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Texting and driving proves to be a deadly habit in Utah
B y  E R I C A  P A L M E R

Rosa Merino, a single mother 
with three daughters to sup-
port, left early for work one 
morning in January. 

As she crossed University Ave-
nue, she was hit by a distracted 
driver and died hours later.

Distracted driving accounted 
for 11 out of 219 lives lost on 
Utah roads in 2013, making 
it one of the top five deadliest 
driving behaviors, according 
to Zero Fatalities’ website.

Texting while driving is a 
particularly distracting behav-
ior. A USDOT study reported 
drivers are 23 times more 
likely to crash if they text while 
driving.

According to the official U.S. 
government website for dis-
tracted driving, “Sending or 
receiving a text takes a driver’s 
eyes from the road for an aver-
age of 4.6 seconds, the equiva-
lent — at 55 mph — of driving 

the length of an entire football 
field, blind.”

In Utah, drivers who text 
behind the wheel can be cited 
with a class C misdemeanor, 
according to Utah law. This 
could land offenders with a 
maximum penalty of 90 days in 
jail and a $750 fine, according to 
the Utah court’s website.

Although the man who killed 
Merino was not distracted 

because he was texting, the 
Provo police responded with an 
anti-texting enforcement event 
to raise awareness of the issue’s 
seriousness.

Provo Police Sgt. Mathew 
Siufanua said even if one is 
not violating any other traffic 
laws, the mere act of texting 
while driving is enough to get 
a ticket.

“If you’re in Provo, you’re 

getting a ticket. If you’re texting 
and driving and doing it really 
well, you’ll get a ticket,” he said.

Texting isn’t the only behav-
ior that is prohibited; checking 
emails, surfing the web or look-
ing through songs on your iPod 
can also spell trouble.

Siufanua said the Provo 
Police Department issued four 
citations in just a few hours 
during the enforcement event.

“We just want to send a mes-
sage to people: don’t text and 
drive,” he said. “Don’t talk on 
the phone and drive, because 
you just might be distracted.”

Utah law lists a few specific 

cases when using one’s phone 
while driving is allowed, 
including making and receiv-
ing telephone calls, navigating 
and reporting safety hazards or 
criminal activity.

“Talking while you’re driv-
ing is not against the law 
unless you are distracted,” 
Siufanua said. “But if you run 
somebody over and kill them, 
we’re going to charge you with 
negligent homicide due to dis-
tracted driving.”

Merino’s case was not the 
first incident when a distracted 
driver caused the death of a 
pedestrian near campus.

In 2010, a man driving down 
Campus Drive hit two pedestri-
ans as they crossed the cross-
walk, killing one and injuring 
the other, according to official 
records. There is evidence he 
was texting while driving, but 
authorities cannot prove this 
led directly to the accident.

Benny Salido, a defense 
attorney with Salido Law firm 
in Provo, said he gets a handful 
of texting-while-driving cases 
each year.

He said if the court has evi-
dence a driver injured someone 
because of texting while driving, 
the chances of getting off with-
out a penalty are slim to none.

“Unless they (the prosecut-
ing attorney) got the evidence 
illegally, there’s not really a 
defense to it,” he said.

“I drive on the roads every 
day and I still see people tex-
ting and driving. I think it will 
probably get worse before it 
gets better,” Siufanua said.

The best solution? Get rid 
of the distraction altogether. 
Leave your phone in your 
pocket, give it to the passenger, 
or pull over if you need to use it.

“I hand it to my wife and ask 
her to text for me,” Siufanua 
said.

11
Distracted

driving

 12
  Drowsy
  driving

 28
  Impaired
  driving

 50
Aggressive
   driving

 71
  Improper
  restraint

5 MOST COMMON CAUSES OF ROAD FATALITIES IN UTAH

Illustration by Lizzie Jenkins
A breakdown of traffic deaths in a total of 219 road fatalities in 2013, according to zerofatalities.org.

BEST 
DRESSED 
MAN OF 
2013

$15,000 HAT?

POPE FRANCIS
The pope’s simple, 
personal style has 
earned him Esquire 
magazine’s “Best 
Dressed Man of 2013” 
award. Since becoming 
pope a year ago, Francis 
has cut spending 
and simplified all 
around clerical garb.

Pop artist Pharrell is auctioning off his giant hat 
from the Grammys, for charity. As of late Monday, 

the bids nearly reached $15,000.

The Girl 
Who 

Tweeted 
Wolf

Jimmy Kimmel strikes 
again. A video of a 
wolf roaming the 

halls of a Sochi hotel 
was revealed to be a 
hoax orchestrated by 

Olympic luger Kate 
Hansen and Jimmy 

Kimmel. Hansen 
posted the video on 
her Twitter account.

‘Heroes’ Revived
NBC’s sci-fi series Heroes is coming back as a 13-episode 

limited series, with creator Tim Kring back at the 
helm, but with a new cast of characters and a self-

contained storyline that’s “shrouded in secrecy.”

AND THE AWARD GOES TO …
the person who convinced President Cecil Samuelson, Advancement Vice President Kevin Worthen and Athletic Director 

Tom Holmoe to lip sync to Tom Jones recording of “It’s Not Unusual” to promote the final home game of the men’s basket-
ball team. The results are, “unusual.” With the Oscars just a week away, here are a few awards worth considering.

BEST 
‘WHOOSH CECIL’

No one does 
it better

BEST LOOK OF 
CONCERN FROM 
A UNIVERSITY 

FOUNDER
Brigham Young Bust

BEST PROP
The Universe, 

naturally

BEST LOOK OF 
CONCERN FROM 
A UNIVERSITY 

PRESIDENT
Pres. Samuelson

BEST ‘FAUX’ 
VIBRATO

Just makes you want 
mooooorrrreoorrrrre

See for yourself at unvr.se/byuunusual


