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CAMDEN - Drunken drivers can be kept in police custody until they sober up under legislation signed Wednesday by Governor McGreevey.

The measure gives municipalities the power to pass ordinances authorizing police to hold drivers for up to eight hours or until their blood-alcohol level drops to 0.05 percent.

The impetus for the law was the July 2000 death of U.S. Navy Ensign John R. Elliott, 22, of Egg Harbor Township.

Elliott's car was hit head-on by Michael Pangle, who had been arrested earlier for drunken driving and released into the custody of a friend, who took Pangle back to his vehicle. Pangle also died, and Elliott's girlfriend survived.

McGreevey, who signed the bill in a ceremony aboard the USS New Jersey, the decommissioned Navy battleship berthed on the Camden waterfront as a floating museum, said it closes the legal loophole that allowed Pangle to get back behind the wheel.

"Until today, a drunken driver could be sprung out of jail and be back on the road threatening lives within a matter of hours," McGreevey said. "Today we have put an end to that."

Elliott's parents, Bill and Muriel Elliott, have campaigned in New Jersey and nationally for stricter drunken driving laws. New Jersey enacted "John's Law" in 2001, allowing the police to impound vehicles of drivers charged with drunken driving.

Bill Elliott called the new law the fulfillment of a promise he and his wife made at their son's funeral and "a fitting tribute to our son."


