


  

t
he New York Public Transit 

Association, Transit 

Training Institute (TTI) 

and New York State Department 

of Transportation, Public 

Transportation Safety Board (PTSB) 

partnered in 2012 to educate 

and train New York State’s public 

transit agencies about the dangers 

of distracted driving as it relates 

to the operation of public transit 

vehicles. This brochure defines 

distracted driving, encourages 

transit agencies to educate 

employees, and emphasizes the 

importance of developing policies 

that discourage distracted driving. 

Useful resources are provided 

to support transit agencies in 

accomplishing these goals.
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S
ociety is only beginning to measure the impact of today’s technology on 

our modern-day world. While many advances have been positive, one 

unanticipated consequence has been the use of electronic devices while 

driving and the devastating impact these distractions can have.  All transportation 

modes have been impacted, including public transit.   

Transit operators face distraction issues every day.  Distractions are anything that 

compete with the cognitive ability to drive safely — meaning the ability of the brain 

to concentrate. In additions to routine responsibilities, this includes fatigue, rowdy 

passengers, the side effects of medications, unnecessary conversations, or trying to 

maintain an overly tight schedule.  There is a new global distraction problem  — the 

use of cell phones and hand held devices for talking and texting.  

WHY  IT  MATTERs  

The statistics are sobering.  Each year, approximately 400,000 people are killed and 

more than three million people are injured because of cell phone use and texting 

while driving. Vehicle crashes are the number one cause of death for people ages 

1 – 35.  Almost 80 percent of crashes and 65 percent of near-crashes happen within 

three seconds of some form of driver distraction.  Nearly 20 percent of all distracted 

driving fatalities involve cell phone use. Unfortunately, driver fatality due to cell-

phone use is now the number one killer of teens in America. 
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MULTI-TASKING:  No  Such  thing

The increased use of technology has many of us believing we are successful at 

multi-tasking.  The truth is: MULTI-TASKING IS A MYTH. The brain can juggle tasks 

rapidly; however, the brain is switching attention between tasks – performing only 

ONE at a time.1

A person who is talking on a cell phone while driving is performing tasks with 

divided attention. The brain is overloaded by the incoming information, and to 

handle this overload, it processes and stores only some of the information. The brain 

prioritizes information for attention and possible action and filters out the other. 

WHAT  IS  DISTRACTED  DRIVING?  

Distracted driving is any non-driving activity a person engages in that has the 

potential to distract the driver from the primary task of driving and increase the risk 

of crashing.2 In other words, distracted driving is any non-driving activity a person 

engages in that has even the potential to distract the driver from the primary task of 

driving. These distractions include:

Texting | Talking on a cell phone | Eating

Talking to a passenger | Reading | Grooming | And more

This kind of activity results in three types of distractions: 

1. Visual Distraction, which is taking your eyes off the road

2. Manual Distraction, which is taking your hands off the wheel

3. Cognitive Distraction, which involves taking your mind off what you are doing. 

1 Center for Urban Transportation Research 
http://www.transitoperations.org/distracteddriving/otherstates.html

2Center for Urban Transportation Research 
http://www.transitoperations.org/distracteddriving/otherstates.html
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BUS  OPERATOR  DISTRACTIONS

Working as a successful bus operator already requires the ability to manage multiple 

distractions, such as the radio, MDT, passenger assistance, route maps, fareboxes 

and GPS systems. Unnecessary added distractions seriously compromise safety and 

put lives at risk. 

WHAT  DO  WE  DO?  

Transit agencies take their responsibility to operate safely as their number one 

priority.  To address the issue of distracted driving, there are four key steps to 

address the issue:

1. Develop an effective internal policy;

2. Educate your workforce;

3. Enforce your policy; and

4. Regularly re-evaluate your policies.

 
CURBING  TRANSIT  OPERATOR    

DISTRACTED  DRIVING  

The Center for Urban Transportation Research 

(CUTR), with assistance from the USDOT 

Transportation Safety Institute, Florida DOT, 

and Florida State University, produced a 

comprehensive video and training program 

on the dangers of transit operator distracted 

driving. The video can be downloaded and used 

as a training tool for employees. The course:

• Defines distraction,

• Describes the risks,

• Identifies tips for prevention; and

• Interprets regulations, laws, and policies.

For a copy of the training video, please visit:  

http:www.transitoperations.org/distracteddriving/otherstates.html
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MTA New York City Transit Develops 
Distracted Driving Policy and  
Education Program

Over the past 10 years, New York City has seen the same proliferation in the 
use of cell phones and personal electronic devices as the rest of the country. 
While there is very little we can do to mitigate the number of electronic 
devices used by drivers and the pedestrians who occupy our sidewalks and 
intersections, the transportation industry is in a unique position to focus 
its e!orts on ensuring operators recognize the dangers and risks associated 
with distracted driving.

Development of an E!ective Internal Policy:  A signi"cant component of  
MTA New York City Transit’s (MTA NYCT’s) safety and training programs since 
2008 focused on keeping their 12,000 bus operators o! their cell phones 
and personal electronic devices while operating buses.

Initially, policies at the three MTA Bus agencies prohibited the use of 
cellular phones and pagers.  Violations of the policy resulted in progressive 
discipline subject to a collectively bargained appeal process.  Enforcement 
of this policy became a top priority, and involved a series of initiatives.  
These included large-scale, specially focused safety blitzes where bus-
management interacted with operators to reinforce the policy and issue 
violations when identi"ed.  In addition to safety blitzes, MTA NYCT ramped 
up existing in-service observation ride programs to enhance their focus on 
cell phone violations. Over 2,000 undercover rides were performed in both 
2009 and 2010.

Despite signi"cant levels of enforcement, over 600 cell phone violations 
were issued in 2009 and 2010 resulting in disciplinary action against 
o!ending operators. Progressive discipline, which by de"nition is intended 
to modify behavior, did not prove to be a deterrent.  Over 125 operators 
received multiple cell phone violations.  As a result, 16 operators lost their 
jobs and another 7 operators were demoted to non-driving positions.  MTA 
NYCT’s policy and enforcement e!orts were not as e!ective as they hoped 
they would be.  Too many operators continued to be willing to run the risk 
of using their cell phone or personal electronic devices while in-service.   
Operators did not appear to perceive their job at risk or believe their 
behavior was unsafe.

With this data, MTA NYCT decided it was imperative to adopt a Zero 
Tolerance Policy, which as implemented in January 2011. 

The policy, available on the Transit Training Institute website (www.
transittraininginstitute.org), represents a collaborative effort including 
significant input from six collective bargaining units.  Developing an 
effective internal company policy was just the first step in accomplishing 
the cultural paradigm shift the authority was looking for. 

Workforce Education:  MTA NYCT’s Zero Tolerance Policy was clear, concise 
and without ambiguity   Even so, the policy wasn’t enough.  In addition to 
the development of an e!ective policy, it was critical for the organization to 
educate its workforce.  Its goal was for the entire workforce to understand 
the policy itself and to be fully aware of the consequences of policy 
violations. To accomplish this, MTA NYCT took several steps:    

o#cial Zero Tolerance Policy bulletin to all employees describing the issue 
and the steps the agency had taken to address it. 

ensure a consistent application and roll-out of the policy throughout its 
three bus agencies.

a series of posters in common areas throughout all operating facilities. 

Educating the workforce was a joint collaborative labor and management 
e!ort. The union conducted formal and informal shop gates at all the 
locations, distributed zero tolerance buttons to their members to wear, 
and incorporated the zero tolerance policy into several of their union 
newsletters.

As operators participate in training annually, they receive regular 
distracted driving awareness training and are re-issued the zero tolerance 
policy bulletin.  Posters and banners from the zero tolerance information 
campaign continue to adorn swing room and common areas throughout the 
organization. 

Policy Enforcement:  Enforcement of the new policy included the 
continuation of the MTA NYCT’s safety blitzes and in-service observation 
rides.  During the "rst year, the MTA conducted 1800 in-service observation 
rides, which resulted in an 82 percent reduction in the number of cell phone 
violations issued.  As the Zero Tolerance Policy matures, the workforce 
continues to gain an appreciation for the fact that every time a driver picks 
up their cell phone while in the driver’s seat of their bus, they are taking a 
serious safety risk that may risk the lives of others and their livelihood too.  
Through the "rst two months of 2012, the rate of cell phone and personal 
electronic device violations continued to decline, showing a 50 percent 
reduction over 2011. 

a  CASE  STUDY:

Steve Vidal 
Vice President for Safety & Training

MTA New York City Transit
Department of Buses
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BEYOND  HAND  HELD  DEVICES  

Driving distractions come in many forms for bus operators.   Regular distractions 

that are part of the job, and others such as modern-day communications through 

cell phone use, texting and other hand held devices.  For bus operators, and all 

drivers, there are other distractions too.  These include fatigue, the side effects of 

prescription and over-the-counter medications, the highs and lows of energy drinks, 

passenger conversation, and eating and grooming while driving.

FATIGUE      

Loss of sleep can cause impaired physical performance, including 

impaired reaction time and eye-hand coordination, judgment, 

memory and mood swings. According to scientific professionals, 

being awake longer than 24 hours and driving is the equivalent to 

driving with a blood alcohol count of .10% — well over the legal limit for intoxication 

for CDL drivers. National figures estimate 1,500 deaths, 71,000 injuries and 100,000 

fatigue-related accidents occur per year.   

PRESCRIPTION  MEDICINE          

Fatigue and distraction can also be symptoms of the side effects 

of some prescription and over-the-counter medicines.  Many 

transit agency training programs include information regarding 

the use of prescription medication.  It is 

dangerous and unacceptable to drive in an over-tired state 

of mind.  Policies must require employees to report their 

condition when in a fatigued state that may adversely impact 

the ability to drive safely.  Transit agencies may benefit from 

having a copy of the FTA Prescription and Over-the-Counter 

(OTC) Medications Toolkit. For a copy, please go to:  

http://transit-safety.volpe.dot.gov/publications/substance/

RxOTC/RxOTC_April2011_Feb2012_Update.pdf
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OVER-THE-COUNTER  MEDICATION    

Many medications evolve from prescription-required to over-

the-counter.  While over-the-counter packaging contains 

warnings related to drowsiness and side-effects, warnings 

are often in small print.  Effects can occur shortly after 

ingestion, last for several hours, and may even cause significant 

“hangover” effects the next day.  Over-the-counter medications 

may contain multiple medications, such as an antihistamine, a 

decongestant, and a pain reliever, compounding the medications side-effect profile. 

Drowsiness is the most common driver-impaired side-effect.  Others include blurred 

vision, dizziness, restlessness, nervousness, irritability and confusion. 

PASSENGER  CONVERSATION      

Most transit agencies have signs on buses that say “Unnecessary 

Conversation with the Driver is Prohibited”.  The sign is to deter 

passengers from putting additional pressure on the bus operator 

to engage in unnecessary conversation while driving.  Once a bus 

operator responds to an open conversation with a passenger, it becomes a driver 

issue — not a passenger issue. Training and empowering drivers to limit conversation 

with passengers increases the safety of everyone involved.

STIMULANTS      

New data and opinions surface regularly about functional energy 

drinks (known as FED’s) and nutritional supplements.  Some 

FED’s contain up to 300 mg. of caffeine which can result in 

significant effects, especially 

on individuals with cardiac disease and 

hypertension. While one study concluded 

FED’s could reduce sleepiness and sleep-

related driving accidents, the concern is for 

caffeine intoxication – nervousness, anxiety, 

restlessness, insomnia, gastrointestinal upset, 

tremors, and psychomotor agitation.  
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FOOD  &  GROOMING      

In our busy lives, who hasn’t been guilty of eating in a vehicle?  

Throwing a comb through your hair?  Eating and grooming take 

your brain away from the needed functions of operating a vehicle 

safely.  Use of at least one hand to hold food, wrappers, bottles of 

soda, a comb or lipstick, means only one other hand to control the bus and other 

functions, such as door controls, radio, heaters, and lights. 

CONCLUSION  

Distraction while driving compromises safety.   While there is a level of distraction all 

drivers must tolerate when operating a vehicle, minimizing distraction to maximize 

safety must always be a priority.  Public transit agencies can take simple steps to 

make a big difference by:

• Understanding the issue as it relates to driver performance;

• Developing effective and intelligent policies;

• Educating and re-educating your workforce;

• Enforcing your policies; and

• Regularly re-evaluating these matters as they evolve and change over time. 

More information and resources are available every 

day on how to deter distracted driving. Please be 

informed and review the resources on page 11 of 

this brochure. For a FREE packet of “Don’t Drive 

Distracted” posters, please email the New York Public 

Transit Association at info@nypublictransit.org. 

Posters are available to transit agencies only, while 

supplies last. 
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The New York Public Transit Association and New York State Department of Transportation, 

Public Transportation Safety Board (PTSB) have developed “Don’t Drive Distracted” posters 

for the public transit industry.  A set of five 2x3 posters are available at no charge to all public 

transit agencies in New York State.  The posters are to be hung in break rooms and common 

areas to remind bus operators and all employees of the dangers of driving while distracted. 

The posters have the following slogans:

• Distraction: Anything that diverts your attention. Don’t Drive Distracted.  
  Message: Do not drive while texting, tired, grooming, talking, over-stimulated or impaired.

•  Texting and driving causes over 100,000 deaths, injuries, and crashes a year.   
Message:  Do not drive while texting or using your cell phone.

•  Drive your best. Get your rest. 
Message: Come to work rested.

•  Know the side effects of all medications. 
Message: Know the side effects of your prescription and over-the-counter medications.

•  What goes up, must come down. Stimulants can impact driver performance. 
Message: Be aware of the effects of stimulants.

A YEAR.

TEXTING AND DRIVING 
CAUSES OVER DRIVE YOUR BEST.

OF ALL YOUR MEDICATIONS

KNOW THE 

CAN IMPACT DRIVER PERFORMANCE

WHAT GOES UP,  
MUST COME DOWN.

Distracted  driving  posters  
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Webinar 1 - THE IMPACT OF CELL PHONES, TEXTING, FATIGUE, AND PRESCRIBED  
MEDICINES ON DRIVER SAFETY
In conjunction with the New York Public Transit Association and the New York State 
Department of Transportation, PTSB’s John Fabian and MTA NYCT’s Steve Vidal presented 
a timely safety webinar covering sources of driver distraction and how to limit them. This 
session enlightened listeners on the latest research on distracted driving and provided 
them with methods and best practices to help prevent and reduce distractions. To view 
the webinar online, go to www.transittraininginstitute.com.

Curbing Transit Operator Distract Driving Training Video
This training video was developed in cooperation with the Florida Department of 
Transportation (FDOT) and the USDOT’s Transportation Safety Institute (TSI) and 
produced by the University of South Florida’s (USF) Center for Urban Transportation 
Research (CUTR). The “Curbing Transit Operator Distracted Driving Training” video is to 
be used as a resource for public transportation agencies to teach employees about the 
dangers and consequences of driving distracted.
http://www.transitoperations.org/distracteddriving/otherstates.html

Sample Materials available as PDFs at www.transittraininginstitute.com:
MTA, NYCT Poster Program for “Zero Tolerance Cell Phone Use in Transit”
A series of posters that promotes a zero tolerance policy for the use of electronic 
devices while operating a bus or subway rail.

MTA Zero Tolerance Policy
A letter to managers, supervisors, bus operators and any other employees 
implementing a zero tolerance policy for pagers, cell phones and any other 
electronic devices.

NYS DMV Violations Pertaining to Cell Phones While Driving
Enforcement policy for NYS DMV 

Bus Accident Investigation Training for Identifying Safety Hazard

accident investigation. There is no charge to attend the classes, which are held 
at locations throughout the State, given to ful"ll the system safety program plan 
requirement of having at least one sta!  person certi"ed in comprehensive accident 
investigation training program approved by the Safety Board. There are currently 12 

ongoing basis throughout New York State.
https://www.dot.ny.gov/divisions/operating/osss/ptsb/bus/bait"sh-training

U.S. Transportation Secretary LaHood Announces Final Rule That Bans Hand-Held 
Cell Phone Use by Drivers of Buses and Large Trucks 

and bus drivers from using hand-held cell phones while operating their vehicles. 
The joint rule from the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) and the 

by the U.S. Department of Transportation to end distracted driving.

Federal Transit Administration - Safety and Security News & Events
News across the country that covers transit news & events
http://bussafety.fta.dot.gov/news.php 

New York State – SafeNY
New law e!ective July 12, 2011 updates the law on cell phone / electronic device use 
while driving. It is illegal for drivers to use handheld electronic devices while their 
vehicle is in motion, cell phone use requires a hands-free device. State regulations will 
be changed so that 3 driver penalty points will be assessed for this violation and the 
"ne is up to $150. It is a primary o!ence, an o#cer may stop you if you are observed 
using a handheld device while driving.
http://www.safeny.ny.gov/phon-ndx.htm

National Transportation Safety Board
Press Releases for National Transportation Safety Board 
http://www.ntsb.gov/news/press_releases.html

National Safety Council
Webinars and reports about distracted and driving and understanding the  
distracted brain.
http://www.nsc.org/safety_road/Distracted_Driving/Pages/distracted_driving.aspx

Mobile Telephones and Other Communication Devices and Their Impact on Tra"c 
Safety – A Review of the Literature
A recent study indicating that the occurrence of crashes, near-crashes and safety 
critical events is correlated with handling the telephone (dialing, texting), but not 
with just talking on a mobile phone.
http://www.vti.se/en/publications/mobile-telephones-and-other-communication-
devices-and-their-impact-on-tra#c-safety--a-review-of-the-literature/ 

Webinar 2 - THE EFFECTS OF OTHER-THE-COUNTER MEDICATIONS AND STIMULANTS 
ON DRIVER PERFORMANCE
This webinar focused speci!cally on how driver performance can be jeopardized by 
prescription drugs, over-the-counter medications, and stimulants. To view the webinar 
online, go to www.transittraininginstitute.com.

FMCSA Commercial Truck and Bus Safety Program
Syntheses report on the state of the practice based on literature reviews and surveys 
of recent activities in critical areas. Syntheses also inform airport managers about 
innovations being used by others to solve problems. 
http://www.trb.org/Publications/PubsCTBSSPSynthesisReports.aspx

FTA Prescription and OTC Medications Tool Kit 
This toolkit aims to educate and inform employees of transit agencies across the 
country about the e!ects of speci"c medications on their driving performance
http://transit-safety.volpe.dot.gov/publications/substance/RxOTC/RxOTC_April2011_
Feb2012_Update.pdf

Commercial Truck and Bus Safety Synthesis #19, E!ects of Psychoactive 
Chemicals on Commercial Drivers’ Health and Performance; Stimulants, 
Hypnotics, Nutritional and other Supplements. 
A study that educates commercial truck and bus employees about the e!ects of 
stimulants, narcotics, psychoactive chemicals and other supplements on their driving 
performance
http://onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/ctbssp/ctbssp_syn_19.pdf

Resources
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Urban Transportation Research (CUTR)

MTA New York City Transit

Liberty Lines

136 Everett Road | Albany, NY 12205 | 518.434.9060 | info@nytransit.org


