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Senate OKs bill allowing police to hold drunken drivers

By THOMAS BARLAS Staff Writer, (609) 272-7201, E-Mail

TRENTON - The state Senate approved a bill Thursday that allows municipalities to keep drunken drivers in police custody for at least eight hours or until sober.

The measure, sponsored by state Sen. James S. Cafiero, R-Cape May, Cumberland, Atlantic, was drafted in response to the death of Egg Harbor Township resident John Elliott in July 2000.

Elliott died after his car was struck by a vehicle driven by Woodstown resident Michael Pangle, who had earlier been arrested for drunken driving.

State Police from the Bridgeton barracks gave Pangle his keys when a friend, Kenneth Powell, picked him up at the police station. Powell allowed Pangle to drive his car again so that Pangle could follow him home.

Powell is now undergoing a second trial on charges of vehicular homicide and aggravated assault with a motor vehicle in connection with the incident.

"When a drunk driver is allowed to get back behind the wheel, countless lives are put at risk," Cafiero said. "As a sponsor of John's Law, I felt that we should go a step further to see to it that these individuals are not given any further opportunity to drive while intoxicated."

John's Law, named after Elliott, allows a driver's car to be impounded for up to 12 hours after a drunken-driving arrest. It also requires anyone picking up drunken drivers at a police station to assume liability for those drunken drivers.

The state Senate approved Cafiero's bill, with some amendments, by a 32-3 vote.

The amendments, according to Cafiero, allow certain drunken drivers to be kept in a secure place, other than a jail, where they can be kept under observation in case there are physical problems caused by their intoxication.

The bill now goes to the Assembly for approval.

The bill passed the state Senate despite opposition by state Sen. Gary Furnari, D-Bergen, Essex, Passaic.

Furnari said he believed the bill was to contain another amendment that would allow a person arrested for drunken driving to appear before a local magistrate before being detained.

Without that provision, the bill, while "a great concept," is "seriously flawed," he said.

Senate Republicans said Furnari's concerns are addressed by parts of the bill that provide exemptions for municipalities that nonetheless release the alleged drunken drivers, provided some "safeguards" are met.
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