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Despite nearly 225,000 citations that have been issued statewide since New Jersey's cell phone law was enacted two years ago, polls show more motorists are using phones while driving.

To that end, 3,610 crashes involving a driver using a hand-held phone in 2008 and 2009 led to 13 deaths.

"We're enforcing this law," said Pam Fischer, director of the state's Division of Highway Traffic Safety. "Law enforcement is out there. They are writing tickets every day but there are a lot more people out there violating the law than there are police officers writing tickets."

New Jersey's cell phone law, which prohibits texting and talking on hand-held phones while driving, went into effect on March 1, 2008. Motorists violating the law face a $100 fine plus court costs and fees.

In the tri-county area, there were 506 accidents in 2008 and 2009 involving drivers using a hand-held phone, according to Division of Highway Traffic Safety statistics. The crashes resulted in 275 injuries and four deaths. Camden County led the way with 231 crashes, followed by Burlington County with 159 and Gloucester County with 116.

The state did not have a breakdown of the number of citations issued in the tri-county area.

Cherry Hill Police Lt. Bill Kushina said his officers ticket motorists violating the law but because of the volume of other calls it isn't a top priority.

"We're a busy department as far as calls for service," he said. "The calls for service come first and the traffic stuff follows shortly behind."

Gloucester County Prosecutor Sean Dalton sent municipal police chiefs throughout the county a letter on March 1 urging them to step up enforcement on drivers using hand-held phones.

"It is incumbent upon law enforcement to do everything in our power to ensure the safety of the driving public," Dalton wrote. "Please remind your patrol units that this motor vehicle violation should be enforced to the fullest extent possible under the law."

Monroe Police Capt. Anthony Pace said the township's officers have been directed to focus more on the cell phone law after receiving Dalton's memo.

However, while there are sometimes state grants that go toward special enforcement details for things such as drunken driving or seat-belt laws, Pace said the township has never received a grant to pay for special cell phone-law enforcement.

"When we're doing more with less, it becomes very difficult to concentrate efforts on cell phones," he said.

Pace added that, like it did with seat-belt enforcement, it often takes several years for the message to get out that the law will be enforced.

"It's going to be an uphill battle," he said.

A Fairleigh Dickinson University Public Mind Poll conducted last year found that the number of New Jersey drivers who sent a text message while driving increased by 40 percent between 2008 and 2009.

While using a hands-free cellular device while driving is legal in New Jersey, Fischer said it can be just as dangerous.

Across the state in 2008 and 2009 there were 3,129 crashes involving a driver using a hands-free device, according to Division of Highway Traffic Safety statistics. The crashes led to six deaths.

Fischer said it's often the conversation itself and not the cell phone that distracts drivers and leads to a crash.

Kushina said once people start talking, they stop looking at their surroundings, checking mirrors and driving defensively.

"The next thing you know, there's an accident," he said.

Fischer said the division plans to place new warning signs along major highways alerting motorists to the state's cell phone law.

The battle, she said, is one of changing a culture where people point out others on the phone but then pick up a call themselves.

"Everybody is screaming about it but everybody is doing it," she said. "You can't have it both ways."
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