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enator Barack Obama used one to

announce to the world his choice

of a running mate. Thousands of

Americans have used them to vote
for their favorite American Idol contestants.
Many teenagers prefer them to actually
talking.

Almost overnight, text messages have
become the preferred form of communication
for millions of people.

But even as industry calculations show
that Americans are now using mobile phones
to send or receive more text messages than
phone calls, those messages are coming
under increasing fire because of the danger
they can pose by distracting those who send
them. Though there are no official casualty
statistics, there is much anecdotal evidence
that the number of fatal accidents stemming
from texting while driving, crossing the street
or other activities is on the rise.

“The act of texting automatically removes
10 IQ points,” said Paul Saffo, a technology
trend forecaster in Silicon Valley. “The truth
of the matter is there are hobbies that are
incompatible. You don’t want to do mushroom
hunting and bird watching at the same time,
and it is the same with texting and other
activities. We have all seen people walk into
parking meters or walk into traffic and seem
startled by oncoming cars.” In the latest
backlash against text messaging, the California
Public Utilities Commission announced an
emergency measure on Thursday temporarily
banning the use of all mobile devices by anyone
at the controls of a moving train.

The commission acted after federal
investigators announced that they were
looking at the role that a train engineer’s text
messaging may have played in the country’s
mostly deadly commuter rail accident in four
decades.

A California state lawmaker is also seeking
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to ban text messaging by drivers, a step
already taken by a handful of other states.

“We have had far too many tragic incidents
around the country that are painful proof that
this is a terrible problem,” said the legislator,
state Senator Joe Simitian, who wrote the
state’s hand-free cell phone law and is now
pushing for the texting ban.

The fight against text messages is also
reaching beyond the realm of public safety. The
National Collegiate Athletic Association’s board
recently upheld a 2007 ban of all text messages
from coaches to student recruits. “The student
athlete advisory committee believed that it was
unprofessional, intrusive and expensive,” said
Erik Christianson, a spokesman for NCAA.

Theaters, too, long accustomed to chiding
cell-phone users and people who crumple their
cough drop wrappers, have taken on texting.
Aided by cell-phone service providers, parents
have moved to limit the hours that their
children may get and send text messages.

Text messaging — also known as short
message service, or SMS — first took off
in Japan, cell-phone technology experts
say, because the cost of texting there was
less than that of making cell-phone calls,
and because the Japanese language was
conducive to the practice.

In the US, the practice has accelerated
greatly in just the last few years, as the
technology has improved and ubiquitous
devices have increased text users. In the US
in June, 75 billion text messages were sent,
compared with 7.2 billion in the same period
just three years ago, according to the CTIA
— the Wireless Association, the leading
industry trade group.

The consumer research company Nielsen
Mobile, which tracked 50,000 individual
customer accounts in the second quarter of
this year, found that Americans each sent or
received 357 text messages per month then,
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compared with 204 phone calls. That was the
second consecutive quarter in which mobile
texting significantly surpassed the number of
voice calls.

The lure of texting technology is self-evi-
dent. It is fast and direct, screening out the
pleasantries that even standard e-mails call for,
such as “how are you.” It is used to blast infor-
mation among co-workers, inform parents of
their children’s whereabouts and, as Kwame M.
Kilpatrick demonstrated en route to his down-
fall as mayor of Detroit, is useful in expressing
feelings of romantic desire. (Object lesson No.
2: text messages are also subject to subpoena.)

“It is just a super useful tool,” said Caitlin
Williams, a bakery owner in San Francisco.
Her outgoing cell-phone message encourages
people to send her a text. “You can kind of
cut to the chase,” Williams said. “Sometimes
you just want your questions answered
without having to answer a lot of questions
about how your day is.”

For all her love of texting, Williams says
she has seen the disadvantages as well. “Of
course there is the dangerous driving while
texting,” she said, “and the obnoxious person
in front of you texting instead of ordering

their coffee, which happened to me yesterday.

We are not at a point where there are a whole
lot of rules for proper etiquette for texting.

Top: Firefighters search wreckage for victims last Saturday, the day after a Metrolink commuter train crashed head on into
a freight train in Chatsworth, north of Los Angeles. Investigators found that the train engineer involved in the most deadly

commuter rail accident in the US in four decades had been text messaging on duty that day.
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Above left: A text message from the Barack Obama campaign announces US Senator Joe Biden as the Democratic vice
presidential running mate on Aug. 23. Obama notified supporters of his choice for vice president via text message. pioro: are
Left: A pedestrian uses a cell phone as she walks across a busy Manhattan street. Texting while driving, or simply while

crossing the street, is increasingly recognized as hazardous.

I think as it becomes a more acceptable
form of communication, people will regulate
themselves a little more.”

Teenagers and young adults have adopted
text-messaging as a second language.
Americans 13 to 17 years of age sent or
received an average of 1,742 text messages
a month in the second quarter, according
to Nielsen. And according to one survey
commissioned by CTIA, four of 10 teenagers
said they could text blindfolded.

Kyle Monaco, a 21-year-old student in
Chester, Pa., estimated that he sends 500 text
messages a month, compared with 50 phone
calls. “It’s not that I don't like to talk on the
phone,” he said. “Sometimes I just want to
see what'’s going on, as opposed to having a
conversation. So it is easier to send a text.”

Parents are often torn between their
love of instant access to their children and
their loathing of others’ having the same. In
August, Verizon began offering a service that

blocks texting during certain times of the day.

“Usage controls were developed at the
request of customers,” said Jack McArtney,
associate director of advertising and content
standards for Verizon “We know of some
people who want to keep the kid’s phone
from buzzing all night. They want them to get
some sleep.”

And texting at the wrong time can be
extremely dangerous. Over the last two years,
news accounts across the US have chronicled
the death or serious injury of people who walk
into traffic while texting or who drive while
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doing so; police officials said last year that

a crash that killed five cheerleaders in New
York might have been linked to texting. A
recent Nationwide Insurance survey of 1,503
drivers found that almost 40 percent those
respondents between the ages of 16-year-olds
to 30-year-olds said they text while driving.

On Wednesday, the National Transportation
Safety Board said its investigators had
determined from phone records that the
commuter-train engineer in last week’s
disaster had sent and received text messages
while at the controls during the run in which
the train collided with a freight locomotive.
Twenty-five people were killed in the crash,
and more than 130 injured. Further, a group
representing emergency room doctors issued
a warning in July against texting while doing
other activities, citing a rise in injuries and
deaths seen in emergency rooms around the
country stemming from texting.

As policymakers consider their options,
use of the technology shows no sign of
ebbing. Joanne Kent, who is 62, found herself
flummoxed when her two granddaughters
sent her text messages she did not know how
to retrieve.

So Kent, a retired physician’s assistant,
attended a class held by AT&T at the senior
center in Wallingford, Conn. hoping someone
there could show her how. “They’d send
me a text saying, ‘Have papa come pick me
up’ and I couldn’t open it,” she said of her
granddaughters. “They finally told me, I had
to learn.”



