January 27, 2005

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

TOUGHER RESTRICTIONS FOR TEEN DRIVERS 

Automobiles can be lethal weapons in the hands of young drivers.   Car crashes are the number one killer of teenagers nationwide.

The statistics are alarming.  During their first year of driving, one in five teens is involved in a crash.   Those Marylanders under age 21 represent only 1.6% of the state’s population, but they are responsible for 5.3% of the motor vehicle accidents.

Support is growing among General Assembly members to impose tougher restrictions on teen drivers.   Measures considered before and a package of administration bills to do just that will have my support.

Under Maryland law, a new driver must receive 30 to 50 hours of behind-the-wheel training with a licensed adult driver.   At age 16, they are eligible for an 18-month provisional license, which bars them from driving between midnight and 5:00 a.m.   Teens are not eligible for a full driver’s license until they are at least 17 years and 7 months of age.

The Governor’s legislation dealing with teen driver safety requires that drivers under 21 convicted of driving while intoxicated would have to surrender their licenses for three years or until they are 21, whichever is longer.   One of the measures extends from four to six months the period that new drivers must have a learner’s permit.   Another bill would require suspension of a provisional license for 90 days if drivers are cited for not wearing a seat belt or driving after curfew hours.

Also, legislation will be considered to prohibit teens with provisional licenses from using cell phones while they drive.

Still another bill prohibits teen drivers from carrying passengers under age 18 for six months after they receive their provisional license.  Family members are exempted from the passenger ban.   This passenger prohibition is law in 25 states, including our neighboring states of  Delaware, Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina and the District of Columbia.   The legislation has the support of the AAA, the insurance industry and highway safety advocates.

This bill has been rejected by the General Assembly for the past ten consecutive years.   Frankly, I cannot understand why.

Statistics show that the combination of teens driving with teen passengers is deadly.   The National Traffic Safety Administration figures show that 63% of teen deaths in auto crashes happen when several teens are riding in the car.   One teen passenger in the car increases the risk of a crash by 50%.   With three or more teen passengers, the crash risk is nearly four times as higher than when a teen is driving alone.

Current law fails to address the very real danger of teens driving teens.   I am hopeful that the 2005 General Assembly will approve the teen passenger ban bill, as well as the other measures that will contribute greatly to saving young lives and making our highways safer for everyone.

Sincerely,

Eric M. Bromwell

