
Winter storms in South Dakota can be deadly. 
Conditions can change rapidly from clear and 
sunny to treacherous with zero visibility. The key to 
survival is to be prepared.

• Carry a charged cell phone, but don’t rely on it 
to get you out of a bad situation. Service may 
not be available.

• Carry a winter travel survival kit.
• Let someone know when you depart, your 

route, and your expected arrival time.
• Dress according to the weather conditions.
• Keep dry and wear clothing in layers.
• Fill your fuel tank before you leave.
• Check road conditions and weather forecasts 

by calling 511 (a free call) or by going online 
to www.SafeTravelUSA.com.

Take winter storms 
seriously

If you are stranded in your vehicle during a winter storm
• Stay with your vehicle.
• Use your mobile phone to call 911. Be aware 

of your location and situation.
• Move all your emergency supplies from the 

vehicle’s trunk to the interior of the car as 
soon as you realize you may be staying for a 
while.

• Check your supplies to see what you have 
available and arrange them in order for their 
use. This will help you ration them in case 
you are stranded for a long period of time.

• Run the engine sparingly. Start with 15 
minutes every hour and adjust if needed. 
While running the engine, keep a downwind 
window cracked to prevent carbon monoxide 
buildup.

• Keep the exhaust pipe clear of snow.
• If the cold is extreme, it may be necessary to 

keep the engine running continuously. It may 
not restart if shut off.

• Never go to sleep with the engine running.
• Turn on the dome light at night while the 

engine is running. It may help others to locate 
you. Turn it off when you turn off the engine 
so you don’t run down the car’s battery.

• Put on warm clothing right away, before you 
start to get cold. It is easier to stay warm 
than it is to regain lost warmth. Loosen tight 
clothing so body heat can circulate. Remove 
metal jewelry, as it can chill you.

• Keep your feet off the fl oor if the heater is not 
on.

• Use newspapers, maps, or even the removable 
car mats for added insulation.

• Do mild exercises to help you stay warm.
• Watch for signs of frostbite or hypothermia.
• Eat a snack of high calorie food just before 

sleeping to stimulate your metabolism (heat 
production). If you awaken due to the cold, 
eat some more high energy food and add 
another layer of insulation such as more 
clothing or a blanket.

• Tie a colorful banner on the car antenna. If 
you need to leave the car for any distance 
during the storm, tie a nylon rope to the car 
and yourself so you will be able to fi nd your 
way back to the car.

Ice Storms
Ice storms are less common than snow storms in South Dakota, but 

they are equally as dangerous.
• Don’t drive in freezing rain. It isn’t worth the effort or stress on 

your nerves. There isn’t a regular or snow tire that will provide 
adequate traction on icy roads.

• Your windshield washer fl uid will not keep the rain from freezing 
on the windshield, nor will your defroster keep the window clear 
enough to see for more than a few minutes. Failure of either, or 
both, of these systems will leave you blind. 

• If freezing rain starts while you are on the road, get off the road 
and get to a safe place to wait out the storm.

• Remember to contact someone 
to let them know you have 
stopped and are safe.

If you don’t have to travel, stay home 
and wait out the storm. If you are 
driving, stop well before you reach 
the storm and allow it to pass.

Pay attention to travel advisories and weather 
warnings, and get as much information as possible 
before deciding to travel on winter roads.

• Check with local media for current and 
forecasted weather and road reports.

• Call 511 from any South 
Dakota mobile phone or land 
line. The free service allows 
you to dial the highway 
number to get condition 
reports 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Out 
of state phones dial toll-free 866-MY SD 511 
(866-697-3511).

• Visit www.SafeTravelUSA.com for road 
conditions, weather reports and timely camera 
views of several major roadways. 

• While traveling, look for electronic message 
signs along the Interstate. They will have 
information regarding any road closures.

Motorists should also consider that motels and 
emergency shelters can fi ll up quickly if a road 
has to be closed. It is safer and more comfortable 
to stay at home or stop before you reach the storm 
while you wait for it to pass.

Weather warnings
Winter storm watch - indicates that severe winter 

weather may affect your area.

Winter storm warning - indicates that severe 
winter weather conditions are confi rmed for your 
area.

Blizzard warning - means that large amounts of 
falling or blowing snow and sustained winds of at 
least 35 mph are expected for several hours.
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Should I travel?

The South Dakota Department of Transportation 
diligently strives to provide, build and maintain a 
safe and enjoyable highway system. These efforts 
are often challenged by the onslaught of a sudden 
and powerful major winter storm.  
Such storms bring high winds, low visibility, 

and slippery driving conditions. When necessary, 
SDDOT crews work long hours to maintain the 
safest driving conditions possible. They are always 
mindful of returning the roads to their highest level 
of service in the shortest, most economical manner 
possible.
This brochure is provided to help you, the motorist, 

understand what tools and resources the SDDOT 
uses to combat winter storms. Hopefully, it will also 
offer some tools and resources you can use to help 
stay safe if you choose to travel during harsh winter 
events.
Inattention, over driving road conditions, 

drinking and driving, or just not being prepared 
for the conditions could all be factors leading to an 
accident. Your safety is our highest priority, but your 
basic responsibility. Please drive with care.

Darin Bergquist
Secretary
Department of Transportation

10,000 copies of this brochure were printed at a cost of $.18 each. 
Revised October 2010
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When do the
plows go out?

In general, snowplows make their rounds as often 
as practical provided that the conditions are safe 
enough for crews to be out. On an Interstate or other 
major route, this can be as often as every couple of 
hours. The air temperature, roadway temperature, 
precipitation rate and type, wind, and storm duration 
are all factors that contribute to the time it takes for 
plows to make their rounds.

These same factors determine the effectiveness 
of salt and other deicing chemicals used to combat 
snow and ice. As temperatures fall, the effectiveness 
of the salt and deicing chemicals decline and it takes 
longer to melt the snow and ice. In severely cold 
temperatures, these materials may not work at all. 
Plow operators adjust the amount of these materials 
placed and the timing of their application to be as 
effective as possible.

During a storm, and when conditions are safe 
enough for plows to be out, plows generally operate 
from 5 a.m. to 7 p.m. Winter maintenance outside 
of these hours may be performed when necessary 
and practical. Routine extended hour winter 
maintenance is also performed on some of the more 
highly traveled routes around the metropolitan areas 
of Sioux Falls and Rapid City.

Blowing snow around plows may reduce visibility. Drivers 
should not pass unless they can be sure the oncoming 
roadway is clear of vehicles and snow drifts.

Road closures
South Dakota Law 31-4-14.2 authorizes the 

Department of Transportation or the Highway 
Patrol to close or restrict traffi c on segments of 
state highways or Interstate. Road closures occur 
predominantly on the Interstate and are usually 
accompanied by travel advisories for other affected 
state highways. (see explanation at right)
Announcements will be made through the news 

media, including radio and television, posted to 
www.SafeTravelUSA.com, and as a message when 
dialing into the 511 system.
Crews may use such traffi c control devices as road 

closure gates or barricades, or place closure signs 
on the shoulder of the road. Never drive around 
a barricade, ignore a closure sign, or an advisory 
announced through the media. Doing so is a Class 
2 misdemeanor punishable by up to a $500 fi ne and 
30 days in jail. 
Should you drive around a barricade or travel on a 

road that has been announced as “closed” you could 
also be responsible for a civil penalty of up to one 
thousand dollars and the actual cost of any expenses 
related to rescuing you, any passengers, or the 
vehicle operated by you, up to $10,000.

Driving on snowy or icy roads
• Slow down. Drive the conditions, not the 

speed limit.
• Avoid doing anything suddenly, such as lane 

changing or braking.
• When slowing or stopping, begin slowing well 

in advance of your normal slowing or stopping 
distance. Pump the brake pedal if you don’t 
have an Anti lock Brake System (ABS). If 
you do have ABS, maintain a steady pressure 
on the brake pedal - the car’s computer will 
automatically pump the brakes for you.

• Familiarize yourself with your owner’s manual 
recommendations for proper braking and 
steering for skid recovery before the winter 
season begins.

• Do not use cruise control.
• Keep a good distance between you and the car 

in front of you.

• Be extra careful approaching bridges and 
overpasses, they may have snow or ice on them 
even if the rest of the roadway is dry.

DON’T CROWD THE PLOW

Know where the plow is, especially on multi-lane highways. It 
may be diffi cult to determine where the lane meets the shoulder.

Snowplows conduct an important public service - 
providing the traveling public with the best possible 
winter driving conditions by plowing and deicing 
roads. Snowplow operators are concentrating on 
their task and the road conditions in front of them. 
Please be patient and give the plows plenty of room 
if you meet one on the road.

If you come upon a snowplow while driving:
• Begin slowing down as soon as you see 

the snowplow. Plows move slowly while 
plowing and deicing, they typically operate at 
speeds of about 25 mph. The most common 
accidents are those where a motorist rear ends 
a snowplow.

• Stay well behind the snowplow. Because of 
the size of the snowplows, operators cannot 
see directly behind their 
trucks. The truck could also 
be throwing deicing materials 
onto the roadway surface.

• Know where the plow is on 
multi-lane highways. The 
plow could be in either lane.

• Drivers should not pass a 
snowplow or any vehicle 

unless they can be sure the oncoming roadway 
is clear of vehicles and drifts. As weather 
conditions and traffi c conditions allow, the 
snowplow will occasionally pull over to allow 
traffi c to pass.

• Be extremely cautious when passing a 
snowplow. They can be suddenly thrust 
sideways by drifts and hard snow pack.

• Watch for snowplows that may be turning on 
Interstate ramps or “authorized vehicles only” 
crossovers in the median of the Interstate.

• Stuck or abandoned vehicles are only pulled 
out by snowplows in those extreme situations 
where lives may be threatened.

• Priority routes for snow removal are 
established in order to serve the greatest 
number of motorists.
Remember - Snowplows often run in 
conditions that are too severe for the average 
motorist. A snowplow on the road is not an 
indication it is safe to travel.

Travel Advisories
No Travel Advised: “No Travel Advised” means that 
road and weather conditions are such that travel 
conditions are extremely diffi cult and hazardous. 
Motorists should not travel except for emergency 
situations.

Road Impassable: A “Road Impassable” advisory 
means that road or weather conditions are such 
that widespread heavy snow or drifting has 
occurred such that travel is not possible.

Road Closed: Road closures are predominantly 
done only on the Interstate system for which 
there are controlled points of access. However, in 
emergency situations, other state highways may 
also be closed. A Road Closure means that road or 
weather conditions are such that widespread ice, 
heavy snow, drifting, or extremely poor visibility 
has created hazardous and life-threatening travel 
conditions and that travel is prohibited.

Notifi cation: Road conditions can be found on
  www.SafeTravelUSA.com, by calling 511, through 
radio announcements, media releases, and 
dynamic message signs.

Dynamic Message Signs
Electronic message signs are located at 30 

strategic locations along the Interstate system. 
The signs are used to display messages about road 
closures, driving conditions and other emergency 
information.

These signs usually carry messages about general 
road and weather conditions on the Interstate. 
However, there are times when local road and 
weather conditions warrant a special message in a 
particular area. Considerable analysis by SDDOT 
personnel is done before such a locally targeted 
message is displayed.

When road closures and 
travel advisories are not 
followed, travelers may 
become stuck and stranded. 
Stranded motorists face 
life threatening conditions 
and severely inhibit the 
DOT’s ability to reopen 
the roadway in a timely 
manner.

When do roads close?
• Road closures or restrictions are done with 

the greatest concern for the safety of the 
traveling public and emergency personnel.

• Road closures occur predominantly on the 
Interstate. State highways receive a travel 
advisory in lieu of a closure because they lack 
controlled points of access.

• There are times when the Interstate may be 
closed but adjacent state highways are under 
a travel advisory. If the Interstate is closed, 
assume that all other roadways in the area are 
experiencing similar conditions.

• Road conditions are not always good for 
travel even though a road is not closed. 
Pay attention to travel advisories and weather 
warnings.

When do roads open?
• The Department of Transportation and the 

Highway Patrol coordinate the opening of 
closed roads when conditions allow safe 
passage.

• Opening announcements will be made with a 
media release to television and radio stations, 
posted on www.safetravelusa.com, and by 
dialing 511.


