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On March 8, 2010, at approximately 1335 hours, I was dispatched to a call of a runaway vehicle.
The driver called 911 on his cellular phone and advised California Highway Patrol (CHP) Border
Communications Center (BCC) that the accelerator in his Toyota Prius (Prius) was stuck. The caller
said he was traveling eastbound on Interstate 8, east of Dunbar Lane at approximately 81 MPH and
he was unable to stop. T responded from State Route (SR) 94 at Buckman Springs Road. BCC
continued to provide updated locations and speeds. I continued northbound on Buckman Springs
Road attempting to catch up to the Prius. BCC updated the Prius’ location as eastbound I-8, west of
Buckman Springs Road, passing the U.S. Border Patrol Checkpoint (U.S.B.P). 1was northbound on
Buckman Springs Road approximately 3 miles south of I-8. I entered eastbound I-8 from Buckman
Springs Road knowing the Prius would be east of my location. As I approached Kitchen Creek
Road, I observed the blue Prius traveling in the #2 lane. I also noticed an unmarked U.S.B.P
Chevrolet Tahoe ahead of the Prius in the #1 lane with its emergency lights illuminated within the
rear window. It was staying ahead of us and it was later determined that the agent driving the

Chevrolet Tahoe was aware of the situation. -

The Prius’ hazard amber lights were activated and flashing. The red brake lights were on for a
period of time and would turn off, indicating the driver was possibly pumping the brakes. I was
within ¥ mile of thevehicle and could smell the heated brakes which indicated they had been used
extensively. My patrol vehicle’s climate conirol knob was on vent, which allowed the outside air
directly into the interior. The Prius moved into the #1 lane to go around another slower moving
vehicle as it continued at over 90 MPH. I positioned niy patrol vehicle alongside the right side of -
the Prius after passing the slower moving vehicle. We were then just east of the Kitchen Creek
Road undercrossing. I advised the driver over my public address (P.A.) system to lower the window
and I confirmed that he could hear me. The right rear window of the Prius was half way down and I
could clearly see the driver. Iinstructed him to try putting the car into neutral and turn the engine
off. He shook his head side to side (indicating to me it did not work or he could not do it). I
assumed that he attempted to shut the vehicle off and confinued to evaluate the situation. During
this time, other officers and supervisors were sharing information over the radio in an attempt to
come up with a positive solution. The Prius and I were within 20 miles of the Mountain Springs
Grade that leads fo the Imperial County Desert. It is a steep 6 percent downgrade, which has a sharp
left hand turn at the top and an advisory speed of 50 MPH. If the Prius made it fo that location, the
ultimate result would have most likely led to a catastrophic ending.

While we were still east of Kitchen Creek Road, T was alongside the right side of the Prius. I could
see the driver sat up off his seat indicating that he was possibly applying the brake pedal with his
body weight. I was able to view his actions through the lowered right rear window. His back was
arched and both hands were pulling on the steering wheel. I noticed that the Prius slowed slightly,
down to approximately 85 to 90 MPH. The Prius gradually accelerated to 95 MPH. The driver
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looked over at me briefly and appeared to be in a panicked state. I continued to assess his vehicle as
our speed varied from 90 to 95 MPH. As we approached two big rigs in the #2 lane, I moved n
behind the Prius. After we passed the big rigs, the roadway straightened out and there were no other
vehicles within sight ahead of us. The roadway ascends at this location and it is a long uphill grade
toward Crestwood Summit (approximately 4 miles). The Prius was mostly in the #2 lane, but
slightly straddling the #1 lane. The brake lights were on and the Prius’ speed was approximately 85
MPH. Imoved up alongside the left side of the Prius and instructed the driver with the P.A. system
to apply both the brake pedal and the emergency brake simultaneously, while doing so I was going
to pull up in front of the Prius and use my patrol vehicle to assist in stopping the Prius. [ advised
BCC of my intentions and updated location.

I moved up directly in front of the Prius and matched its speed. I was prepating for the Prius to
drive up against my rear bumper and make contact. AsIlooked in my rearview mirror, I noticed the
Prius speed had dropped dramatically. The speedometer on the patrol vehicle indicated we had
slowed to approximately 50 MPH. Shortly thereafter, the Prius came to a stop by itself in the #1
lane after veering left from the #2 lane. Istopped as well and backed up to make contact with the -
front bumper. 1placed my patrol vehicle’s rear bumper against the Prius’ front bumper 10 prevent
further movement. Neither the patrol vehicle nor the Toyota Prius sustamed any extemal body

damage

I exited my patrol vehicle and walked back toward the Prius. The vehicle was not moving and I did
not hear any engine noise or sounds emitting from it. Topened the driver’s door of the Prius, The
driver (identified as James Sikes) was visibly shaking and breathing deeply. He appeared to be in
shock and stayed seated in the driver’s seat. I asked him if he was okay and he stated that he-
thought so. I asked Sikes if the vehicle was off. He nodded his head yes and I noticed that the dash
panel/ gauges were not illuminated indicating the engine was off. Iasked him if he had any medical
conditions. He advised me that he takes medication for high blood pressure and had a 5 way bypass
surgery on his heart approximately 5 years ago. Sikes stated that his chest was tightening. I
requested paramedics to the scene to evaluate Sikes. Meanwhile U.S.B.P Agent Carr, who is an
Emergency Medical Technician (EMT), assessed Sikes by checking his pulse and blood pressure.
This was being performed while Sikes was sitting in the driver’s seat of the Prius.

American Medical Response (AMR) 86 arrived on scene and evaluated Sikes inside the ambulance.
Sikes’ blood pressure and pulse rate were very high and Paramedic P. McKee obtained subsequent
blood pressure readings while observing Sikes’ condition. Iis blood pressure gradually lowered
and medics cleared Sikes and stated that he was okay. Sikes refused to exit the ambulance once he
observed two media video cameras on scene. He did not want to talk to the media and requested to
leave once they were done filming. I asked the two media representatives on scene if they could
provide some space for Sikes so he could get a few belongings {rom the Prius and get into my patrol
vehicle. They respected his wishes and moved further away from the Prius. Sikes exited the
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ambulance and eventually sat in my patrol vehicle, I was in direct contact (via cellular phone) with
CHP Public Information Officer Brian Pennings, #14420, who explained that a large number of
media representatives were going to meet at the CHP El Cajon Area office at approximately 1530
hours to cover the story. The media originally wanted to drive to the scene where the Prius had
come to a stop. Officer Pennings made this arrangement to avoid having multiple news vehicles on
the freeway, which would have been a safety concern for both the media and motoring public. The
media contacted Officer Pennings at the conclusion of the event and wanted to interview Sikes and
myself about the incident. Sikes was very reluctant to speak with the media. He preferred to go to
Jacumba to meet with his wife, which was his original destination. He was ready to go home. I
convinced him to go to the office in order to put the' media at ease. I advised him the media would
most likely seek him out if he did not speak to them voluntarily. e agreed and decided to go to El
Cajon in order to satisfy those who were interested. I transported Sikes back to the CHP El Cajon
Area office in my patrol vehicle..

CHP Officer B. Downing, #18136, assisted me at the scene and contacted the tow truck when it

arrived. The Prius was towed to the CHP El Cajon Area office by Miller’s Towing (tow truck -

- driver- Danny Miller). Once the vehicle arrived at the CHP El Cajon Area office, it was inventoried
- and secured where it remained overnight. The following morning, Sikies made arrangements w1th

Toyota of Bl Caj on to have the Prius towed to the dealership.

Sikes stated in essence to me the following at the scene: e
Sikes stated that he was eastbound on I-8, west of Dunbar Lane traveling at appr0x1mately 70 in the
#2 lane. He accelerated to maneuver.around a slower moving vehicle and explained that the Prius.
just took off and: continued to accelerate.. “It felt funmy.” (Referring to the way the pedal felt when
he pushed down on it.) He thought the pedal stayed down on the floor, but he was not sure. He
tried to pull up on the accelerator with his hand three times with no effect. When he called 911, he
was able to give his locations, but set the phone down on the passenger seat so he could concentrate
on driving, He also had dropped the phone at different times, due to the stress he was under. Sikes
said he had to maneuver around several vehicles as he drove eastbound. When asked, Sikes stated
that there were no check engine lights or other abnormal fault lights illuminated. In addition, all
gauges checked normal. He stated that the brakes were Only slowing his vehicle slightly and it
would not siop.

Sikes stated in essence to me the following while in my patrol vehicle:

At times, the whole car was shaking and vibrating when he applied the brakes. He was afraid of
losing control. He was not sure if he could control the vehicle while at those speeds and turn the
ignition off. “I thought the steering wheel could possibly lock™ and he would lose control of his
steering as well with the vehicle off. While he was on the plione with the 911 operator, he was
mostly concerned with providing his locations so she would know where he was. He was trying to
control the vehicle by keeping both hands on the steering wheel when possible. He would place the
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cell phone on the passenger seat after talking to the operator to maintain control of the Prius. He
thought he was going to die and knew that there were numerous areas where there wete steep cliffs
and embankments along with sharp curves. Sikes related he was driving from Rancho Bernardo
after seeing his attorney and was heading home to Jacumba. He said he had not made any stops
along the way.

Sikes further stated he had taken his Prius to a dealership a few weeks prior for a recall notice. The
dealership advised him that his vehicle was not part of a recall and sent him on his way. Prior to
this incident, Sikes said the only problem he has had with the Prius involved one of the headlights
prematurely burning out.

After the scene was considered safe, I examined and photographed the interior and exterior of the
Prius while it was still in the #1 lane. There was a large amount of brake dust and brake pad
material in and around the wheels and on the ground near the front wheels. The brake pads located
on the outer section of the brake caliper were worn down to what appeared to be nearly metal to
metal. I visually inspected the brake pads and rotor through the open section of the front wheels. I
did not remove or manipulate any parts of the vehicle. The accelerator pedal and brake pedal
appeared to be in the normal resting position and were not in contact with the floor. The floor mat
was in its normal placement and did not appear to be interfering with the pedals. The vehicle is
equipped with a push start/stop button and not a standard ignition key. The shifter knob is located
on the dash to the right of the steering column. The shifter knob moved freely to a desired slot and

" is not manually connected to any linkage, it is electronic.

Sikes appeared to be extremely stressed from the incident and displayed signs of shock. He was
clearly shaking and that slowly dissipated after some time. Sikes’ eyes were opened wide and had
the look of somebody who was really scared from the situation. His voice was labored and shaky as
well. While at the scene and at the CHP El Cajon Area office, [ asked Sikes if he wanted to get any

~ small miscellancous items from his vehicle (there were sunglasses and other small items). He did

not want to get anything else from the vehicle. He also stated that he would never drive that Prius
again.

I took 66 digital images of the vehicle and Sergeant H. Williams, #15333, took 31 digital images of
the vehicle. The photographs were downloaded onto a CD and booked into evidence at the CHP El
Cajon Area office, evidence #E2010-0166. The CHP BCC log and 11 of the 97 digital images were
printed onto paper and are attached.
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AGENCIES INVOLVED

California Highway Patrol -El Cajon (619) 401-2000
Sergeant H. Williams #15333

Sergeant C. Ertzner #14944

Officer B. Downing #18136 (CHP 180)

Officer J. Mikulsky #18152 (Scribe)

San Diego County Sheriff’s Department (619) 766-4585
Deputy M. McClendon #1740
Deputy B. Farr #2618

U.S. Border Pairol
‘ Campo.Station (619} 938-8700
.. Agent R, Bwers #C-112
Agent J. Menaughton #C-243
Agent I: Franco #(-223
Agent Rahmn #C-221 _
Fl Cajon Station (619) 258- 4500
Agent J. Melendez #E-304
- Boulevard Station (619) 766-4773
. Agent G. Mercado #0-163 -
Agent Carr #0-245

Campo Reservatlon Fire Dept. Engme 65
Captain Reyes

Engineer Flores.

Firefighter Hudson

Firefighter Quihuis

AMR Medic 36.
Paul McKee —Paramedic
Paul Maxwell -EMT

RECOMMENDATIONS
None.
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