the cars.  Following these tips can smooth the process:

· Maintain Proper Speed.  Always enter the freeway at or near the speed of traffic.  Do not stop or slow suddenly on the on-ramp unless it is absolutely necessary.  Stopping on the on-ramp is extraordinarily dangerous.  Drivers behind you do not expect it.  You still must accelerate into a stream of fast moving traffic instead of moving in smoothly at the same speed.

· Allow Space.  To merge safely, maneuver and allow for a four-second gap in the freeway traffic--two seconds from the car in front of you and two seconds from the car behind you.  You have to look out over your left shoulder once or more to do this.  Don’t rely solely on mirrors.  A four-second gap means there would be four seconds between when the car in front passes the on-ramp and when the next car passes the on-ramp.  Turn on your turn signal and adjust your speed to put you in the middle of the gap.  As you merge, use your mirrors and look again over your left shoulder to make sure no traffic is in your blind spot, or is moving into the right lane from the left.

· Play it Safe.  In deciding whether to speed up or slow down to get around traffic when merging, remember that freeway traffic has the right of way and should not be expected automatically to slow down to let you in.  Be especially careful about merging if front of a large vehicle such as a truck.  Large vehicles have a very long stopping distance, and cannot slow down or stop quickly if you cut in front of them.  

Changing Lanes.  Follow the same merging principles when changing lanes.  Allow a four-second gap, turn your head to check your blind spots, check your mirrors, and use your turn signal.  Remember to turn off your signal after changing lanes or entering the freeway.  If you have to cross several lanes, take them one lane at a time, using the basic principles.  Avoid slowing down or speeding up drastically to change lanes.  Plan ahead so you have plenty of time to change to the lane you need.

Exiting I-5.  Read the road signs, to allow plenty of time to get into your exit lane.  When exiting, maintain the proper speed--fast enough not to interrupt the flow or traffic, and low enough to exit safely.  Use your turn signal for at least five seconds before exiting. As you exit the interstate, bring your vehicle gradually to the posted speed exit speed limit, and look ahead.  Pay special attention to the collector-distributor lanes at exit 120 (main post and north fort).  These lanes have traffic crossing over to either exit or enter I-5. Use the same merging knowledge and skills to do this--and be attentive to yield right-of-way signs.  These tell you who has the bulk of the responsibility to ensure a safe merge or cross-over.

Allowing Others to Merge.  While driving on freeways and surface streets, you are constantly faced with other drivers needing to merge into your lane.  Each time, put yourself in their place, and show common driving courtesy.  Help to create a four-second gap the other driver can use to merge safely.  The driver you help will be more likely to follow suit when faced with the same situation--and you’ll feel better knowing you took the extra second or two to create better traffic for all of us.

Good driving requires knowledge, skill and practice, not just time behind the wheel.  If you are unnerved by driving or merging in heavy traffic or foul weather, practice some of the above during hours when the traffic is light.  You’ll develop confidence--and both you and the dozens of drivers you affect each day will benefit.
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