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M,TRACTED DRIVING ISN'T A NEW HIGHWAY
AFETY PROBLEM. “WE'VE SEEN PEOPLE
p"vm(i DISTRACTED SINCE THE ADVENT OF
THE AUTOMOBILE,” SAYS CHIEF DANIEL SHARP
OFT“E ORO VALLEY POLICE DEPARTMENT
ARIZONA) AND CHAIR OF THE IACP HIGHWAY
SAFETY COMMITTEE. Behind-the-wheel dis-
ractions have always included behaviors such
geating, drinking, smoking, grooming, and inter-
«ting with others in the vehicle. More recently,
grivers' use of cellphones and advanced in-car
echnologies has exacerbated this longtime prob-
em. Passenger car drivers talking on a cellphone
aeup to four times more likely to crash while

fhose who text are up to eight times more likely to
qash, according to the AAA Foundation for Traffic
wfety. Commercial motor vehicle drivers who
extwhile driving are 23.2 times more likely to be
ivolved in a crash, near-crash, or unintentional
line deviation.

This dangerous technological trend, in turn,
ismaking highway safety a tougher job for law
emforcement officers. “Traffic safety is public

sfety,” Chief Sharp says. “As we’ve seen distracted
driving become more of a contributor to crashes,
weconsider it a high priority to address that trend
andchange that behavior.” As Lisa Robinson,

Senior Program Manager for the National Safety
Council (NSC), adds, “Distracted driving crashes
are 100 percent preventable. It’s all about driver
behavior.” Changing such behavior is challenging
andrequires a coordinated strategy that includes
lgislation, public education, enforcement, and

| technology.

WANTIFYING THE PROBLEM

Bsides threatening their own safety, distracted
firivers are a danger to everyone else on the road,

| Icluding pedestrians; cyclists; other motorists;
and people working on or next to the road, such as
“@Wenforcement officers, emergency responders,
| Wdresidential waste and recycling employees.

HiEhWay crash, injury, and fatality statistics
: col}flrm the dangers of distracted driving. In the
 Uniteq States, the 2,935 fatal crashes in 2017 that
Molved distraction represented 9 percent of all
ialal crashes and resulted in 3,166 fatalities, includ-
;’g 1832 drivers, 735 passengers, 497 pedestrians,
‘“Vclists, and 32 others, according to the National
p;tg l?”av Traffic Safety Administration’s (NHTSA’)
4ty Analysis Reporting System (FARS). Notably,

more likely to be involveasne:
crash, or unintentional lane deviation.

14 percent—or 401—of the distraction-
affected crashes involved the confirmed use of
a cellphone.

Canadian highway statistics are even more
dramatic. Data from Transport Canada’s National
Collision Database indicate that, in 2015, 22.5
percent of traffic-related fatalities and 28.2
percent of serious injuries in Canada involved
distracted driving. “Distracted and inattentive
driving is recognized as one of the Big 4 causal
factors for deaths and injuries on our roadways,”
says Inspector Tina Maier, Provincial Traffic
Operations, Highway Safety Division of the
Ontario Provincial Police (OPP).

What’s more, the above figures are likely lower
than the reality because, as AAA notes, “It is
difficult to detect distraction following a crash,
which makes distracted driving one of the most
underreported traffic safety issues.” Another
limiting factor is that “until recently, a lot of crash
reports didn’t have a box for distracted driving,”
says NSC'’s Robinson. Also, in Canada, only four
jurisdictions include police reporting on whether
adriver’s use of an electronic communication
device was a contributing factor in a collision.

LEVERAGING THE LAW

Chief Sharp and the Oro Valley Police Department
were seeing a “fairly good drop” in the number

of fatal car crashes in their jurisdiction—until a
few years ago. Then Oro Valley officers noticed a
dramatic uptick in fatal crashes, consistent with
the proliferation of smartphones. The Oro Valley
team started tracking the number of times they
noticed drivers interacting with their phones and
engaging in other distracted driving behaviors.
“Our approach here in Oro Valley—and my focus
for IACP—is crash prevention, not crash reduc-
tion,” Chief Sharp says. “The idea is to identify the
behaviors that are contributing to crashes and to
stop those behaviors before there’s a crash.”

T e
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