Of mobile phones, seat belts and headlights
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DESPITE the apparent vital role that the mandatory use of seat belts and the prohibition of the use of mobile phones and full-beam headlights while driving can play in saving lives and reducing injuries on the road, why is it taking us so long to implement such practices that encourage safe driving?

The Islamabad Traffic Police, established in 2006, is probably the first police department in the country to have initiated the move for legislation on encouraging the use of seat belts and discouraging the use of mobile phones and full or high-beam headlights while driving, all for the sake of safe driving.

But the notification for such legislation, which the ITP has reportedly been pursuing with the interior ministry for the past several months, has apparently not materialised despite the very obvious advantages.

Is it because of strong resentment from motorists within and outside Islamabad who do not want such laws for a number of reasons, chief of which is what they see as unwarranted intrusion of government into private life and undue restriction on their freedom, whether it be buckling up or using the mobile phone and full-beam headlights, no matter what the consequences?

Or is it that some motorists view such safe driving practices as ‘too sophisticated’ or ‘western’ for us: why should we teach our people to behave as first world citizens when we are a third world country?

Or perhaps some question how we are going to implement, for instance, the seat belt ruling. Are we ready for this safe driving law? What about old cars that do not even have front seat belts, what to talk about rear seat belts?

But when so many other countries, both developed and developing, have already adopted legislation to ensure the above three safe driving practices, why shouldn’t we?

The ban on the use of hand-held mobile phones while driving was first introduced in some developed countries in the 1990s and this practice is now illegal in at least 47 countries. The ban has been adopted by these countries based on the conclusion reached by many studies that using mobile phone while driving impairs driving performance in a number of ways, and that it also increases the risk of accidents.

Among the developing countries which have banned the use of hand-held mobile phones while driving are Brazil, Chile, China, Egypt, Bahrain, Jordan, Kenya, South Africa, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and Zimbabwe, while in countries like US, Canada, India and Mexico, it is illegal in certain states and cities. In at least two cases, Portugal and New Delhi in India, the ban even extends to the use of hands-free mobile phones.

The mandatory use of seat belts is an even older piece of safe driving legislation first introduced in the 1970s in some developed countries, applicable initially to only the driver and front seat passenger. This law was also introduced because studies showed that wearing seat belts greatly reduces the risk of death and injury in the majority of automobile crashes.

As this legislation was adopted by more and more countries and states in the 1980s and 1990s, it also became increasingly applicable to rear passengers as well, with many countries now also requiring infants and children to be buckled up in special baby or child seats.

Some countries have even made the wearing of seat belts compulsory for bus passengers, e.g., France, Germany and Sweden, a stark contrast indeed to the dangerous practice still prevalent here in the twin cities of passengers sitting on the rooftops of buses!

The use of full-beam headlights is also illegal in many countries because they produce too much glare for safe use when other vehicles are present on the road, particularly vehicles travelling in the opposite direction.

Although full-beam headlights help to maximise seeing distance on some dark roads in Islamabad, this practically blinds the drivers of oncoming cars who often have to slow down and sometimes even pull over at the side to avoid any accidents.

Even if the ITP finally gets the okay to implement regulations on the use of mobile phones, safety belts and full- beam headlights, these traffic laws will prove ineffective if there is no visible enforcement.

There is no point if the new regulations, as with old ones like speed restriction rulings, are only enforced here and there with no proper follow up plan because in the end, we citizens will be on the losing side with the death toll from road accidents still rising.

To achieve long-term compliance on such safe driving practices, we need vigorous enforcement campaigns accompanied by sustained awareness and publicity drives like regular ongoing distribution of publicity materials to motorists at a wide range of outlets including petrol/CNG stations, mobile phone retailers, car sale companies, car hire companies, driving schools, clinics and hospitals, etc., issuing of press releases and giving of interviews over radio and television.

Enforcement campaigns, lasting for say a month each, need to be conducted periodically targeting at motorists who should be stopped for using a mobile phone while driving, not wearing seat belts or not dipping their headlights, and should be either cautioned or issued a challan notice.

There should also be some kind of record of motorists’ offences so that they can be fined more heavily for the second, third and subsequent times that they are caught for the same offence.

Until engineers can design smart safety systems in cars to aid drivers and prevent them from getting into accidents - which may not be too far off into the future as some companies like Mercedes-Benz are already working on such high-tech smart cars that can sense danger and react accordingly - we will have to depend on safe driving regulations and their enforcement by the traffic police to reduce and prevent fatal accidents on the road.

