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Caption: Senator Jimmy Jeffress of Crossett talks to a television reporter in the rotunda of the state Capitol in Little Rock before a rally kicking off National Teen Driver Safety Week. In the background is Rep. Gene Shelby of Hot Springs.
Senator Jimmy Jeffress of Crossett was honored Monday by the Arkansans for Graduated Drivers Licensing Coalition in appreciation of his sponsorship of Act 394 of 2009.
The act restricts teenagers from driving after 11 p.m. and prohibits them from using a cell phone while they're behind the wheel of a motor vehicle.
Representative Gene Shelby of Hot Springs, the lead House sponsor of Act 394, also was honored. Jeffress and Shelby were the featured speakers at a rally in the Capitol rotunda kicking off National Teen Driver Safety Week.
Teenaged drivers with an intermediate license or a learner's permit now must comply with a new set of restrictions, thanks to Act 394. They may not use a cell phone or wireless device, so they may not text or access the Internet while driving. They can have only one passenger in the car who is under the age of 21, unless the passengers are siblings or unless there is an adult in the front seat who is over 21 and has a driver's license. 
They are prohibited from driving between 11 p.m. and 4 a.m. unless accompanied by an adult, or unless they are going to or from a school activity, a church activity or work. The act has exemptions for emergency situations.
The first graduated driver's license law passed in Arkansas was Act 1694 of 2001. It created the system of issuing intermediate drivers' licenses to teenagers from 16 to 18. It also requires young drivers to have a clean record in order to obtain a regular license.
According to records of traffic fatalities maintained by insurance companies and law enforcement agencies, traffic crashes are the leading killer of teens in Arkansas and in the nation. In 2008, 71 Arkansas teens died in traffic crashes; approximately 1 every 5 days. Inexperience and immaturity were cited as the most common reasons for teen crashes. Increasing the number of teen passengers with a teen driver, when no adult is present, dramatically increases the chance of a crash. Teens have twice as many crashes at night as during daylight hours.
Jeffress and Shelby each received a National Graduated Drivers License Champion Award from State Farm Insurance Company, which presented similar awards to legislators from eight stats in 2009.
