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P R E S I D E N T ’S P A G E

Normally, we send out tow trucks to help

save your day. On New Year’s Eve, we’ll 

be sending them out to help save your life.

This year we’re launching the Tipsy Tow 

program: If you have too much to drink, call

AAA and we’ll tow you and your car home—

at absolutely no cost to you. It doesn’t matter

whether you’re a member or not.

AAA will offer the service from 6 p.m. on

New Year’s Eve until 6 a.m. on New Year’s Day

in Northern California, Nevada, and Utah. Party

hosts, bartenders, restaurant managers, and

drivers can call (800) AAA-HELP to arrange 

a free tow of up to seven miles. 

Keep that number, (800) 222-4357, handy 

if you think there’s any chance you might use 

it. Simply tell the AAA operator, “I need a Tipsy

Tow,” and a truck will be on its way. Keep in

mind that the service excludes rides for pas-

sengers and is restricted to a one-way ride for

the driver and vehicle to the driver’s home.

Reservations aren’t accepted. Of course, our

regular emergency road service—the gold 

standard for travelers—will also be available, 

as it is 365 days a year.

Despite the drop in alcohol-

related crashes over the last 10

years, drinking is still a factor

in more than 16,000 motor

vehicle fatalities each year in

the United States. Drunk driv-

ing crashes also account for

about 60 percent of highway

deaths among young people

ages 16 to 24. Remember: It takes only one or

two drinks to impair vision, steering, braking,

judgment, and reaction time. 

AAA estimates that a first-time DUI convic-

tion can cost about $12,000 in fines, penalties,

restitution, legal fees, and added insurance

expenses. The cost of a collision resulting in

injury or death, of course, is incalculable.

Start the new year off right—give us a call.

And best wishes for a safe and healthy 2006.

We’ll get you home—free

PAULA F. DOWNEY, PRESIDENT

TURNED IN BY YOUR WHEEL

Even if you have had several glasses

of wine, you might believe you can

still drive safely. But in the future, you

may be overruled by your car. Dennis

Bellehumeur of Fort Lauderdale, Fla.,

has invented a sensor for steering

wheels that can detect blood alcohol

levels through the driver’s skin. If your

steering wheel determines, when you

grip it, that you’re beyond the legal

limit, it keeps your car from starting. 

Bellehumeur, a neuroclinical 

psychologist, says that many of his

patients had been injured in drunk

driving incidents. But he got the 

idea for his steering wheel after his

teenage son drank and then drove

into a concrete pole. Breath-activated

ignition lock systems can be tricked

(a passenger, rather than the driver,

can breathe into the analyzer), but a

steering wheel must be held by the

actual driver. The Canadian auto

parts supplier K.S. Centoco makes

the alcohol-detecting wheel. What’s

next? “I’m meeting with legislators to

excite them about requiring it,” says

Bellehumeur. “There has been a lot of

interest.” So far, he has taken his idea

to lawmakers in New York, Florida,

and Michigan.

HANDS FREE: FAR FROM RISK FREE

A driver who chats on the phone is

safer with a hands-free device—right?

Wrong. A study published in the

British Medical Journal last August

concludes that a person talking on 

a phone while driving is four times

more likely to have a crash resulting

in injury, no matter whether the

phone is handheld or hands free. 

In a separate study, researchers 

at Johns Hopkins University suggest

a reason. They placed volunteers in 

an MRI scanner and monitored brain

activity as each volunteer viewed a

series of letters and digits while also

listening to spoken letters and digits

through headphones. The result?

“When they shifted their attention

from vision to hearing, activity in the

visual parts of the brain decreased,”
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observes lead researcher Steven

Yantis. “It’s like having volume

knobs for perception. You can turn

up the volume on vision and ignore

hearing, or vice versa, but you can’t

really do both simultaneously. These

effects are associated with where

your mind is, not your manipulation

of the phone.”
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