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Police can delay release of drunk drivers 
Thursday, August 28, 2003

BY JOSH MARGOLIN 
Star-Ledger Staff 

Gov. James E. McGreevey signed a law yesterday that will allow police to detain drunken drivers until they sober up. 

The measure adds more teeth to "John's Law," enacted two years ago to make sure drunken drivers don't get back behind the wheel immediately after they are released by police. That law already allows police to impound a drunken driver's vehicle. Now police can also detain the driver. 

McGreevey said the law closes "a gaping hole" that allowed those charged with driving while intoxicated to get back on the road too soon. 
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"Someone could be arrested for drunk driving and still, ironically, could get back in the car for a limited period of time to kill again," McGreevey said. 

The law is named for John Elliott, a 22-year-old Navy ensign from Egg Harbor who was killed July 22, 2000, after a head-on collision with a car driven by Michael Pangle. Earlier that day, Pangle had been arrested for driving while intoxicated and a breath test showed he had a blood-alcohol level of more than twice the legal limit. After he was released by police, a friend of Pangle's brought him back to his car and Pangle drove off. Pangle also died in the crash. 

Elliott's father, Bill, said yesterday's bill signing at the USS New Jersey in Camden represented "the fulfillment of a promise we made to our son when we said goodbye." 

Bill Elliott called drunken driving "a tragic civil war" because of all the lives it has claimed. According to the state Division of Highway Traffic Safety, from 1999 to 2001, 491 traffic fatalities were caused by alcohol-related accidents, representing nearly 40 percent of all New Jersey traffic deaths. 

Bill Elliott said his son could leave the nation a "permanent legacy" if states and communities follow New Jersey's lead. A similar law is pending in Congress, sponsored by Sen. Jon Corzine (D-N.J.) and Rep. Frank LoBiondo (R-2nd Dist.). 

According to the new law, police would be able to detain drunken drivers for up to eight hours or until their blood-alcohol level drops to below 0.05 percent. The law authorizes municipalities to give their police departments the power to detain drunken drivers. Bill Elliott said his hometown of Egg Harbor Township is expected to enact an ordinance authorizing local police to begin enforcing the new law. 

For two years, John's Law has authorized police to impound for up to 12 hours the cars of those charged with drunken driving. The statute also requires those who pick up drunken drivers at police stations to sign warnings that they could be held responsible if they allow the arrested driver to get behind the wheel before sobering up. 

McGreevey said the bill was signed on the USS New Jersey, the decommissioned Navy battleship that is now a floating museum, to honor John Elliott's naval service. 

Josh Margolin covers state government. He can be reached at jmargolin@starledger.com or (609) 989-0267. 
	
	
	
	


