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Future of cell phones while driving before NC Assembly
W e s  M e l v i l l e

S t a f f  W r i t e r

Two bil ls have recen tly  been  p ro 
posed  in the North  C aro l ina  General 
A s s e m b ly  th a t ,  i f  p a s s e d ,  w o u ld  
m ake  it i l lega l to  ope ra te  a ce l lu la r  
phone  w hile  d r iv in g  a car.

The b il ls ,  w h ich  were  re fe rred  to 
com m it tee  tw o w eeks  ago, ba r  the 
use  o f  h a n d -h e ld  ce l l  p h o n e s  and  
r e q u i r e  a d r i v e r  to  e i t h e r  u t i l i z e  
som e k ind  o f  hands- f ree  dev ice  or 
to pull  ove r  to the side o f  the road  
w hen  ca l l ing .  U nd er  the  p ro posed  
bil ls ,  the  f irst v io la tion  w ou ld  result 
in a $25 fine.

T he  co rre la t io n  be tw een  driv ing  
and  cel l  phones  has increas ing ly  b e 
com e  a co n t ro v e rs ia l  safe ty  issue. 
M o re  and  m o re  s t a te s  a c ro s s  the 
co u n t ry ,  l ike  N o r th  C a ro l in a ,  are 
now  try ing  to  get  laws passed  b a n 
n ing  the ir  use in cars .  O nly  th ree  -  
C a l i f o r n i a ,  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  a n d  
F lo r ida  -  thus far , have  passed  any 
re s tr ic t ions  on  cell  phones .  A nd as 
o f  yet , no s ta te  has been able  to e n 
force  an ou tr igh t  ban.

In N ew  H anov er  C ounty ,  there  is 
cu rren t ly  a d ra f ted  reso lu t ion  by the 
Board  o f  H ealth  tha t  c i tes  the d a n 
gers o f  cell  p hones  and d riving. The 
re so lu t ion  is d if fe ren t  f rom  a law in 
tha t  it is m e re ly  a “posi t ion  s ta te 
m e n t ,” said  D av id  H ow ard ,  the in 
ju ry  p reven t ion  and  hea l th  educa to r  
o f  New H anover  County.

“ I t ’s a public  educa t ion  p ro g ram ” 
des igned  to  help  reduce  “the n u m 
ber  o f  (au tom obi le )  c rashes  due  to 
d i s t r a c t i o n s  a n d  i n a t t e n t i o n , ” 
H ow ard  said.

H ow ard  feels the reso lu t ion  is e s 
pec ia l ly  im portan t  to N ew  H anover  
C o u n t y ,  w h i c h ,  a c c o r d i n g  to  
H ow ard ,  ranks above all o ther  co u n 
ties in the state in crash  rate pe r  100 
m i le s  o f  t r a v e l ,  n o n - f a t a l  in ju ry  
c rash  ra te and  c rash  in ju ry  pe r  100 
people .

P roponen ts  o f  cell  phone  le g is la 
t ion  in s is t  tha t  co n c lu s iv e  s tud ies  
h a v e  s h o w n  th a t  c e l l  p h o n e s  do 
c a u se  a c c id e n ts .  A  s tud y  by the 
Univers ity  o f  Toronto w as published 
in  th e  N e w  E n g l a n d  J o u r n a l  o f  
M ed ic ine  in 1997. The resu lts  r e 
vea led  tha t  the r isk  o f  g e t t ing  in an 
acc iden t  is qu ad ru p led  w hen  using 
a cell p hone ,  a ra te  nearly identica l  
to tha t  o f  d riv ing w hile  under  the in 
fluence.

“In tox ica t ion  is m ere ly  a  d is t ra c 
t ion  w hich  enhances  the p robab i l i ty  
o f  acc id en ts  re su l t ing  in in ju ry  or 
death. Talking on a cell  phone while 
dr iv ing  p rodu ces  the sam e k inds  o f  
r isks.  It is very d if f icu lt  fo r  me to 
ju s t i fy  a law bann ing  one bu t not the 
o the r ,” said  M ike A dam s, associa te  
p ro fesso r  o f  cr im inal ju s t ice  at U NC  
W ilm ington .

A d a m s ’ v i e w p o i n t  t h a t  “ c e l l  
ph one  le g is la t io n  is bad ly  needed  
and  com p le te ly  ju s t i f ie d ” com es,  in 
part ,  f rom  his ow n  persona l  ex pe r i 
ence  with  a cell p hone  driver.

W h i l e  r u n n i n g ,  A d a m s  w a s  
“n ea r ly  s t ru ck  by a w o m an  in an 
SUV,” he said.

The w om an  ju s t  h ap pened  to be 
ta lk ing  on he r  cel l  phone  at the time 
o f  the near  accident.

O thers  at U N C W  agree  with the 
need for  legis la tion .

“I d o n ’t th ink you should  ta lk  and 
d r i v e  a t  th e  s a m e  t i m e  b e c a u s e  
y o u ’re not p ay ing  a t ten t ion  to  the 
ro a d ,” said  M iri  G a in es ,  a so p h o 
more.

G aines  also has f i rs t -hand  e x p e 
r ience  with the issue. She was rear- 
e n d e d  by a n o th e r  ce l l  p h o n e  u se r  
w ho  was no t pay ing  a t ten t ion  to  the 
road.

“I have  a cel l  phone ,  bu t I 
d o n ’t use it w hen  I ’m d r iv in g ,” said 
f re shm an  C ra ig  H ewett.

Judg ing  by the ir  p roven  u n p o p u 
larity, m os t  p eop le  seem  opposed  to 
pass ing  any such laws. T hey  feel
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c e l l  p h o n es  
are ju s t  one 
o f  m any po 
t e n t i a l  d i s 
t rac tions  for 
d r iv e r s  and  
p u t t i n g  a 
ban on them 
w ould  mean 
h a v i n g  to  
pu t a ban on 
t h i n g s  l ik e  
e a t i n g  o r  
c h a n g i n g  
music  while 
d r i v i n g .
Som e o p p o 
nents feel it 
com es dow n
to a ques t ion  o f  ind iv idua l r e sp o n 

sibility.
“ I t ’s k in d  o f  e v e r y o n e ’s o w n  

responsib i l i ty . . . the re  are some driv 
ers tha t are te rr ib le  w ithout a cell  
phone to beg in  w ith ,” said f reshm an 
Brett Friday, w ho enjoys the adv an 
tages o f  using a cel l  phone  to call  
f r iends  and fam ily  every  now and 
then and  to  notify  people  w hen he 
is late.

“ I t ’s no t a p rob lem , i t ’s ju s t  com 
m on sense ,” said  sophom ore  Greg

Young. (T he  law s w ere )  “ putt ing  
too  m any  regula tions 
on the  indus try .” 

M a n y  like  Young 
w o n d e r  h ow  the  p ro 
p o s e d  l e g i s l a t i o n  
m ig h t  a f f e c t  a r a p 
id ly  g r o w in g  b u s i 
ness ,  w hich  now  p ro 
v i d e s  s e r v i c e  f o r  
o v e r  1 0 0  m i l l i o n  
A m ericans .

“ I d o n ’t th ink  it is 
g o i n g  to  h u r t  o u r  
bus in e ss  at a l l ,” said 
D re w  M e n a r d ,  le ad  
s a l e s p e r s o n  a t  A i r 
w a v e s ,  a lo c a l  ce l l  
p h o n e  d i s t r i b u t o r .

GraphKby GaiMHerman “T h ere  are  so m any

new  (hands -f ree )  a cc e s s o r ie s” tha t  
are be ing  m ade  ava i lab le  to  the  c o n 
sumer, l ike ea r  p ieces  and  sp eake r  
ph ones .”

A irw aves  offers “p ack ag es  w ith  
a hands- f ree  accesso ry  as w ell  as an 
e a r  p i e c e , ” M e n a r d  sa id .  “ M o s t  
m anufac l i i re rs  p ro v id e  an in s t ru c 
tion  book le t ,  w h ich  p ro m o te s  safe 
use  espec ia lly  w hen  d r iv in g .”

I f  the le g is la t io n  is p a ssed ,  the 
new law will  go in effec t  on D e c e m 
ber  1.
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