


tem will completely eliminate paper
record keeping and reduce radio traffic
as well. Now if a trooper needs help other
troopers can use the GPS and CAD to
obtain directions to his location without
using the radio.

The new GPS tracking system allows
an operator to know not only exactly
where a trooper is located but what his
current status is also. It displays dif-
ferent color lights on the map screen or
CAD screen that show if he is on patrol,
en-route to a call, or on a traffic stop.
After the trooper has been out on a stop
for ten minutes it changes color again
to alert the operator of a potential prob-
lem. With one glance an operator can
see where every trooper in the area is
located and what their status is. 

This is a huge improvement over
the past. Until the 1970’s, unless a troop-
er called in, the operator had no idea

where he was or what his status was.
Even after that, the operator only the
troopers’ locations when they called in
a stop, on the hour or half-hour after
midnight, or when they checked the
troopers' status. To have an idea of
where everyone was located, the oper-
ator had to know the basic layout of the
post territory. 

A wide assortment of vehicles has
served as GSP mobile command posts
through the years. They are employed
to provide an on-site communication
center at natural disasters and civil dis-
orders. The big bus that is currently in
use is equipped with radios and tele-
phones. It also provides electrical power
for portable computers and a confer-
ence area for the command staff. The
SWAT team has its own radios with a
proprietary channel which is encrypt-
ed to prevent unauthorized listeners.

Their radios also have the capability of
communicating with other GSP per-
sonnel as well as other agencies.

In the never ending quest for bet-
ter communications the GSP is always
trying to improve the service provided
for troopers as well as the public. The
latest improvement is to consolidate the
radio duties from the posts into troop
communication centers. It seems that
the GSP has come full circle from the
original three central radio stations
through having a radio in every patrol
station to having eight centralized com-
munication centers. Modern technolo-
gy has drastically improved the quali-
ty of communications from the early
days of the GSP to the present. But one
thing has remained constant and that
is the excellent job done by the dedi-
cated men and women who serve as
CSA’s around the state. �
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In the old days a GSP radio operator’s training was all
on the job. No classroom or other type of formal training
was provided. Because most posts were shorthanded as
soon as possible the operator was “turned loose” to work
by himself or herself. Normally this only took a few days
and often there was no one around to get advice from if
anything out of the ordinary occurred. It was kind of like
flying solo in an airplane. What seemed like not such a
big deal when a trained professional was sitting next to
you could quickly become a terrifying situation when you
are all alone. Nothing could adequately prepare an oper-
ator for a true emergency situation. Probably the most
serious emergency for an operator would be if a trooper
was shot in his post territory. Next would be if some other
law enforcement officer was shot.

For one poor operator this was exactly what happened
on his first shift alone. Of course he was not really famil-
iar with the post territory, four counties, and he had no
training in crisis management or performing under extreme
stress, he was still just barely able to do the job under nor-
mal circumstances. When a policeman in a small town
nearby was shot all Hell broke loose. All of the phones lit
up and all three radio bands were jammed with nonstop
traffic. Troopers were responding from all over the troop
and driving 10-18 with lights and siren to the scene. 

Unfortunately none of them knew where they were
going so they all needed directions. These included troop-
ers from his posts. They were coming from all points of
the compass. He was trying to answer the phones and the

radios and look at the map at the same time. Just about
the time he became completely overwhelmed the senior
radio operator happened to walk in off duty. The young
operator had never been so glad to see anyone in his life.

This experienced man was able to take over and he
was amazed at how one person could do so many differ-
ent things at the same time. When the entire episode was
finally over and everything had returned to normal the
senior operator turned the radio room back over to the
rookie. As he was leaving he laughed and said “Just think,
it’ll never get any worse than tonight.” Truer words were
never spoken although the operator went on to become a
trooper and work until retirement he never experienced
a night that topped that one. �
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by Van Keller

One of the primary duties of any trooper is to stop
motor vehicles for traffic violations. This exposes the
trooper to three of the most dangerous situations

encountered by law enforcement officers: high-speed pur-
suits, effecting arrests, and the chance of being struck by a
vehicle. Of the three, the most deadly is the last one. For
each potential assailant armed with a gun or other deadly
weapon there are thousands of potential assailants armed
with a much more powerful weapon, a moving vehicle. No
body armor ever invented can save a trooper from being
injured or killed by a vehicle. Neither can a bullet. The only
method to protect yourself is to avoid being struck

Every trooper, active or retired, is well aware of the dan-
ger from the vehicles passing by while you are out on a traf-
fic stop, especially on the interstates and other heavily trav-
eled highways. Before I begin let me first state that my opin-

ions are based on the experience of stopping tens of thou-
sands of vehicles as well as teaching Officer Survival class-
es to many departments including the GSP. Also I have spent
many years studying the different methods of stopping all
types of vehicles. These are my opinions and mine alone. I
only hope that by presenting them I might be able to save
one trooper from injury or death.

The new “Move over” law, Georgia code 40-6-16, was
a huge step in the right direction for protecting law enforce-
ment officers. But it is only a law written on paper and not
a concrete wall; there is no guarantee that a motorist will
not hit the officer. Unfortunately the most dangerous dri-
vers, the ones under the influence or distracted by some-
thing, are probably not going to obey the law anyway. As
this article was being written I noticed that of the seven
troopers who were killed nationwide in the month of June,
one was shot at an off-duty job, one died in a motorcycle
crash during a pursuit and the other five died after being
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struck by a vehicle.
There are two ways to conduct an

unknown risk, not known to be a felony,
traffic stop. Either the trooper goes up
to the driver or the driver comes back
to the trooper. Like most methods of
doing something there are advantages
and disadvantages to each. Law enforce-
ment tactics are dynamic and always
changing. New technology is responsi-
ble for many changes. Also a change in
tactics by the bad guys requires a change
by law enforcement officers.

In the days when double patrols
were the rule instead of the exception
going up to the driver’s door was not
nearly as dangerous because a bad guy
knew he probably could not incapaci-
tate both officers at the same time. There
were two pairs of eyes watching, two
guns available, and the officers were
physically separated. These factors great-
ly increased the officers’ safety. Today
almost all patrols are solo.

Some departments and officers pri-
mary concern, because of the limited
field of view of in-car cameras, is to stay
in front of the camera to better record
the incident for court. I patrolled before
in-car cameras were invented and I
patrolled for several years with a cam-
era. My primary concern was safety
then I worried about winning the case
in court. With tickets and warning being
written and printed on a computer

today’s GSP Trooper has no choice but
to sit in the patrol car during a stop.
Most of the safety concerns and spe-
cific techniques are addressed in this
issue’s Trooper Survival column which
is an update of a column from 1994.

The biggest problems related to the
danger from the driver are that the troop-
er is violating two of the most impor-
tant tactical principles. First, is being
too close to a potential assailant. Remem-
ber action beats reaction, every time.
The greater the distance between the
trooper and the violator, the reactionary
gap, the more time the trooper has to
respond to an attack. Also distance favors
the trained shooter. An assailant does
not have to be an expert marksman to
hit you at point blank range. They do
have to be a pretty good shot to hit you
at 21 feet and over. Even if the troop-
er is wearing a vest he is giving the
assailant a huge advantage by allowing
him to use his vehicle for cover while
not using the cover provided by the

patrol car.
Now back to the real danger, pass-

ing traffic. For a person to assault a
trooper he has to have intent. Also when
he considers attacking a trooper he
knows the trooper is probably wearing
body armor, he is carrying one or more
high-powered handguns, he has access
to a shotgun, and he can call for help if
necessary. For a motorist to assault a
trooper he does not need intent, although
troopers have been run over on pur-
pose, and he is operating a weapon much
more powerful than any firearm. In the
blink of an eye for any number of rea-
sons he can hit the trooper or the patrol
car with devastating effect. 

The walk up to the violator’s vehi-
cle and back to the patrol car, twice, as
well as the time spent beside the vio-
lator’s vehicle with your back to traffic
is extremely dangerous. Just being able
to face the traffic while you are walk-
ing is a huge advantage. Conducting the
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stop with the patrol car and the viola-
tor’s vehicle between you and traffic is
also much safer.

The most important reason after
officer safety to have the driver exit the
vehicle is for enforcement purposes.
Some troopers will argue that you can
smell alcohol or Marijuana smoke inside
the vehicle if you go up to the window
but the compromise in officer safety is
not worth the risk. Having the driver
walk back allows a trooper to see how
the person looks and how they move.
It makes it easier to detect if the per-
son is under the influence of alcohol or
drugs. And it also makes it easier to
detect pre-attack indicators as well as
other non-verbal danger signals.

After getting the license and insur-
ance card the trooper gets a chance to
assess the driver’s condition and demeanor
then if necessary can allow him to return
to his vehicle while he sits in the patrol
car. A much safer alternative is to have
the violator wait at the right rear cor-

ner of his vehicle. This prevents him
from returning to his vehicle and the
trooper can keep him under observa-
tion. 

Always remember that it is impos-
sible for a trooper to sit in a patrol car
while writing a ticket or warning and
at the same time observe everything
that goes on inside the violator’s vehi-
cle. Obviously it is also impossible to

hear what is going on. So if the driver
is permitted to return to his vehicle he
could obtain a weapon, hide contra-
band, formulate a plan to attack or
escape, or use a cell phone. In the old
days the trooper was the only one who
could call for backup but now so can
the violator. They could also call a lawyer
or someone else for advice on what they
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should do. 
If the violator needs to be hand-

cuffed it is much safer to do it away
from traffic especially if he resists. Keep-
ing the driver outside of his vehicle
allows the trooper to face traffic instead
of having his back to it walking back
and forth to the patrol car.

The more limited a trooper’s visi-
bility is the more dangerous it is to walk
up to the vehicle. Visibility is always
limited at night but takedown lights and
high-powered flashlights are valuable
tools that give the trooper an advantage.
Even though Georgia has a window tint
law there are many vehicles, especial-
ly SUV’s and vans, that have very dark
tinted rear and side windows from the
factory. 

Not to mention vehicles from out
of state as well as in state which do not
comply with the tint law. This can make
it difficult if not impossible to see inside
of a vehicle even in bright daylight. At
night having a driver turn on the inte-
rior light gives the advantage to the
trooper because he can see inside and
the occupants cannot see out. Of course
the trooper needs to disable the interi-
or light on his patrol car for the same
reason.

Most commercial vans, trucks, and
tractor-trailers do not even have rear
windows. A trooper would have to walk
all of the way up to the driver’s win-
dow before having a chance to observe
any activity inside the vehicle. Getting
the driver out levels the playing field
and if the trooper stands behind his door
or behind a “Wall of light” at night as
the driver approaches it gives him the
advantage. 

Traffic stops are dangerous but they
are a necessity for the job a trooper does.
Anything that can be done to reduce
the risk of an attack by a driver or pas-
sengers as well as the chance of being
struck by a vehicle makes the trooper
safer. In your career as a trooper you
will make thousands of stops and each

one has the potential to be deadly so do
everything possible to stay safe. The life
you save may be your own. Each traf-
fic stop is different. There are different
types of vehicle, types of roadways, traf-
fic concentrations, weather conditions,
and lighting conditions. So you must
decide for yourself how to handle each
one. It is my intention with this article
and the Trooper Survival column to
offer some options and hopefully to give
the troopers who read this a better chance
of safely conducting every stop they
make.

Authors note: The use of he instead
of the more cumbersome he/she in the
text is intended for ease in reading and
not to slight the many outstanding female
troopers serving nationwide. �
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by Van Keller

The unknown risk traffic stop is any stop that is not intend-
ed to be a felony stop. It can be one of the most dan-
gerous encounters in law enforcement work, yet it is

one of the most routine. Because a trooper performs this type
of stop so often it is extremely difficult to stay prepared for
the threat of a violent attack. Not being prepared has cost
many officers their lives.To survive the unknown risk traf-
fic stop, certain precautions must be taken.To ensure sur-
vival, proper mental attitude and proper tactics must be used
on each and every stop.

There are three potential sources of danger on any traf-
fic stop.The first is passing traffic including DUI drivers, dis-
tracted drivers, and drivers engrossed in watching the flash-
ing lights and the rest of the show. Second is a physical con-
frontation including an attack with edged or impact weapons.
Last is a confrontation involving firearms, a gunfight. Traf-

fic stops are responsible for between 12% and 17% of the
officers killed nationwide each year. 

An effective way to teach about the unpredictable nature
of traffic stops is to pick a student and ask him to block your
hand when you try to slap him. At first halfheartedly try to
slap him. He will block the first attempts with a great show
of force. After perhaps a dozen weak slaps he will barely
even lift his hand  then slap his face HARD. You will go right
past his weak defense before he can stop you. This demon-
stration is directly related to traffic stops. 

When a rookie trooper leaves the academy and starts
making stops he is ready for anything. But after several hun-
dred stops without any problems he, like the student block-
ing the blows, begins to relax and to feel a little foolish at his
high level of defense because he thinks nothing will happen
to him. Just about the time he starts to feel safe and lowers
his defenses, then BAM, he is slapped in the face. Worse yet
on the road it will not be a simple slap instead he may be

The Unknown Risk Traffic Stop
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killed or badly injured.
There are two basic methods of con-

ducting a traffic stop.On way is for the
trooper to walk up to the violator’s vehi-
cle, The other way is for the trooper to
make the violator come back to him.
Often the method used is regulated by
the department. For some departments
the regulations are more concerned with
the convenience of the violator instead
of the safety of the trooper.

With the first method the trooper
arguably has more control over the occu-
pants of the vehicle and less chance of
a physical confrontation.Of course that
can change quickly if anyone exits the
vehicle. It is obviously more convenient
for the violator because he does not have
to get out in the rain, snow, or hot sun.
When the trooper walks up to the vehi-
cle he enters a danger zone as he pass-
es the rear bumper. With nowhere to
hide, he is exposed to traffic coming
from behind him and if the violator turns
and fires, there is no cover available for

the trooper. He must retreat for sever-
al yards to find cover and this cover is
between the two vehicles, where he
risks being run over if the vehicle is used
as a weapon. In addition there is no way
he can effectively return fire.To prove
this point try firing at oblique angles
into the door panels, windshields, rear
and side windows of a junk car with the
issued sidearm and ammunition. 

While seated in the vehicle the vio-
lator has access to any weapons hidden
inside. With the possibility of an inside

trunk release being used to allow a hid-
den assailant the opportunity to ambush
the trooper when he passes the trunk,
the trooper is exposing himself to a dan-
ger area he is unable to secure. The
major problem with walking up to a
vehicle is that the trooper is decreasing
the safety zone and statistics show the
closer the trooper is to the violator the
more danger he is in. The trooper is giv-
ing up almost all of his advantages and
gaining nothing. 
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If for some reason, such as stopping
a handicapped driver, a trooper must
walk up to the car it should be approached
from the passenger side if possible. At
night this tactic often surprises the dri-
ver who expects the trooper to approach
from the left. If the driver attempts to
shoot, the trooper  can return fire with
a reasonable chance of being able to pen-
etrate the car because he is firing straight
in instead of at an angle. By walking
around the rear of the patrol car before
approaching the violator’s car the troop-
er protects himself bybeing able to watch
oncoming traffic.

In the second method the trooper
maintains a safe distance, over 21 feet,
visually checks out the violator from
behind cover, and separates the viola-
tor from his vehicle. By separating the
violator from his vehicle he is denied a
means of quick escape, a source of cover,
access to larger weapons, and is pre-
vented from using the vehicle itself as
a weapon. The trooper is able to watch

both sides of the violator’s vehicle because
he is further back.

A tactic that has been used to injure
and kill troopers is for the violator to
stop abruptly, jump out of the vehicle,
and open fire on the trooper while he
is still seated in the patrol car.To sur-
vive an attack like this, the trooper should
either drive rapidly past the ambush or
if already stopped to either back rapid-
ly out of the kill zone or use the patrol
car as a weapon. It is necessary for the
trooper to exit his vehicle before the vio-
lator to prevent the rushing tactic. Stand-
ing between the open door and the A
pillar of the patrol car provides sur-
prisingly good cover.Even the side win-
dow glass is difficult to penetrate because
it is at an angle to the assailant.The troop-
er must be mentally aware to see the
attack coming and react correctly.

A model unknown risk traffic stop
should be conducted this way.The troop-
er pulls up behind the violator’s car,
close enough to read the tag number.

He radios the tag number, make, year,
model, and color of the vehicle and the
location of the stop. A description of the
occupants and the violation may be given
if deemed necessary.

When a safe location is reached the
flashing emergency lights should be
turned on. The patrol car should be posi-
tioned at least 10 feet from the viola-
tor’s vehicle and slightly to the left with
the wheels turned hard left.The viola-
tor’s tag should appear to be sitting on
the hood of the patrol car.The trooper
exits with his gun hand empty, stands
behind the door and advises the driver
to step to the rear of the vehicle, the PA
can be used if the vehicle’s windows
are up. At night the trooper is concealed
behind a “Wall of light” from the head-
lights and takedown lights. When the
driver is between the two vehicles he
is directed to the right rear of his vehi-
cle and followed by the trooper At this
time the trooper checks the vehicle for
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any suspicious activities by the remain-
ing occupants, then takes up a position
at the right front of the patrol car. 

Next the trooper checks the driver’s
license and insurance card, with his gun
side turned away from the violator.
Because the trooper must return to his
patrol car to use the computer to write
a ticket or warning he should instruct
the driver to wait until he returns. With
the driver standing at the right rear of
his vehicle the trooper is able to observe
him while seated in the patrol car. Also
if the driver is permitted to return to his
vehicle he could obtain a weapon, con-
ceal contraband, formulate a plan to
attack or escape, or use a cell phone. In
the old days the trooper was the only
one who could call for backup but now
so can the violator. They could also call
a lawyer or someone else for advice on
what to do. 

Upon completion of business the
violator is allowed to return to his vehi-
cle and drive away. At this time the

trooper returns to his vehicle and radios
in to clear the stop.Unfortunately all
stops are not textbook stops and they
do not go this smoothly. The trooper
must be able to quickly adapt his tac-
tics to control any situation. 

One of the most effective methods
of testing traffic stop tactics is to use
force on force training and allow the
student to play both violator and troop-
er. By playing “The Devil’s advocate” a
trooper gets to see firthand which method
he would prefer a trooper who was stop-
ping him  to use if he was a bad guy.This
type of training shows how difficult it
is for the violator  to defeat the trooper
and escape unharmed when everything
is done correctly. It also uncovers any
weaknesses in the trooper’s tactics and
reinforces what he is doing right. Using
Simmunitions or Airsoft guns allow mis-
takes to be made and corrected without
the officer having to suffer anything but
a slight sting and a little bruise to his
body and his pride. 

Because unknown risk traffic stops
are routine but potentially dangerous,
each one should be treated mentally as
the deadly encounter it might become.
Of course Murphy’s law is in effect and
it is difficult to perform every stop “by
the book.” But if the proper mental atti-
tude and tactics are used each and every
time a vehicle stop is made, the troop-
er greatly increases his chance of sur-
vival. As always Stay Alert-Stay Alive.

Authors note: The use of he instead of
the more cumbersome he/she in the text
is intended for ease in reading and not
to slight the many outstanding female
troopers serving nationwide. �
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