Keeping teens safe behind the wheel  
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Most parents are not surprised when their teenager starts talking about and dreaming of getting his or her driver’s license. Parents recall as if it were yesterday the day we passed our test and the feelings of excitement and freedom it engendered. Parents also recognize the risks associated with driving, and waiver between enthusiasm and dread as our teens become drivers.

Concern for teen driving safety is well justified. Both national and California statistics cite motor vehicle accidents as the leading cause of death for teenagers. According to the Department of Motor Vehicles, the risk of a fatal accident for teenagers under 18 is 2.5 times that of the “average” driver. Further, teenagers as a group average twice as many accidents as adult drivers, while driving only half as many miles.

According to traffic safety authorities, a number of factors lead to those alarming statistics:

Seat belt use. Despite laws requiring seat belt use, teens (both drivers and passengers) are the least likely age group to use them. Observed seat belt use among teens and young adults (16 to 24) is the lowest among any age group, with deadly consequences: 37 percent of 16-year-old passengers who died in motor vehicle collisions were not wearing seat belts.

Other passengers. The National Safety Council reports that a major risk factor for teen drivers is the presence of teen passengers — even one increases the risk of a fatal crash. “With three or more teenage passengers, 85 percent of crashes involved driver error, almost 50 percent involved speeding and almost 70 percent involved a single vehicle.”

Speed. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, speed accounted for 38 percent of the fatal crashes involving male drivers between the ages of 15 and 20 in 2005. The California DMV also reports that speeding is the most common traffic conviction for teens in California — accounting for almost 50 percent of violations.

Drinking and driving. 2007 national data indicates that almost one-third of teen drivers killed in crashes had a positive blood-alcohol level of .01 or higher at the time of the crash. Teens should also be aware that California has a zero tolerance for anyone under age 21 to drive with alcohol in their system (Vehicle Code Section 23136).

Night driving. Night driving is particularly risky for teens. The National Safety Council reports that factors that contribute to this risk are inexperience with driving, lower visibility, passengers, fatigue and alcohol use. Teen crash rates at night (9 p.m. to 6 a.m.) are twice as high as daytime rates.

Experience. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reports that “young inexperienced drivers, particularly 16- to 17-year-olds, are significantly overrepresented in fatal crashes. Our research tells us that immaturity and inexperience are primary factors contributing to these deadly crashes by young drivers.”

Other distractions. Cell phones can create a dangerous distraction for a driver. All wireless telephone use, even if hands free, is against California law for drivers under 18 years of age. Research shows that adjusting the radio is the most common distraction for drivers between 16 and 20.

Experts report that graduated license laws such as California’s Vehicle Code Section 12814.6 are critical to improving teen driving safety, decreasing devastating crashes by 20 to 50 percent. Parents and teens should become familiar with Vehicle Code Section 12814.6 and its effect on the driving privilege. For example, teens with provisional licenses face restrictions on when they are allowed to drive (not between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m.) as well as transporting passengers under age 20 unless certain conditions are met. Consult the California Department of Motor Vehicle Parent Teen Training Guide, available at www.dmv.ca.gov or at DMV offices, for more information about licensing and learning safe driving techniques.

Parents can also have a dramatic influence on teens by demonstrating good driver behavior and discussing safety issues with teens. Many educational resources are available for parents and teens alike. The NHTSA and National Organizations for Youth Safety have launched a new Web site for parents called Under Your Influence (www.underyourinfluence.org) to help parents discuss driving issues with teens. The DMV also has a Web page devoted to teen drivers at www.dmv.ca.gov/teenweb. The California Highway Patrol and others have partnered to create Impact Teen Drivers at www.impact teendrivers.org.
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