
Wheels:  Ron asks by e-mail:  “Just got an e- mail from a friend and she wanted to know if I could take 
a look at her brakes this weekend. She says she has had to use her emergency brakes all week to stop 
her vehicle. When I called to talk with her, I had to tell her she doesn't have emergency brakes, that she 
had been using her parking brake. Isn’t it true that the only time a person has back brakes is if they have 
4 wheel disc brakes?” 

 Halderman:  I think there is a terminology problem with your comments and question. Before 1967 
when there was just a single piston-type master cylinder, the mechanical braking system that applied the 
rear brakes was called the emergency brake. The standard that this system had to perform was to stop 
the vehicle within a specified distance using the emergency brake alone.  After 1967, this system was 
called the parking brake and the standard required the vehicle to be held without moving on an incline. 
The parking brake applies the brake shoes mechanically using a cable instead of force from the 
hydraulic brake system. The parking brake system has to use a separate system from the system that is 
used to apply the standard brakes, which are called the service brakes. The parking brake cable, operated 
by either a hand lever or a foot pedal, can apply the disc brake piston mechanically or a separate small 
drum brake inside the “hat” of the rear disc brake rotor.  

Apparently your friend had a failure of the base brake system and she was smart enough to get the 
vehicle stopped using the parking brake. She should have stopped driving the vehicle and had it towed to 
a shop for repairs instead of driving it further however. 

 


