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Fatal Mainland Regional car crash leads to safe-driving ad campaign 
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MRHS ad campaign

Mainland Regional High School student Megan Lavery, 16, and her father, Jim Lavery, look at one of the print ads from the safe-driving project. Students from six area high schools and school administrators are featured in print, video and audio public service announcements designed to remind teenagers about the rules regarding graduated driver's licenses and how to stay safe while driving. The campaign was designed in response to the tragic crash that killed four Mainland Regional High School students. 



MRHS driving campaign poster



After a car crash that killed four Mainland Regional High School students in August, junior Megan Lavery said she no longer will get into a car that has too many people inside.

Lavery, who will not get her driver's license for another month, said she hopes that an ad campaign sponsored through the Northfield and Linwood police departments, as well as partnerships with area TV and radio stations, will influence other teenagers to follow the rules of graduated driver's licenses and to pay attention to safety.

She and students from other area high schools and school administrators are part of a sweeping public service announcement campaign formed after Northfield and Linwood police department officials sought to create something positive out of the crash.

"We want to turn this into a teachable event for our youth," Linwood-Northfield police Chief Robert James said. "We've found a lot of misconceptions and plain bad facts of how the (graduated driver's license) law takes effect. We're using peers of the students to send the message out to their fellow students that these are what the acceptable norms are."

The campaign was announced Monday at an event in Mainland Regional's library, where county and state public-safety officials gathered with students from Absegami, Buena Regional, Mainland, Pleasantville, St. Joseph's and St. Augustine Prep to watch the video and talk about their reasons for involvement.

Two days after the crash, Northfield police Capt. Arthur Faden and Linwood Lt. Colin Hickey called television and radio station heads to see if they would be interested in helping make public service announcements regarding the state's Graduated Driver Law, which places restrictions on teen drivers, Faden said. A few weeks later, the police departments held a brainstorming session in which experts from public-safety agencies and administrators from Mainland discussed what could be done.

The result of that meeting, Faden said, was the goal to emphasize public education and police enforcement of the rules. And students and administrators at area high schools were invited to help with the education aspect.

Dave Coskey, president of Longport Media, which owns five area radio stations, immediately wanted to assist by running the announcements on his stations. Coskey even was able to help secure Philadelphia Flyers player James van Riemsdyk as a voice for one of the radio advertisements. Van Riemsdyk will record a more generic version of the announcement, Coskey said, and the goal is to find stations around the state to air them.

"We try to be active and involved in the community," Coskey said. "At this particular time, knowing the car accidents and the large number they play in teen deaths, if there's a way we can help to bring those numbers down, then it makes it all worthwhile."

Longport Media's stations also will play an announcement at 11 p.m. every day to remind parents and teens that those with graduated licenses are to be off the road between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m. Coskey said he hopes that other stations around the state will adopt the announcement as part of regular programming.

Absegami seniors Andrew Lopez and Christina Lee said they were approached by one of their teachers about participating. While the emotional impact of the crash was not felt as intensely at Absegami as it was at Mainland, Lopez said his parents did become a little more protective.

Lopez said he hopes to become a role model through the program.

"We hope everybody watches and takes it seriously and drives a little safer," Lopez said. "You have to be more of an example. You can't just say it and not do it."

Lavery was approached by school Principal Mark Marrone to participate because he wanted a student and a parent to be part of the campaign. Lavery's mother, Kristen, is a school administrator and also appears in the video. Kristen Lavery said the crash has increased the number of students who are being more cautious regarding driving.

"I think parents are more involved than they were before, just because of the awareness that (the crash) has brought up," Lavery said. "You try to be an example by teaching your own kid the right thing, and you hope that others see that."
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