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How much protection does a $99 detector deliver? In the world’s 
first $99 detector test (May 1991, Automobile magazine), we found 
most were laughably inept. Chief among the shortcomings were 
lackluster radar sensitivity and too many false alarms. 

 
How much has technology progressed in the years since our 
controversial 1991 Automobile test? To find out, we tested five 
detectors. Four are new models. The fifth, the $399 Valentine One, 
whose test scores were used as a benchmark, was designed that 
same year and introduced early in 1992. At the time, it had the best 
radar sensitivity of any unit on the market. 

 
We hoped to find a narrowing of the performance gap. Component 
prices  have  fallen  and  the  state  of  the  art  in  digital  signal 
processing (DSP) has risen during the intervening years. So today, 
building a sensitive detector able to sniff out radar at extreme range 
is neither particularly expensive nor difficult. 

 
But it’s tough to create a sensitive detector that also has superior 
selectivity, the ability to know whether it’s listening to police radar or 
an automatic door opener. Both operate on X-band and their faint 
emissions are indistinguishable to many detectors. 

 
Trust us, this is a serious issue. The single biggest consumer 
complaint about detectors is too many false alarms. And many 
popular models are highly susceptible to this phenomenon. One 
solution employed by some manufacturers is to shut off X band in 
City mode--without bothering to tell you about it.  Now your three- 
band detector is reduced to only two. Tough luck if you run into X 
band radar. 

 
The Contestants 

 
For this test we focused on new models retail-priced as close as 
possible to the $100 mark. There were only four, the BEL Express 
925, Cobra XRS 9300, Radio Shack 22-1697 and Whistler 1734. 
And  as  a  benchmark,  we  compared  the  performance  of  these 
budget-priced  models  to  the  Valentine  One,  the  performance 
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champ at the time of our landmark $99 test back in 1991. Listed 
alphabetically, here’s what we found. 

 
BEL Express 925 ($99.95) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The BEL Express 925 display has red alpha-numeric characters for 
operating mode and signal strength as well as laser identification. 
Secondary icons depict radar band identification. 

 
There are three operating modes: City, City All and Highway. City 
All contributes to a significant reduction in urban false alarms. 

 
Radar band identification is by differently colored icons. Audible 
alert tones are crisp and distinct, leaving no doubt about the 
frequency of a radar gun. 

 
The  BEL  Express  925  also  offers  a  tutorial  mode  that  cycles 
through the full repertoire of audio/visual alerts to further speed the 
acclimation process. (The only models without this feature were 
the Cobra XRS 9300 and Valentine One.) 

 
Also included: auto mute, an abbreviated self-test sequence and 64 
Safety Warning System (SWS) safety radar messages. 

 
The BEL Express 925 demonstrated the best radar sensitivity of 
any $99 unit tested and equaled or exceeded that of the Valentine 
One in most cases.   Highly unusual in this price class, at the 
Straightaway test site it exhibited nearly identical detection range 
on all three radar frequencies—over 28,000 feet or about 5.3 miles- 
-in each case. 

 
At the Curve test site, on X band it gave the best detection range of 
any unit, including the Valentine One. On K and Ka band it trailed 
the V1 by a few hundred feet. 

 
The BEL 925 also was the best in the $99 group at spotting Ka- 
band radar coming from behind. Here it delivered about 500 feet 
more range than the Whistler 1734 and 10 to 12 times the range of 
the Cobra and Radio Shack. 
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The BEL 925 is a well constructed, sophisticated detector with a 
competitive  feature  set  and  excellent  audio  and  visual  alert 
systems. It’s most notable for its outstanding radar sensitivity and 
selectivity, not to mention the best price/performance ratio of any 
detector on the planet. 

 
 

Cobra XRS 9300 ($99.95) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The  Cobra  XRS  9300  offers  two  user-selectable  options:  VG- 
2/Spectre Mk I radar detector detector (RDD) alert and IntelliMute. 
The latter is designed to reduce urban false alarms and, while 
effective, takes a few minutes to engage for first-time users. And it 
must be recalibrated when moved to a different vehicle. 

 
The  radar  detector  detector-detection  feature  (getting  confused 
yet?) proved useless. The XRS 9300 failed to spot a late model 
VG-2 until nearly point-blank range and had even more trouble 
detecting an earlier VG-2. And while it can detect the Australian- 
built Spectre Mk I, none of these RDDs is being used in U.S and 
very few are used elsewhere. The Cobra is, however, undetectable 
by the VG-2. 

 
The Cobra proved susceptible to detecting other radar detectors, 
often from far enough away to pose a problem with false alerts. 

 
Some of the band identification icons disappear in sunlight although 
those for laser and Strobe Alert remain visible. (The latter is 
intended to alert the driver to a nearby emergency vehicle equipped 
with an Opticom or Tomar traffic signal-changing strobe light 
transmitter.) A better idea would have been to devote more legible 
red icons to the important tasks, radar detection for instance. 

 
The radar and laser audible alerts are readily identifiable but the 
rest are incomprehensible. Maximum audio volume of 96 dB, 
however, was the best of the group. 
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The Cobra XRS 9300 offers no tutorial mode, a feature made 
impractical by the company’s marketing ploy of claiming to detect 
9, 10, 11 and now 12 “bands” of radar and laser. 

 
We found this unit’s chrome buttons and mesh speaker grille, 
coupled with its bright upper case, produce an intensely annoying 
reflection in the windshield. 

 
Radar detection range was excellent on X band at the Straightaway 
test site. It weighed in with average Ka performance and faltered 
badly  on  K  band.  It  also  fared  poorly  on  rearward  Ka-band 
detection range and detected Cobra’s own K-band Safety Alert 
(safety radar) transmitter when the 100 mph emergency vehicle 
carrying it had already passed and was pulling back into the right 
lane. 

 
Curiously, the XRS 9300 did better at the far more difficult Curve 
test site, at least against conventional radar, coming from the front. 

 
The XRS 9300 is blessed with arguably one of the most handsome 
industrial designs on the market. But we find it has some notable 
shortcomings. 

 
Radio Shack 22-1697 ($99.99) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Radio Shack’s yellow text display generally remains visible 
during daylight if the sun is high overhead. But with the sun low on 
the horizon, coming from behind, we noticed significant problems 
with reading the display. 

 
Audible band ID is provided by tones and voice alerts. There are 11 
voice messages including five for SWS, three for radar and two 
more for lasers. There’s no option between audible alert tones or 
voice—it’s both or nothing. For the same reason as in the Cobra, 
one laser alert would have been plenty. Also like the Cobra, the 
Radio Shack frequently incorrectly identified the laser model. 

 
The eleventh voice alert is a VG-2 detection warning. However, it 
had problems detecting either of our VG-2s. 

 
At the Straightaway test site the Radio Shack 22-1697 showed 
excellent X- and K-band detection range. However, in X-band City 
mode it proved hopeless inept. 

 
At the Curve test site the Radio Shack unit met our 1,500-foot 
minimum range on X band but faltered badly on K and Ka band. 
Equally dismal was its rearward Ka-band range. 
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Whistler DE 1734 ($89.95) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The 1734 has a stylish black housing with the upper case a titanium 
color. Its display uses icons for operating mode, band ID and signal 
strength. 

 
Standard features include auto mute, manual mute, settings 
memory, SWS reception and two alternate City modes. Battery 
Saver mode shuts off the unit automatically after a period of 
inactivity to prevent battery drain. 

 
Two user-selectable options are provided: VG-2 detection and 
Battery Saver (auto shutoff). There are four operating modes: 
Highway, City, City 1 and City 2. We found City 1 and City 2 very 
effective in limiting urban false alarms. 

 
Radar signal strength is shown numerically, 1 through 9, and by 
beep frequency. V indicates that a VG-2 has been detected. The 
latter is more cosmetic than functional; the Whistler can be spotted 
by some VG-2s at substantial distances, far beyond its VG-2- 
detection capabilities. 

 
Five  top-mounted  buttons  control  the  unit.  The  power  button 
doubles as the display dimming control. It’s relatively easy to locate 
but the slim City and Quiet buttons are closely spaced and take 
some deliberation to find. 

 
Some of the Whistler’s icons tend to disappear in direct sunlight. 
Fortunately, audible band ID is excellent with each band easy to 
identify. 

 
The Whistler’s metallic upper case and shiny chrome buttons 
generated  significant  windshield  glare.  Like  the  Cobra,  we’d 
suggest mounting this one out of your direct line of sight. 

 
The Whistler 1734’s radar scores at the Straightaway test site were 
highly competitive. On X band it was in a virtual tie with the others, 
including the Valentine One. On K band it tied the Radio Shack, 
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both of them a fair distance behind the BEL 925 and Valentine One. 
Its Ka-band detection range was excellent. 

 
At the Curve test site it showed the best X-band range in the $99 
class by a slim margin. It was mid-pack on K band and equal to all 
but the BEL on Ka band. It was again second only to the BEL and 
V1 in spotting Ka-band radar coming from behind 

 
We found the Whistler 1734 to be one of the better-rounded units 
with a comprehensive feature set, good audio and excellent laser 
sensitivity. Its radar sensitivity is also well-balanced, if not class- 
leading. 

 
It does suffer from some ergonomic shortcomings, but in the plus 
column, it was the least expensive unit tested 
 


