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This submission intends to offer emergent evidence that could help to increase the 

understanding of the issues surrounding mobile phone distracted driving enforcement using 

photographic evidence.   

 

Scope of the legislation  

The proposed legislation applies just to mobile phones, but the cameras may have (or 

forthcoming versions could have) the ability to detect other forms of distraction that are at least 

as prevalent and risky as mobile phone use, e.g. interacting with in-vehicle information 

systems and smartwatches.   

 

Australian research has highlighted that in-vehicle information systems (IVIS) are becoming 

increasingly common and most new vehicles are now equipped with IVIS [1-2]. Additionally, 

these systems are available for aftermarket installation and can be easily embedded in virtually 

any vehicle already on the road. One of the primary particularities of IVIS is that they can be 

used in tandem with driving tasks. IVIS allow drivers to play music, interact with their mobile 

phones, and use navigation apps among other activities while driving. As the capabilities of 

IVIS have continued to expand over the years, questions have arisen regarding potential risks 

created by the use of such systems [1-2]. With regards to crash risk, a recent naturalistic study 

found that IVIS increase the odds of a crash by 4.6 times among drivers [1,3].  

 

Another case is the use of smartwatches while driving. In an experiment conducted by 

Perlman et al. [3], drivers interacting with a smartwatch were observed to have similar 

decrements in performance compared to mobile phone use. Specifically, the experiment 

confirmed the potential for higher risk of a rear-end collision for drivers who place calls using 

both smartwatches and mobile phones. 

 

We recommend that consideration be given to widening the scope of the legislation 

to include other forms of distraction that the cameras can detect. 

 

Although the legislation is about detection, there is a need to consider the reasons why people 

persist in phone use while driving. This should include looking at sentencing options such as 

education or rehabilitation programs, which is currently not addressed. In Australia, recent 

CARRS-Q research found that there is a direct relationship between problematic mobile phone 

use in routine life and mobile phone use while driving [4]. Problematic phone use in routine 

life considers issues involving tolerance, withdrawal, craving, negative life consequences 

(e.g., social, financial), and escaping from other problems. The results from this research 

confirmed that handheld mobile phone use (e.g., texting or browsing) and hands-free mobile 

phone use (e.g., conversations using the Bluetooth speaker) while driving increase with 

problematic mobile phone use in routine life (see Figure 1). Therefore, it is important to 

recognise that some users might be unable to recognise the risks of injury or police 

prosecution because of being unintentionally absorbed with their phones. This is likely to have 

ongoing implications for road safety since this same study also confirmed that problematic 

phone use has been increasing in Australia.  

 

We recommend that legislation relevant to penalties and sentencing take these 

issues into account. 
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Figure 1. The relationship between problematic phone use and mobile phone use while driving 

 

Implementation of the legislation 

Although the details of the implementation of the legislation lie with the police rather than with 

Parliament, a soundly based approach to implementation can mitigate potential problems of 

public credibility and ensure that risk of detection is greater for higher risk activities.  

 

A recurrent subject in the distracted driving literature is that, under certain circumstances, 

drivers mitigate risks by using their mobile phones in low risk road traffic conditions. Australian 

research by the Centre for Accident Research and Road Safety-Queensland (CARRS-Q) has 

characterized this phenomenon as self-regulation or risk compensatory strategy using 

epidemiological [5], experimental [6-8], and naturalistic approaches [9]. Specifically, research 

has shown that drivers prefer to use their phone when the traffic conditions are less demanding 

such as at red lights or slow moving traffic [7,10]. If drivers were prevented or discouraged 

from using their phones in less complex road traffic conditions, they might use their phone in 

riskier conditions at a later stage such as high-speed roads [8]. Police enforcement programs 

need to consider this unintended potential consequence and should not prioritize the less 

complex traffic conditions while targeting distracted drivers.  

 

We recommend that the passing of the legislation be accompanied by a commitment 

from the Police Minister or other appropriate authority to focus the use of 

enforcement cameras on higher risk situations (e.g. more complex traffic) and higher 

risk behaviours. 

 

Lastly, Australian research confirms that drivers will try to compensate for the increased risk 

of being caught using behavioural adaptations. In Queensland, research has shown that 

drivers actively seek to avoid police enforcement through strategies such as scanning for 

police officers, covering their phones with their hands, and holding the phone low [5, 11-12]. 

It has been argued that these strategies could actually increase the risk among offenders [13]. 

Ongoing research and monitoring are needed to ensure successful implementation of new 

enforcement programs and to lessen behavioural adaptations.  

 

We recommend that the passing of the legislation be accompanied by on-going 

evaluation and monitoring due to the risk of driver behavioural adaptation. 
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