'John's Law' may set the standard

By RICHARD PEARSALL
Courier-Post Staff



Tucked into the $286 billion transportation bill President Bush signed Wednesday is a provision designed to make John's Law -- New Jersey's requirement that police impound the vehicles of drunken drivers -- the law of the land. 


"It's a small amendment to a very large highway spending bill," said Bill Elliott, the father of the young Navy officer for whom John's Law is named, "but we think it will make a big difference." 


The amendment, sponsored by U.S. Sen. Jon Corzine, D-Hoboken, and U.S. Rep. Frank LoBiondo, R-Ventnor, would add an impoundment law to the criteria that states can list to qualify for federal grants to fight drunken driving. 


Ensign John Elliott of Egg Harbor Township was killed five years ago by a drunken driver. The driver had been arrested by state police two hours earlier, but he was released to the custody of a friend and allowed to return to his vehicle. 


"New Jersey closed the loophole that caused our son's death," Bill Elliott said Wednesday from a Caterpillar plant in Montgomery, Ill., where he and his wife traveled to watch the president sign the bill. "We believe the passage of a national John's Law will be a permanent living legacy that will ensure John did not die in vain." 


The driver who killed John Elliott -- Michael Pangle, 37, of Woodstown, Salem County -- also was killed in the crash. 


The friend who drove Pangle back to his pickup truck -- Kenneth Powell, 40, of Pennsville -- was charged with manslaughter. 


Two juries, noting that police released Pangle to Powell, declared themselves hung on the charge, unable to decide whether Powell should be held culpable. 


After the trials, the state Legislature passed John's Law II, which authorized local police departments to hold drunken drivers until they sober up rather than turn them over to relatives or friends. 


But so far, only seven municipalities have enacted ordinances authorizing their police departments to, in effect, impound drunken drivers as well as their cars. 


They are Somers Point, Spring Lake, Maplewood, South Orange, Ramsey, Oakland and Hamilton Township, Mercer County. 


Elliott said Wednesday he is not discouraged by the lack of enthusiasm so far for John's Law II, which the state police have not adopted either. 


"It's beginning to pick up steam, particularly in Bergen County," he said. "The more police realize that this is not a major imposition, the more towns will adopt it." 


In addition to pushing for legislation, the Elliotts have launched a campaign to promote designated drivers. 


Called the "Hero campaign" after a leadership honor their son earned at the U.S. Naval Academy, the program is designed to encourage and reward designated drivers. 


Among its participants are Citizens Bank Park in Philadelphia, Giants Stadium in East Rutherford and Fenway Park in Boston, as well as a host of bars and restaurants. 


"No law is good enough by itself to stop drunk driving," Elliott said. "You have to get the public committed." 
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