City bill would hold drunk's car longer 

By Alice Gomstyn, Globe Correspondent, 11/19/2002 

When US Navy Ensign John Elliot was killed by a drunk driver in New Jersey two years ago, his parents wanted to find a way to give some meaning to his death. Yesterday, they urged the Boston City Council to pass a law named for their son designed to keep arrested drunk drivers from getting their cars - and getting back on the road - before they sober up. 

Elliot died after his car was hit by a drunk driver who had been arrested for driving while intoxicated only hours earlier. The proposed ordinance, similar to one known as ''John's Law'' approved in New Jersey last year, mandates that the car of an arrested drunk driver be impounded by the city's Department of Transportation for a minimum of 12 hours following the arrest. 

''It is going to ensure that what happened to that family in New Jersey will never happen in the city of Boston,'' said City Councilor Rob Consalvo, who sponsored the measure. 

Current city rules allow friends or relatives who hold valid licenses to retrieve an arrested drunk driver's car at any time. Such rules don't stop drunk drivers from getting behind the wheel again, John Elliot's father, Bill, said yesterday. 

''What made John's death so cruel was that it could have been easy to prevent,'' he said. 

Michael Pangle, the driver who caused the accident, also died in the crash, but a friend who helped him retrieve his car is set to stand trial on charges of  vehicular homicide, and aggravated assault by automobile. 

A total of 65 alcohol-related traffic deaths have been reported in Boston in the past five years, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 

Ralph Hingson, an associate dean at the Boston University School of Public Health, said the vehicle impoundment law would bring that total down. Studies done in Ohio, he said, showed that impounding the cars of repeat offenders kept many from getting re-arrested for at least two years. 

If the ordinance is passed by the City Council and signed by the mayor, Boston would become the first city in the country with its own drunken-driving vehicle-impoundment law. National legislation on vehicle impoundment has also been proposed in both the US House and Senate. This story ran on page B7 of the Boston Globe on 11/19/2002. 
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