Cars that Tweet; a Privilege and Responsibility
With great privilege comes great responsibility, and this applies especially to new technologies available in vehicles today.  Automakers are seeking to satisfy consumer demands for connectivity by including flashy gadgets in new models which do everything from checking Facebook to making dinner reservations.   These new technologies allow drivers to multitask behind the wheel to keep up with their busy lifestyles.  However, the increased risk of crashing while driving distracted becomes a great responsibility for all drivers as well as safety policy makers.  
Recent studies offer conflicting results on the impacts of advanced technologies.  Automakers argue that these systems are a safer upgrade from thumbing through a small hand-held device, especially with options such as voice activation and steering-wheel controls that allow hands to stay on the wheel while driving.  To support this point, they point to a study by the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute which shows that talking on a cell phone increases crash risk 1.3 times over regular driving, while physically dialing a number increased the risk 2.8 times.  However, a University of Utah study shows hands-free and hand-held cell phone conversations while driving are equally dangerous.  A new study of cognitive distraction caused by these new vehicle technologies is currently being conducted by the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA) with a report expected late this year.  
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A common argument in favor of additional connectivity technology in vehicles is that drivers will multitask behind the wheel whether these devices are in place or not; that distracted driving simply cannot be prevented.  However, it is difficult to dispute  the fact that distracted driving makes our roads more dangerous than they already are, both for the driver and everyone else on the road, including drivers, cyclists, and pedestrians.  NHTSA states that in 2009, almost 450,000 people were injured in crashes which reportedly involved a distracted driver, and over 5,400 people died in these same instances.  NHTSA found that the proportion of drivers reportedly distracted at the time of a fatal crash has increased from 7 percent in 2005 to 11 percent in 2009. 
Federal agencies must take an educated stance on the danger of distracted driving by making sure all drivers maintain awareness of the risk posed by in-vehicle technology distractions.  Agency leaders and policy makers are encouraged by Federal regulation to establish and implement policy discouraging distracted driving, and to educate and equip employees to safely use hands-free devices (FMR Bulletin B-2: Wireless Phone Use in U.S. Government Vehicles). 
There are a number of current policies in place to limit the impact of distracted driving.  Executive Order 13513 prohibits federal employees from texting while driving on government business or with government equipment.   FMR 102-34.235 states that any driver must obey all motor vehicle traffic laws of the State and local jurisdiction, and as of February 2012, 35 states, D.C. and Guam ban text messaging for all drivers.  Also offered by NHTSA are Driver Distraction Guidelines which have been out for public comment since February 15, 2012, to be submitted for publication in the Federal Register (Docket No. NHTSA-2010-0053). 
For more information regarding driving safe, visit www.distraction.gov or email GSA’s Fleet Safety Program at howsmydriving@gsa.gov. 




Safety Across the Globe 

It is well known that texting and emailing while driving increases the risk of crashing to a dangerous level.  A specific instance in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in October of 2011 illustrates the impact of distracted driving.  

In the UAE, a three-day international Blackberry outage inconvenienced those who rely on smart phones to conduct business and daily activities, the outage resulted in at least one positive result: a 40-percent drop in vehicle crashes in Abu Dhabi and a 20-percent drop in crashes in Dubai.
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Directors of police departments in both Dubai and Abu Dhabi link the increase in safety to the Blackberry service disruption.  Brigadier General Hussein Al Harethi, director of the Abu Dhabi Police traffic department, told the national newspaper: “people are slowly starting to realize the dangers of using their phone while driving. The roads became much safer when BlackBerry stopped working.”

GSA Fleet cares for the drivers in its vehicles and believes that one fatality due to distracted driving is too many.  When behind the wheel, the priority of the driver must be safe vehicle operation.  Know the federal regulations.  Know your state laws regarding texting and driving, since drivers of GSA Fleet vehicles are subject to such mandates.  Refrain from using your smart phone while driving.  Take responsibility as a government driver and help us keep U.S. roads safe! 

Article sources: global.christianpost.com, abudhabiliving.net, AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety
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