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Every day Red Deer city RCMP
traffic cops are called to the scene
of an accident where a collision
was caused because a driver wasn’t
paying attention.

In January, police responded to
more than 100 intersection-related
collisions, many of them occurring
because drivers were chatting on
cell phones, texting messages or
twiddling with their iPods.

Last month, local Mounties were
part of a province-wide police
crackdown on distracted driving,
and handed out hundreds of tickets
for various violations under the
provincial Traffic Safety Act. Many
were given to cell phone users.

The cell phone crackdown was
welcome but the simple fact
remains is that there is still no spe-
cific law in Alberta banning the use
of hand-held cell phones, despite
mounting scientific evidence their
use makes motorists four times
more likely to be involved in a colli-
sion. “Driving while talking on a
cell phone or otherwise distracted
has become one of the most serious
road safety issues in the country
today,” said Stanley Griffin, presi-
dent and CEO of Insurance Bureau
of Canada, last year.

Last fall, Alberta Transportation
Minister Luke Ouellette said dur-
ing a stop in Red Deer the govern-
ment was seriously looking at the
issue to determine whether cell
phones should be banned while
behind the wheel. Newfoundland
and Labrador is the only Canadian
province that has a specific law
against the use of hand held cell
phones while driving.

Jerry Bellikka, communications
director for Alberta Transporta-
tion, said last week government
experts have been pouring over
research from across the country,
as well as studies from the United
States, Europe and Australia. 

Every single one of these studies
is showing that cell phones is
either right behind drunk driving
as the number one hazard on the
roads or has even pulled ahead.

Earlier this month, Carnegie
Mellon University scientists in the
United States released a report
stating that just listening to a cell
phone while driving can cause dri-
vers to commit the same types of
driving errors that occur under the
influence of alcohol.

The Carnegie Mellon study used
brain imaging on 29 volunteers to
document that listening alone
reduces by 37% the amount of
brain activity associated with dri-
ving. The report said it can cause
drivers to weave out of their lane,
and that making cell phones hands-
free or voice-activated is not suffi-
cient in eliminating distractions to
drivers.

“Drivers need to keep not only
their hands on the wheel; they also
have to keep their brains on the
road,” said neuroscientist Marcel
Just.

The study also showed that cell
phone using subjects committed
more lane maintenance errors,
such as hitting a simulated
guardrail, and deviating from the
middle of the lane. Last year, a
study by the U.S. National High-
way Traffic Safety Administration

showed that while most teens are
taking notice of warnings on drink-
ing and driving, they are confront-
ed with a host of behind-the-wheel
distractions – including cell phones
- that contribute to thousands of
fatal crashes every year.

The study found they routinely
face distractions that researchers
say help make traffic accidents the
number one killer of American
teens, with a fatality rate four
times higher than drivers aged 25-
69.

The study, which relied on the
results of a survey of more than
5,600 students, also found that 89%
reported seeing teen drivers chat-
ting on cell phones, while 53% said
they see teens using hand-held
games, listening devices or sending
text messages while driving.

“Young drivers are not as experi-
enced as older drivers ... it requires
a greater cognitive capacity for
them to drive - their psychomotor
skills for driving still are not up to
par,” Deanna Singhal, a research
associate with the Traffic Injury
Research Foundation, told Canadi-
an media in response to the Ameri-
can study.

And in Australia, researchers at
the Accident Research Centre at
Monash University have concluded
in a major study that young drivers

text messaging spend up to 400%
more time with their eyes off the
road than they did when not text
messaging.

“While there was some evidence
that drivers attempted to compen-
sate for being distracted by increas-
ing their following distance, drivers
did not reduce their speed while
distracted, which could increase
their risk of being involved in a
crash as it increases the stopping
distance required to avoid a colli-
sion,” said the Australian report.

But even with this damning
amount of evidence in support of
cell phone bans while driving,
there is resistance with the Alberta
government in being too hasty.

“In most jurisdictions that have
brought in cell phone bans they
have seen the use dip for a while
and then people soon go back to
their old habits again,” said Bellik-
ka.

But motorists just might think
twice if they were facing the double
hammer of tough legislation and
police vigilance.

In this city, the Red Deer cops
have been quite active in the past
year in nailing drivers who don’t
wear their seatbelts. Last week
more than 100 motorists were hand-
ed tickets in a three-hour period.

You can bet police in Red Deer
and across the province would just
love to have a better tool in their
arsenal to combat cell phone use on
the roads.  It would ultimately save
hundreds, if not thousands of lives.

Is there a single good reason why
the province should wait?

jbachusky@reddeer.greatwest.ca (309-5456)

Dion should go
The federal Conservatives must be

gloating over Monday night’s byelec-
tion results.

Of the four held Liberal seats
(Toronto Centre, Toronto Willow-
dale, Vancouver-Quadra and the
Sasketchewan riding of Desnethe-
Missinippi-Churchill River) the Lib-
erals lost the Saskatchewan seat -
the Tories swamped them - and nar-
rowly won Vancouver-Quadra which
they’ve held for 25 years.

Granted the two Toronto ridings
were won by the Liberals with big
margins, but that was expected.

However, while the addition of
Bob Rae and Martha Hall Findlay to
the Liberals front bench adds depth
to the party it isn’t all good news.

Especially for leader Stephane
Dion.

His hand-picked candidate in
Saskatchewan – Joan Beatty - was
soundly trounced by Conservative
Rob Clarke.

Dion pushed aside the favourite
son David Orchard in favour of Beat-
ty and it backfired badly on him.

The Liberal voters of that
Saskatchewan riding rejected their
leader’s choice and stayed home.

Which says that Dion made the
wrong call.

So the Conservatives –in addition
to their win in Saskatchewan and
terriffic showing in Vancouver-
Quadra – must be looking again at
the disarray in the Liberal camp
under Dion’s leadership and chomp-
ing at the bit to go to the polls.

And to add to the Conservatives’
glee a new national poll shows them
sitting at 37% with the Liberals at
28%.

Sounds like the Conservatives
should force an election as soon as
possible eh?

Well not quite. There’s little doubt
if they did they would get back in –
but still with a minority.

The elusive 40% needed to form a
majority simply isn’t coming their
way.

So it’s back to the Liberals. Is it
time they forced an election?

The answer to that is yes.
While most of us don’t want an

election, we also want an opposition
party in Parliament who takes on
the government. Something the Lib-
erals aren’t doing under Dion’s lead-
ership.

The best course for the Liberals is
to force an election, let the Conserv-
atives get back in with another
minority, hold a leadership review,
dump Dion, elect a new strong
leader (Michael Ignatieff, Bob Rae?)
and get back to being an opposition
party.

Dion, nice man that he is, is never-
theless viewed as a weak leader. And
the longer the Liberals keep him as
leader they will be viewed as a weak
party.

And as long as they’re viewed as a
weak party, they are useless as an
opposition.

And for parliament to work prop-
erly a strong opposition is needed.

Johnnie
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