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Princeton High School junior football 
player Quinton Rhue (58) hugs team-
mate Dylan Lynch, a senior whose ca-
reer for the Dawgs had just ended in an 
exciting, but ultimately heartbreaking 
43-36 loss to James Kenan, the state’s 
top-ranked 1-A team, Friday night in 
Warsaw. Sixteen PHS seniors played 
their final games in the second-round 
playoff loss. See page 7 for more on 
the game. (NL photo by John Cate)
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Drivers in Johnston,
Wayne following

dangerous trend of
texting while driving

 
By Michael Jaenicke
Features Editor

A teenage driver had rolled a Jeep into 
a deep ditch near the Wilson and Wayne 
county lines. It landed on the driver’s side, 
so the youth was forced to climb to the op-
posite side to get out of the cab.

His first act of getting himself together 
was to promptly hand his cell phone to his 
father.

That simple act spoke volumes for what 
caused the one-car incident. The accident 
was a direct cause of the youth being dis-
turbed because he was surfing the Internet.

While there are many distractions when 
driving – eating/drinking, playing with the 
radio, attempting to read/navigate, groom-
ing — a disturbing trend of cell phone use 
has become the most prolific and common-
place today.

According to the National Highway 
Traffic and Safety Association, at any given 
daylight moment, there are approximately 
860,000 drivers using a cell phone or ma-
nipulating an electronic device.

So what’s the big deal if people are con-
ducting business or chatting to a friend?

Plenty.
The same organization says a texting 

driver is 23 times more likely to be in-
volved in a crash. It causes a 400 percent 
increase in time spent with your eyes off 
the road. And it takes so little time for an 
event or circumstance to appear. Answering 
a text, for example takes a driver’s attention 
off the road for five seconds.

It is estimated that a cell phone is used in 
23 percent of all accidents.

Standing beside a turned over van, Dave 
Reason, owner of Fremont Auto and a res-
cue wrecker driver for about 20 years, has 
seen his share of damage on the highways 
and byways.

“The last one I brought here was so bad 
you couldn’t even tell what kind of vehicle 
it was,” Reason said. “I get a lot of torn up 
ones. You get to the point where you can 
almost tell what happened, and the bottom 
line many times is people not paying atten-
tion.

“This one here,” he said, “is going to be 

crushed like the last one.”
Not far from his position were Paul 

Moats and Tyrone Sutton, police chiefs of 
Fremont and Princeton, respectively. Both 
know that texting/talking while driving is 
also hazardous to humans.

“It’s very dangerous,” Sutton said. “It 
doesn’t take but a second and that’s more 
than enough time for some kind of obstruc-
tion.”

Sutton proved it to everyone two years 
ago, when students at Princeton High drove 
motorized vehicles while distracted and 
were asked to maneuver around zones and 
other obstructions.

“No one was able to do it safely,” Sutton 
said. “You just don’t have the reactions and 
mental attention to the road.”

Research at the University of Utah backs 
him up. Its report said using a cell phone — 
even a hands-free device — causes a delay 
in a driver’s reactions to that of a person 
who has consumed alcohol at the .08 level, 
which ironically is enough in this state for a 
person to be charged with DUI.

Need more proof of how much damage 
is involved with texting/talking on a cell 
phone?

The National Safety Council said it’s the 
root of 1.6 million accidents annually and 
kills 11 teenagers every day in the United 
States.

Use of a cell phone while driving is 
prohibited in North Carolina — a fact that 
nearly 1/3 people ages 16 to 32 did not 
know.

“There’s always someone who says, ‘I 
didn’t know that,’ or ‘When did that go 
into effect,” Sutton said. “It’s been on TV, 
advertised in the media and put out there 
long enough the majority of the population 
should know.”

Moats, who drove on the streets for near-
ly 20 years with the Wilson Sheriff’s Dept., 
said people still need to be educated about 
the use of cell phones while driving.

“It’s about like getting people to wear 
seatbelts when that law came out,” he said. 
“It took a little time to get the majority of 
people to comply.”

Moats said drivers should develop a rou-
tine in which they buckle up and turn off 
cell phones.

“If they turn the cell off and put it in the 
backseat they won’t be able to answer a call 
or text, and no call or text is so important it 
can’t wait until you get to your next desti-
nation,” he said.

While more teenagers and people under 

the age of 30 are the most blatant offend-
ers, Moats said older adults should be an 
example for their peers.

“If a young child sees there will be no 
cell phone use in a vehicle, it sets an exam-
ple, teaches them and it closes the door on 
it happening,” he said. “Taking a cell phone 
from someone is no different than taking 
the keys from them when they’ve drank too 
much. Both situations put life in jeopardy. 
That has to be seen by more people.”

And Moats, who regularly talks with 
young drivers about driving, feels it will, 
although he’s not sure when the statistics 
will turn around quickly. Currently, many 
people see it as a safe activity, and no dif-
ferent than disobeying a small law, such as 
speeding.

According to the Ad Council, 55 percent 
of young drivers say it’s easy to text and 
pay attention to the road. Seventy-seven 

percent say they are very/somewhat con-
fident they can drive safely while texting/
talking, and 35 percent say even they don’t 
think they can get hurt because of it. About 
65 percent say they can call/text safely.

While it sometimes appears that a ma-
jority of drivers ignore the law, Sutton said 
that wouldn’t always be the case.

“First off you have to see them engag-
ing in the activity and then you have to take 
them to court,” he said. “Once there, phone 
records can be subpoenaed. It’s going to 
continue, but we’re also going to be enforc-
ing it more and more. This is an ongoing 
fight we’re doing to save lives.”

Officials from both the Johnston and 
Wayne County Sheriff's Department said 
their patrol vehicles see about the same 
misuse of cell phones as other counties and 
states across the nation.
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Tyrone Sutton, Princeton Chief of Police, speaks to Dave Reason (right), shortly after 
Reason unloaded a car that was totaled in a recent accident because its driver was 
texting while driving. (NL photo by Michael Jaenicke)


