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John's Law passes House
A federal transportation bill copies a New Jersey law that lets police impound drunk drivers' vehicles.
By Troy Graham
Philadelphia Inquirer Staff Writer
A New Jersey drunken-driving law inspired by the death of Navy Ensign John Elliott has been copied in a federal transportation bill that the U.S. House passed yesterday.

An amendment would encourage other states to pass their own "John's Law" by offering them federal grants. Such a law gives police the authority to impound a drunk driver's vehicle.

Elliott, 22, was killed July 22, 2000, in Salem County by a drunk driver who had been arrested earlier in the evening. Still intoxicated, the driver, Michael Pangle of Woodstown, N.J., was released to a friend who took him back to his vehicle. Afterward, Pangle's vehicle collided with Elliott's car, killing both men.

New Jersey passed the first of two laws named in Elliott's honor in 2001. It gave police the authority to impound a drunk driver's car for up to 12 hours. At least eight more states have passed impoundment laws, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures.

The $275 billion federal highway and transit funding bill contains $600 million in grants offered to states if they enact laws and programs to combat drunken driving. Sen. Jon Corzine (D., N.J.) added John's Law to the list in the Senate version of the bill, and Rep. Frank A. LoBiondo (R., N.J.) did the same in the House.

The Senate bill passed in February. The two chambers must meet to iron out any differences in the versions before the bill goes to President Bush. The John's Law amendment is expected to remain in the final version.

"It's fairly noncontroversial," said Joe Brenckle, a spokesman for LoBiondo. "There might be some small technical changes."

John Elliott's father, Bill, said he watched the House vote on the amendment Thursday on C-Span.

"It was pretty inspiring to watch them discuss your son on television," he said, "so it was a great day for our family, for John's memory, and, we think, for the country."

Bill Elliott has campaigned heavily for anti-drunken-driving laws and programs since his son, a recent Naval Academy graduate, died on his way to Egg Harbor Township, N.J., to visit his family.

New Jersey passed a second John's Law in 2003 that gave police the authority to hold drunk drivers until they sober up. Unlike the first law, John's Law II gave municipalities the choice whether to adopt the legislation.

Few towns have taken up the law; police and local officials have complained about the expense and inconvenience of baby-sitting drunks.

But the first John's Law has been widely accepted and applauded in New Jersey. Elliott hopes the rest of the nation follows suit, he said.

"We always wanted to create a lasting legacy for our son that saves lives," he said.
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