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The governor will sign bill banning drivers’ use of hand-held phones. It will take effect in 2008. 
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Death and injuries from traffic 
accidents have plummeted in 
California, a trend tied to the 2008 
law that bans gabbing on handheld 
cellphones while driving. Memo to 
all those drivers still yakking away: 
Wake up. Distracted driving can 
kill. 
     The number of 
deaths caused by 
driving while 
chattering on 
handheld 
cellphones 
dropped by half in 
the two years after 
the law took effect 
compared with the 
two years before, 
according to a 
study released by 
the state Office of 
Traffic Safety. 
That dramatic 
improvement 
should persuade 41 
other states to enact similar laws. 
The rest already have. 
     State Sen. Joe Simitian, D-Palo 
Alto, take a bow. He pushed the 
bill until his reluctant colleagues 
agreed to pass it. Credit also goes 
to the California Highway Patrol 
and local police throughout the 
state for aggressively enforcing the 
ban. They seem to have  
wholeheartedly embraced it, 
probably because they have to deal 

with the heartbreak of fatal 
accidents. 
     The study relied on a census of 
police-reported traffic crashes, and 
the numbers aren't as precise as 
we'd like. It found that deaths 
caused by hands-free cellphone use 
– which is not outlawed – also 

dropped by half. 
State officials said 
publicity 
surrounding the 
handheld ban may 
have discouraged 
hands-free use as 
well. We need 
more work to pin 
down what's really 
happening here, 
though common 
sense certainly 
suggests the ban 
on handhelds is 
playing a role. 
     Automakers 
should take note. 

They're about to start installing 
touch-screen dashboard displays 
that let drivers surf the Web. Public 
officials already are talking about 
requiring the devices to shut off 
automatically once a car starts 
moving, but really – does Detroit 
need the black mark of having an 
uptick in traffic deaths to spark 
increased regulation? Let's just 
make those touch-screens safe from 
the start.

 

The number of 
deaths caused by 
driving while 
chattering on 
handheld cellphones 
dropped by half in 
the two years after 
the law took effect 
… according to a 
study released by the 
state Office of 
Traffic Safety. 


