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Subject
Cell Phone Distraction and Drivers- A Public Health Concern
Summary

Traffic fatalities are the 2nd leading cause of injury death in Washington State and driver distraction contributes to 26% of fatal crashes. The Harborview Injury Prevention & Research Center in partnership with Public Health – Seattle & King County and the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office is conducting a new study to examine the impacts of cell phone distraction on traffic safety and community health. This two year project is funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Public Health Law Research Program and will conclude in November 2014. 
As of June 2010, Washington law prohibits holding cell phones to the ear or texting while driving and many local jurisdictions ban “inattentive” driving, which can include cell phone use.  However, distracted driving due to cell phone use appears to be increasing.  It is unclear whether state or local laws are adequately enforced. In this randomized controlled study, multiple interventions are used to boost driver compliance and improve enforcement and prosecution of Washington state and local distraction laws, with the goal of preventing injury and death. 
Strategies include:
· Collection and analysis of traffic citation, court, crash, and serious injury and fatality data;
· Observation surveys of drivers and electronic device use;
· Creation of a distracted driving report card and law enforcement roll-call video; and
· Focus groups with judges, prosecutors and law enforcement. 
This study increases the understanding of impacts of distracted driving among the public, judicial, and law enforcement communities. Limitations of current distracted driving laws are examined and targeted interventions are evaluated for the effectiveness to improve public health law enforcement and compliance.

Background

In June 2010, Washington’s primary cell phone laws came into effect prohibiting handheld cell phone use to the ear and texting among drivers. Legislation and effective enforcement are critical factors in behavior change for non-compliant individuals in King County and Washington State. Public health laws have resulted in significant safety gains in seat belt use (over 98% usage rate in King County) and national models for booster seat campaigns. These rates of seat belt use were achieved through passage of strong primary enforcement seat belt legislation with significant fines, aggressive enforcement, and public information campaigns. 
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) provides funding to Washington State to support extra seat belt enforcement for the Click It or Ticket campaign. These campaign funds have supported extra enforcement in King County and contributed to the high seat belt usage rate (98%) among the county’s drivers. While almost every driver is belted, trends in mobile device use suggest unmitigated growth with shifts towards text messaging (see attached report cards).
Washington State does not qualify for NHTSA funding for cell phone distraction prevention, costing the state a portion of the $17.5 million per year allocated grant funds for enforcement and education programs. Washington’s cell phone and texting laws do not meet NHTSA standards for best practice due to definitions of handheld device use (“holding cell phone to ear”), lack of increased fines for repeat offenders, unclear definitions for operation of vehicles and language that no longer reflects the technological capabilities of cell phones (texting vs other smart phone capabilities). During the 2014 legislative session, Senate Bill 6227 was introduced to update these laws and was not pulled for a senate floor vote.
Attachments
1. Report Card No. 1: Distracted Driving in King County, WA
2. Report Card No. 2: Citations for Distracted Driving in King County, WA
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