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WASHINGTON — Texting, emailing or using a cellphone while driving is simply too dangerous to be allowed anywhere, federal safety investigators declared Tuesday, recommending that all states impose a total ban except for emergencies.

Inspired by recent deadly crashes — including one in which a teenager sent or received 11 text messages in 11 minutes before an accident — the recommendation would apply even to hands-free devices, a much stricter rule than any current state law.

“It’s long overdue,” said Cherry Hill Police Lt. William Kushina. “The more distractions we can remove while people are driving — so they can focus their attention on the road — will make it safer.”

The unanimous recommendation by the five-member National Transportation Safety Board would make an exception for devices deemed to aid driver safety such as GPS navigation systems.

Board chairman Deborah Hersman acknowledged the recommendation would be unpopular with many people and that complying would involve changing what has become ingrained behavior for many Americans.

“That’s great,” said Annette Donato, whose pregnant sister was killed in June in Washington Township by a driver Donato says told her was on his cellphone at the time of the accident. “The laws have to be changed. This is a step in the right direction. It would be great to see it move forward and have concrete laws and the appropriate consequences.

“It’s just amazing how many people text and talk while driving. It’s not stopping, it’s even getting worse. I don’t know if I’m paying attention more because of how my family was affected. I have a big ‘Stop Texting’ sign on the back of my car and people don’t even see it.”

“ Cellphone conversations alone cause too great a distraction for drivers whether hands-free or otherwise,” Mount Laurel Police Chief Dennis Cribben Jr. said. “I support a ban on the use of cellphones in any capacity while driving. Persons behind the wheel of a motor vehicle need to focus their full attention on the roadway.”

While the NTSB doesn’t have the power to impose restrictions, its recommendations carry significant weight with federal regulators and congressional and state lawmakers. Another recommendation issued Tuesday urges states to aggressively enforce current bans on text messaging and the use of cellphones and other portable electronic devices while driving.

“We’re not here to win a popularity contest,” Hersman said. “No email, no text, no update, no call is worth a human life.”

“In Cherry Hill,” Kushina said, “we often stop drivers because we see them on their phones. People need to hang up their phones and pay attention to the road. Texting is even getting worse. We see people with both arms on the wheel trying to drive and text. It’s ridiculous.

“Our officers always ask drivers involved in crashes if they were on their cell. Of course, they won’t say they were, but the officers do ask. And we can get a subpoena, if need be, to verify if they were on the phone when the crash occurred.”

Currently, 35 states ban texting while driving and some bar cellphone use or emailing with hand-held devices. But enforcement is generally not a high priority, and no states ban the use of hands-free devices.

The immediate impetus for the recommendation of state bans was a deadly highway pileup near Gray Summit, Mo., last year in which a 19-year-old pickup driver sent and received a flurry of texts just before the crash.

NTSB investigators said they are seeing increasing texting, cellphone calls and other distracting behavior by drivers in accidents involving all kinds of transportation.

The board’s decision to include hands-free cell phone use in its recommendation is likely to prove especially controversial.

Gloucester Township Mayor Dave Mayer, a member of the state Assembly when the cellphone ban became law in 2004, said a total ban may be going too far.

“If you have hands-free in your car,” he said, “you can carry on a conversation and drive safely. What’s the difference between talking to someone on the phone or talking to someone sitting next to you?”

But Mayer does see the need for stricter laws.

“If you’re texting or emailing while driving,” he said, “your eye is not on the road.”

About two out of 10 American drivers overall — and half of drivers between 21 and 24 — say they’ve thumbed messages or emailed from the driver’s seat, according to a survey of more than 6,000 drivers by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.

“The NTSB shouldn’t even need to come out and say that,” Kushina said. “It should be common sense. Pull over and make your call.”

“The laws have to be enforced,” Donato said.
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