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                     SOUTHWESTERN DIVISION   

                                                      SAFETY NOTES


DRIVING DISTRACTIONS
All drivers have been briefly distracted from time to time.  They spot something intriguing alongside the road, or their minds or vision are temporarily diverted as they dial a cellular phone, change stations on the car radio or pick up a map that fell off the front seat.  By themselves, distractions are usually uneventful, but if you are distracted when the car ahead stops suddenly or someone runs into the street, a crash, and maybe tragedy, may result.

Statistics show that there are more rear-end accidents and studies show the vast majority of rear-end crashes can be chalked up to (driver) inattentiveness.  People are taking driving for granted, but driving is a multi-faceted task, including speed control, steering, braking, and constantly monitoring traffic.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reports that inattention was the cause of about 6 percent of fatal incidents in 1995.  Many experts think this figure understates the actual problem.  In New Jersey, state police reports list inattention as the leading cause of crashes, accounting for 154 deaths, or 19.5 percent of the total in 1995.  The number of distractions that are available to drivers is continually increasing.

Distractions outside the car, including scenery, provocative billboards, smashed cars that had collided or a person who catches your eye.  Inside the car, the possibilities are endless.  Fiddling with the radio dials is the leading cause of distractions inside the car, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administrations office of crash avoidance research.  Other distractions include adjusting mirrors, visors or seats; listening to music or book tapes; grabbing a cup of coffee from the holder; applying cosmetics, shaving, or combing hair; reading or looking at road maps.  Also: smoking, tending to the baby, unruly children or an excited dog.

Newer potential distractions pose additional, growing dangers: Cellular phones, pagers, and fax machines.  Mobile phones have been singled out by several studies as a leading distraction for drivers, and the potential cause of many crashes, especially in combination with other distractions.  Researchers concluded that the crash risk from using a cellular phone was four times greater than when a phone was not in use, and using hands-free cellular phones, compared with hand-held phones that take one hand off the steering wheel, didnt seem to help.  Researchers say the problem seems to be that the drivers preoccupation with the phone call affects his or her attention to what is occurring on the road, or emotional stress may first prompt the phone call and then affect driving.  Researchers recommend:

· Avoid unnecessary calls.

· Keep conversation brief.

· Suspend talking when driving conditions turn hazardous.

Campaigns to teach drivers how to use cellular phones safely and to avoid other distractions have been launched by the National Safety Council, telephone companies, AAA chapters and state transportation or police agencies in a number of states.  It is Corps of Engineers policy to not use Cellular phones while driving in Government vehicles.

NEEDLESS TRAGEDIES CAN BE PREVENTED WHEN EVERYONE ON THE ROAD MAKES DRIVING A TOP PRIORITY.                                                                                        
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