




never found a system defect, tested the 
van in a police garage and again found 

' no defect. His report noted a very worn 
: brake pedal, but the sudden accelera- 

tlon was attributed to driver error. 
But when Young mentioned the 

case while conducting a class two 
months later, a trooper explained that 
his Ford Crown Vic patrol vehicle 
could be put into drive without step- 

' ping on the brakes -if its emergency 
lights were flashing. When Young and 
the class of troopers conducted 
impromptu tests in the parking lot, 
several patrol cars leapt forward as the 
van had. Young realized he had not 
examined the MPD van with its emer- 
gency lights operating. When he re- 
evaluated the van under those condi- 
tions, the "shift-lock" device didn't 
work. 

Investigation revealed that the prob- 
lem was in after-market devices 
installed into Ford vehicle wiring to 
make the brake lights flash. Every 
time the brake light flashed on, the 
shift-lock device disengaged because 
it "thought" that the brakes were on. 

The underlying question: Why mess 
w ~ t hthe brake light and not simply 
wire the taillights to flash? Well, that's 
where the QFL Syndrome comes into 
play -because the brake lights are 

'! brighter! 
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Ford engineers had designed the 
taillights to be able to flash, but had 
not considered the installation of a 
device to make the brake lights flash 
on and off. When advised of the poten- 
tial problem, Ford issued a warning 
concerning modification of electrical 
systems to allow brake lights to flash. 
"Leave my brake light circuits alone," 
were the words of one Ford engineer. 

We interviewed a number of 
experts, including a person recom- 
mended by the International Associa- 
tion of Chiefs of Police. To obtain 
complete candor we agreed not to 
identify him or where he worked, other 
than that he is in the research division 
of a state police agency. 

"I think we got a little carried away 
when we tried to 'person-proof' our 
cars," he said. "We put the lights on 
the roof of the car and then improved 
on them. Then we found that when 
you opened the trunk lid to get some- 
thing out you blocked the lights. The 
logical solution would be to have offi- 
cers quickly open and then close the 
trunk lid, but that was too easy. So we 
put lights on the inside of the trunk lid 
that would flash when it  was open 
because we couldn't count on the offi- 
cer shutting the trunk. 

"In a pursuit you want the patrol 
car to look like a Christmas tree, but 

for most other uses the lights are get- 
ting to be distracting. We now have 
yellow and white lights that often 
overpower the blue and red lights so 
you can't see exactly where the police 
car is." 

The use of flashing headlights and 
backup lights was also discussed, as 
many officers will leave the headlights 
flashing after stopping a vehicle. "Our 
cars are wired so the headlights only 
flash during the day with the head- 
lights off," our expert said, comment- 
ing that his state law forbids police 
headlights to flash at night. Some offi- 
cers like to have the headlights flash 
during traffic stops, claiming it disori- 
ents the driver and makes it safer for 
the officer. 

The problem is, the officer has to 
deal with the flashing headlights, also. 
On-coming traffic can be affected by 
the lights as well -which makes it a 
public safety concern. 

Our expert raised another concern 
about emergency vehicle drivers hav- 
ing to drive on the wrong side of a 
median at an intersection or the wrong 
way on a highway ramp due to traffic 
congestion. "When an emergency vehi- 
cle with forward-directed flashing 
strobes comes at you in the same lane, 
you often have so much light you can't 
see to get out of the way," he said. 
"When we switched to strobe lights on 
our cars we had to instruct the troopers 
to not look directly at the lights on 
traffic stops." 

He added: "Some agencies in our 
state are getting around the ban on 
flashing headlights at night by having 
their take-down lights flash. This com- 
pletely overpowers the red and blue 
lights, making them impossible to see. 

"Most light bars are designed so 
you can cut off the forward lights on 
traffic stops to reduce opposite direc- 
tion gaper blocks and reduce accidents 
caused by the lights. But you have to 
get the officers to use them. 

"Now we are seeing agencies 
putting all the lights onto one switch. 
The officers don't  want to hit four 
rocker switches, they just want one -
but sometimes that is too much light. 
This could get worse with new brighter 
lights being developed." 

Officers working in high crime 
urban neighborhoods have learned that 
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