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It’s Common Sense, Really

Technology is the driving force behind why so many people take measures to increase their access to the outside world. These measures include things such as navigation systems, e-mail, fax, the Internet, and cellular phones, just to name a few.  However, as with all new advancements in technology and our society, this increased accessibility to the outer world comes with a number of negative drawbacks. One area in which these drawbacks are highly pronounced is driving. Driving used to be a relatively simple task.  In the past there were fewer cars on the road, fewer distractions, and a lack of any form of technology within the vehicle beyond the steering wheel, mirrors, gas pedal and break - all of which were required for driving the vehicle  from point A to point B. Today, however, cars can be equipped with high powered stereo systems, Bluetooth, electronic-visual navigation systems, compasses, televisions, drink holders, fax machines, outlets for computers, and cellular phones. 

The debate here is if these distracting devices should be banned for public safety or not.  One does not have to research very deep to find statistics related to crashes due to distraction while driving.  The National Highway Traffic Administration (NHTSA) has collected data that shows almost 5,870 people died and an approximately 500,000 people were injured in crashes that were reported to have involved distractions in 2008.
  Numerous studies have also been done on the use of cell phones while driving.  Some of the studies consistently found a four – fold increase in crash risk associated with the use of a cellular phone.
  Even more disturbing is preliminary results from studies also indicate that text messaging on a cell phone while driving increase crash risk more than 23 times over.
  That statistic alone should be enough to make people realize the imminent danger that distracting technologies bring with them if used while driving.  
So far, there have been many efforts made to develop guidelines for in-vehicle devices.  CAMP (Crash Avoidance Metrics Partnership) in cooperation with NHTSA has been working on the development of workload metrics (measures of driver performance).
  In addition, several European countries have conducted metrics development efforts under the Human Machine Interface and the Safety of Traffic in Europe program. Under the ADAM (Advanced Driver Attention Metrics) program several manufacturers also developed metrics.  There have also been performance guidelines for automotive manufacturers through a Memorandum of Understanding from Transport Canada relating to telematics device design and development.  These guideline efforts have gone on to support many ongoing research programs today.
The SAVE – IT (SAvety Vehicle Using Adaptive Interface Technology) has looked at the possibility of a workload management tool.  This system is designed to minimize the workload (ie. mental effort required) from in-vehicle interfaces at unsafe times, such as when drivers must focus on critical driving situations.  Such systems are able to make real – time calculations of the difficulty of the driving situation and then determine when to suppress the display of additional distracting information or to prioritize their presentation to limit the amount of information displayed at one time.  For example, if a driver is in the rain, or on a winding road, an incoming phone call (added demand) would be systematically sent to voice mail, rather than ringing like normal.  The NHTSA is continuing their investigation of such technologies to evaluate their crash reduction potential as well as determine ways to reduce the distraction potential the systems themselves may present. 
 High costs of implementing these technology based solutions limits the success of the programs.  The effectiveness could also be compromised if drivers overestimate the protection given to them by the technologies, and, while relying on the technology they may adopt unsafe behaviors, such as increased cellular use that are counterproductive to safety.  Behavioral approaches such as laws or educational programs seeking to educate drivers on the risks and consequences of distracted driving would be beneficial to many but would also have to overcome the resistance of drivers who may not fully appreciate the risks associated with electronic distractions.
The Government of Canada estimates that economic losses caused by traffic collision- related health care costs and lost productivity are at least $10 billion annually.  Add to that the costs of time and resources of police officers to reporting, investigating, charging the motorist, and legal costs to the justice system.   The negative effects of congestion, caused by collisions also impact our trade and tourism. $500 billion of Canada’s trade travels by roads and 65% of tourists travelling by personal vehicle.
 More importantly is the impact not only on the injured victim but also on the victim’s family and friends. The pain and suffering felt by the persons affected through injury or death is enormous and should be enough to make people realize the negative costs and consequences of driving with distractions.
It would seem that legislation addressing distractions while driving is the most cost efficient potential solution.   Effectiveness and efficiency would be best realized at a provincial level of legislation covering all highways and roads rather than individual municipalities.  Knowing that driving distractions pose a threat to the safety to its citizens, it is the responsibility of the government to introduce such legislation.   Alberta is one of the last provinces to introduce distracted driving legislation, but its proposed Bill 16 covers the most distractions.  It would allow police to issue tickets to drivers caught reading, texting, or conducting personal grooming.  Bill 16 would allow the use of hands-free phones and also radio communications such as CB radios for commercial purposes and search and rescue services.  Drivers would be allowed to use hand held devices to contact emergency services as well.   Bill 16 is said to be a “practical, effective, and enforceable approach to the issue of distracted driving…sending a strong safety message to all Albertans: When you are in your vehicle, your focus must be on driving” by the Minister of Transportation Luke Ouellette.  British Columbia and Saskatchewan banned talking on hand held phones on January 1, 2010.  Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Quebec have similar laws. These laws are about ensuring drivers keep their eyes on the road and their hands on the wheel to prevent needless crashes caused by driver distraction.  Along with legislation it would be prudent for the government to sponsor a comprehensive public awareness campaign to inform the public about the risks associated with driver distraction.  Also include detailed sections in driving manuals and driver training programs about driver distractions to build awareness among the next generation of drivers.
Just as when wearing seatbelt legislation was introduced, there of course will be those groups or individuals who will say that this is just another way for the government to control us and violate our rights. They will argue that just as their not wearing a seatbelt doesn’t hurt anyone but them so does what they do in their own vehicle doesn’t hurt anyone but them.  Such drivers who act in a reckless manner do not want to accept that their actions do have a profound effect on others around them.
In addition, there have already been studies, reports, and cost analysis’s surfacing stating the costs of legislation exceeds the benefits by a significant amount.  Having said that, there are also studies, reports, and cost analysis’s published that claim the exact opposite.  One side is clearly focused on the dollar amount alone while the other considers both dollars and lives.   National Safety Council spokesman John Ulczycki has said, “We understand that economists want to measure the value of things in different ways...We think this is a significant contributor to injuries and death”
.  
New technologies and advancements will forever be right at our heels but in the midst of it all, as a society, we cannot lose sight of common sense.  Just as quick as a new gadget can make our lives easier it can also just as quick take our life if not used wisely and with common sense.  If we could put out a fire instantly with the simple push of a button, who out there would choose not to push that button?  It is common sense; push the button, save lives and money.  Not to imply that there will ever be such an easy button to put out fires but in electronic devices there is such a button…the off button.  If we all used common sense and pushed that button while driving we would save lives and money.   Unfortunately, we will never be able to ‘legislate’ common sense; but we can encourage it.
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