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LITTLE ROCK –  The Arkansas Highway Commission has come out against raising speed limits on rural highways because it could increase the number of fatal traffic accidents. Also, it would lower fuel economy for motorists.
In 2007 the General Assembly passed Act 242 directing highway officials to study raising speed limits on the Arkansas primary highway network, which amounts to 6,310 miles of roads. In a recent meeting of the Legislative Council, highway officials reported their findings.
One purpose of Act 242 was to raise speed limits on rural two-lane highways to 65 miles an hour, but only if the study supported raising them. There are almost 5,300 miles of such highways in Arkansas.

Highway department officials estimate that increasing speed limits to 65 mph. would lead to a 28 percent increase in traffic fatalities. In 2007 there were 650 deaths from traffic accidents on Arkansas highways, down from 665 in 2006. An established goal of the Highway Department has been to reduce the number of fatalities 14 percent by 2010, so raising speed limits would work against that goal.
Highway officials cited federal Energy Department experiments that find gas mileage goes down when motorists speed up. On average, for each 5 mph over 60 mph a car is driven, its mileage goes down by 7 percent.
There are 754 miles of freeway and interstate highways in Arkansas and the speed limit on them ranges from 60 mph in urban areas to 70 for cars in rural areas. For trucks it is 65 mph in rural areas, and for cars it is 65 mph in suburban areas.

Arkansas has 284 miles of rural, multi-lane highways that are not interstates, although opposing lanes are divided. Their speed limits are 65 mph. now.

Record Number of Flu Shots

The state Health Department reports that it set a new record in November when it immunized 123,172 people against influenza. The inoculations were dispensed in 81 health clinics in all 75 counties in Arkansas.

Last year, the Health Department gave flu shots to 103,541 people. One benefit of providing mass immunizations in a short period of time is that public health workers get valuable practice and training. In the event of a pandemic or a public health emergency such as a bio-terrorist attack, those Health Department workers would dispense medications and vaccinations to Arkansans as quickly as possible.
Of course the other benefit is the prevention of the spread of flu. Public health officials estimate that influenza kills about 36,000 Americans a year. Flu shots don't provide protection against all strains of the flu virus, but in past years they have protected against 70 to 90 percent of possible infections. Also, they reduce the severity of side effects in people who do get the flu.
New Mental Health Center

The Psychiatric Research Institute opened on the Little Rock campus of the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences. Its opening means that for the first time in 30 years UAMS will offer inpatient care for people with mental illnesses. The first admissions will be in February of 2009. The unit has 40 beds for inpatient care, as well as a clinic for outpatient care. It will have facilities for research into addiction and a center for treatment of substance abuse. 
