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The Dirt on Driving Gravel Roads

How to safely navigate Manitoba’s rocky roads
BY MARK RICHARDSON

THERE ARE 6,000 KILOMETRES of gravel
roads in Manitoba—almost one-third
of the province’s highway network.
Although it’s a common road terrain,
gravel can present unique driving
conditions for drivers, particularly city
dwellers who typically drive on asphalt.

“It’s not really accurate to call a
gravel road dangerous,” says Brian
Smiley, media relations coordinator
for Manitoba Public Insurance. “They
present challenges, absolutely, but
there are certain techniques to driving
on gravel roads.”

So, what is the key to navigating
them safely?

First, slow down! Gravel can be both
slippery and bumpy, and a vehicle’s
tires do not have the same amount of
traction as they have on paved roads.
A slower speed will give you more time
to react if your vehicle begins to slide
on loose stones. It will also give you the
opportunity to judge the condition of
each stretch of road when first driving
onto it.

You'll want to watch your speed
particularly if fresh gravel has been put
down, or if there’s a lot of gravel dust

kicking up, Smiley says.

“Secondly, know how to control a
skid, particularly in the summer when
there’s loose gravel,” he adds. “Don’t
overreact—use the driving skills you've
been taught.”

Always be mindful of the bumps in
the road: “If you hit a rut, it can throw
you one way or the other,” says Charlie
Farmer, CAA Manitoba’s fleet supervi-
sor for the Winnipeg division. “And if
you hit a washboarded portion of road,
you can lose control that way, too.”

“Washboards” are rutted strips of
dirt and stones across the roadway
that usually occur at intersections
and corners. As vehicles brake to slow
down, their tires dig small grooves in
the loose surface. Over time, each rut
and ridge becomes more pronounced.
If left too long, the roadway feels like
you're driving on railway ties; wheels
will bounce up and down, affecting
your stability and braking.

If this happens, it’s important to
keep a gentle grip on the steering
wheel—not too tight—to allow your
vehicle to correct itself on the straight
course ahead. If you're approaching

a corner, or already in a curve, ease
off the gas to slow down and steer
lightly into the turn. Look where you
want to go and the vehicle will follow.
Inexperienced drivers may panic and
steer too far, which could make the
vehicle overcorrect and slide even
farther to the other side.

Another hazard of gravel roads is
the dust and debris thrown into the
air as vehicles pass. This can reduce
visibility, and it’s another reason to
slow down. Reducing your speed can
also minimize the risk of any flying
rocks hitting your windshield.

Lastly, avoid swerving or making
sudden changes in direction, which can
cause you to lose control of the vehicle.
Maintain control by driving in the
tracks of other vehicles.

To underscore the importance of
these important driving techniques,
MPI plans to make gravel-road driving
a mandatory part of the in-car training
lessons of the provincial driver’s ed
curriculum. Whether new or seasoned,
all drivers must be aware of the unique
driving challenges that come with
these alternative roadways. CM
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