Chapter 14

Public Safety:  

from Roads to Fireworks
Britney Spears May Say, Oops, I Did It Again!
Is a child car seat more effective than Britney Spears' arms?

As a parent of a 3 1/2-year-old daughter, Arista, I'd like to defend Britney, who was snapped by photographers driving her SUV with one arm around her 4-month-old son, Sean Preston. Sean was sitting on her lap rather than in a car seat at the back.

Not that I'm against child car seats. I installed new car seats in my SUV and my wife's SUV just this past week, and I make sure they are used.

It's interesting that this has come up now, since February 12-18 is designated National Child Passenger Safety Week.

I know that car seats save young lives. Motor vehicle deaths are the leading cause of death among children, and according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), more than half the children age fourteen and younger who were fatally injured in 2003 were unrestrained. The NHTSA states that the use of car seats could cut the number of deaths by half and also reduce the severity of injuries.

However, I can understand that Britney wanted to protect her son and put him in the front of the car with her so she could see him.

With this in mind, I'd like to lodge a couple of complaints about car seats.

I'd like to see car seats designed for the front passenger seat. With so many single-parent families in America, often there is only one parent/adult in the car with the child. With a child car seat in the front, the parent would be able to keep an eye on the child, which is especially important if the child is ill.

There have been a number of occasions when children have died because a preoccupied, stressed parent forgot that he or she had a child in the rear seat. In one case in Southern California, a college professor was in such a hurry to get to work he forgot that his child was sleeping in the back. It was a hot day and the child died as a result of being left in an airless car.

If car seats for infants, toddlers and children were designed for the front seat, a concerned parent would be able to watch over the child. The desire to protect one's child is a natural instinct, and putting a child in a rear seat, out of view, seems to go against the grain.

Additionally, I believe there are many improperly installed car seats, and I would like to make a plea for the simplification of car seat installation. Sometimes the instructions seem to be aimed at people with engineering degrees or at magicians who will somehow be able to untangle the mass of straps and belts that baffle ordinary folk.

Like Britney, I'm a parent and I always do my best to protect my child from harm.

I'm proud of Britney.

Being a parent is a weighty responsibility, and I'm sure Sean was in no danger. In fact, Britney can be my mom and keep me out of harm's way, too!

But parent-to-parent, I suggest that Britney put Sean in the car seat next time. I'd hate to see her stopped by the police and having to say, “Oops, I did it again!”

Fiery Hell with Fireworks on 4th of July?
Now that the Fourth of July has come and gone, how many families are devastated by injuries to their loved ones caused by fireworks?

Every year brings reports of accidents and injuries. Nearly half of the injuries are to children 14 and under, and 23 percent of casualties are children under the age of five.

According to the Consumer Product Safety Commission's 2003 Fireworks Annual Report, published in 2004, 9,300 people were treated for fireworks-related injuries in hospitals in the United States in 2003. Nearly three-quarters of these cases occurred during the month surrounding the 4th of July holiday.

My nephews age 8 and 12 were unwrapping fireworks and made a mountain of firework powder. While the parents' attention was momentarily distracted, one nephew lit the powder, causing a big fiery explosion. Remember that it only takes seconds for an accident to occur. The kids were burned on their arms and face, but fortunately there were no scars. My older nephew who lit the powder was lucky because he was wearing glasses. The doctors said he would be blind now if it hadn't been for those glasses.

Maybe it's time that the law should require safety goggles, or even safety items like a welder's mask and welder's gloves for all those who use fireworks, adults as well as children. A variety of first-aid kits with burn dressings and cream could also be sold with the fireworks.

Just as a car comes with a seat belt, and drivers are required by law to use them, and children must also use car seats, so fireworks should come with safety supplies and equipment that is also mandatory. This would dramatically cut the number of firework-related accidents. 

It's just a common sense safety measure. Just as houses need smoke alarms and bicycle riders need helmets, fireworks users need to protect themselves, too.

All firework stands should be required to carry the safety supplies and equipment as well as any place that sells fireworks at the retail level.

Fireworks are great to watch as they explode in the sky, but a fiery hell when they explode in your face. This should never happen.

Our legislators at local, state and federal level should take this issue seriously and craft fireworks safety legislation before the next July 4th leaves another child blind, scarred, maimed or even worse, dead.

Summertime and Crosswalks
Summertime is approaching and that means the children of all ages will be on the streets and sidewalks in droves.

As children, we were all taught to look both ways before we crossed the street. I don’t see today’s kids doing that, and many adults don’t do it either.

So for this summer I’d like to start a public awareness campaign entitled “Look Both Ways Before You Cross—Even at a Crosswalk.” 

Crosswalks can be hazardous for the old as well as the young. A study published in 2002 in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed that pedestrians 65 and older were three times more likely to be hit while crossing streets at intersections with painted crosswalks than at unmarked crossings.

Many of these accidents are caused by the false sense of security that crosswalks provide. Because of this problem, there has been a statewide trend in California towards the removal of crosswalks.

However, schools need to do more for students of all ages, even the adults, by educating them to look both ways even at a crosswalk. There should be more public funding for pedestrian road safety education.

Children as well as adults must learn that the lines of crosswalks are not like magical brick walls that can stop cars from hitting them.

California drivers can get blinded by the sun, they can be drunk, they can be inattentive by talking on the phone or distracted by eating their hamburger and fries.

There is also a need for better designed crosswalks. California should develop a new minimum design standard that would includes “zebra” striping, “bot dots” lights and overhead lighting or flashing signals when a car is approaching the crosswalk.

In addition to these measures, sidewalks need to be wider in business and residential districts so families can walk side-by-side and together safely.

Especially, here in California where the weather is beautiful year around, we need to create intra-county bicycle and walking paths where anyone can bike, roller blade or walk around entire cities to get to work or enjoy our summertime fun in the sun.

Remember, crosswalks are only safe when they are used properly. So everyone pay attention this summer when you cross the street, look both ways, even in a crosswalk.
A Solution to Car Pool Lane Accidents
Southern California's carpool lanes may get you where you want to go faster, but they are very dangerous. Statistically the lane known as the number one lane has more accidents than any lane.

A study released earlier this year by the Texas Transportation Institute finds that High Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) or carpool lanes that are not separated from regular lanes with a physical barrier experience a 41-56 percent increase in accidents resulting in injury.

Here in southern California, for most car pool lanes, the only barrier between the carpool lane and the other lanes are two solid yellow lines and sometimes an additional white line.

So, unfortunately, it allows those drivers who get stuck in traffic and who have not properly entered the car pool lane a chance to violate the law and cross over the two double yellow lines to enter the carpool lane. Given the high speed of these car pool lanes, this often causes accidents.

According to the Texas study, during peak traffic times, the speed differential between the regular lanes and HOV lanes ranges between 21 and 35 mph. This means that a car trying to merge into the carpool lane may get rear-ended by faster-moving traffic in the carpool lane that cannot slow down in time.

The traffic lane closest to the HOV lanes experienced a 153-188 percent increase in accidents.

My solution is to use the plastic barrier poles used for the private Express 91 lanes. This would save lives and reduce injuries due to the number of crossover drivers.

Additionally, I suggest setting up the photo camera devices to catch violators, as is done with the Express 91 lanes. Finally, now that single-occupant hybrids are to be allowed in the car pool lane, the electronic device should be installed in cars using the car pool lane.

Additionally, it should be made very clear, with numerous signs, where one can enter and exit the car pool lane. The way things are now, you may get caught in the car pool lane and miss your exit.

Solution to Road Rage
It's a concrete jungle out there.

The heat of the summer is on us, and it's road rage season, in which our freeways can be even more dangerous than usual. Drivers are short-tempered, and it's easy to let off steam at that guy who just cut you off, or who changed lanes without using his turn signal. Sometimes road rage gets more serious than that, and there are feuds on the highway that endanger everyone.

I want to appeal to all motorists to keep themselves in check when someone appears to behave badly on the road. When someone cuts us off, it's not usually an intentional act. Give the driver the benefit of the doubt—maybe he just made a misjudgment. Don't get involved in something that might endanger not only your own life but the lives of others.

Perhaps the driver was preoccupied with personal problems.

Maybe he or she recently lost a loved one and is finding it difficult to concentrate.

There can be all kinds of problems that happen to all of us that can lead to momentary lapses on the road. Problems like an argument with a spouse, the loss of a job, a pending divorce, problems with the kids or with an unreasonable boss, or having just got a speeding ticket.

Try to empathize with that idiot who probably isn't an idiot at all but is someone just like you—trying to cope, doing all right most of the time, but sometimes making a mistake.

Ask yourself, Have I never, not even once, been talking on a cell phone and been distracted from paying attention to the road? 

Chances are that you have.

And the same probably goes for other distractions, like eating a sandwich, or drinking, or talking to someone in the rear seat. And who has not, at some time in their lives, driven too fast because you left home late and now you have to make up time? 

We all do it sometimes.

So next time you are angered by another driver on the road, just let it go. When you're strapped into a heavy metal box that's hurtling down the freeway at high speed and could kill you in an instant if anything went wrong, it's no time to start a fight.

We're not wild animals in the jungle. We are all just human and are dealing with a myriad of problems.

Next time you feel like a fit going into a road rage, just relax and say to yourself, It probably wasn't intentional.

Just be glad it isn't you who is having a bad day .

Or maybe tell yourself that you're just observing the animals in the zoo from your car window. They're just doing what they do, that's all. 

There's no need to get angry about it.

Then laugh, smile and go on with your journey.

Chicken, a Little?
Are we all going to be a bunch of chickens?

We already scared by the threat of terrorism, hurricanes and the like, and now here comes bird flu.

Well, not yet, but they say it's coming. And there is no known cure, apart from rumors coming from Australia that they have a vaccine.

I see in the news that in India and China, chickens are being slaughtered to stop the spread of the virus.

It used to be, when you were feeling sick, you could turn to chicken soup to pick you up. But apparently, this may not be the case this winter cold season.

Worse yet, chicken soup won't help the bird flu.

Mad cow disease scared a lot of people away from eating beef, so what's likely to happen with bird flu, a disease that could, so a recent article in Newsweek says, kill 150 million people worldwide?

Will we all be forced into becoming vegetarians? 

I hope not. Americans have come to love their chickens.

In fact, here in Carson, California, we not only have chickens ready to cook, we have live chickens and roosters in the backyards of our neighbors. Just listen to the sound of roosters at dawn!

Any scare that chickens in the United States might come down with bird flu would cause quite a cockfight in this city, that's for sure.

But the mayor of Carson and the city council need to protect the city's residents, so maybe soon we will have a new ordinance: No chickens in Carson. Or maybe not. Maybe they'll be too chicken to do what's in the best interest of the citizens. It won't be the first time . . .

Well, at least the bird flu is not going to happen before the Thanksgiving turkey, so let's be thankful for that.

Thanksgiving tofu just doesn't have the same ring to it . . .

Declare War on Death?
Can we declare a War on Death?

I'm not going to get into the debate about whether there is a God or not.

But let's talk about life and our mortality.

Wouldn't it be great if we could live life for more than the average 70-plus years with the vim and vigor of a 21-year-old?

Life expectancy is currently on the rise, and so is longevity. 

Centenarians, people living to 100 and beyond, are the fastest-growing age group of the American population. The population of centenarians is about doubling every ten years.

A pessimist might say, Why live any longer with all the pain and misery of life?

I say, Get over it!

As an optimist, I will give you reasons to live longer, to enjoy the sweet fruits and candies that life has to offer.

There are so many beautiful things life has to offer all of us.

Wouldn't you love to travel and live in different parts of the world? Would you love to have more than one profession and actually be a pro at them all? Wouldn't it be great to have all those grandchildren to spoil?

Who can honestly say they hope the sunrise they are watching is their last? Or the chocolate ice cream? Or the kiss of a loved one?

Come on, be honest. We all want to live longer. No one other than those whose minds are temporarily disturbed wants to leave our beautiful world. Life is precious.

And here's where the War on Death comes in.

The more we know about the role played in aging by factors such as hormones, anti-oxidants, genetic engineering and other biomedical technologies, not to mention diet and exercise, the greater will be our chance of breaking through the limit of 120 years as the maximum human life span.

We spend billions exploring space, billions on war and billions on wasteful pork barrel projects.

Let's spend the money instead on research that would lead to greatly prolonging the human lifespan. 

Wouldn't it be a sweet thing to live to, say, 245, with all one's faculties intact? We'd have not only our grandchildren and great-grandchildren around us, but also our great-great grandchildren, and, yes, even more.

We've had too many wars against our fellow human beings, and they have brought only misery. 

Let's instead have a war against our common enemy, Death. 

As the poet John Donne once wrote, “Death, thou shalt die!”

And, just maybe, one day it will.
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