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County attorneys push for drugged driver bill

Drugged drivers are causing countless accidents and threatening the lives of those who drive on Kentucky roads, according to McCracken County Attorney Daniel Boaz, who prosecutes charges of driving under the influence in district court. 

 “A lot of effort has gone into educating people about the dangers of driving under the influence of alcohol,” said Boaz. “But what many people don’t know is that driving under the influence of illegal drugs is an incredibly big problem in Kentucky, and we do not have laws to adequately address it.”

In the 2003 National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2, an estimated 10.9 million people reported driving under the influence of an illicit drug during the prior year. 

According to Boaz, Kentucky has laws to address drivers who choose to drive under the influence of alcohol. Anyone driving with a blood-alcohol content above .08 is presumed to be under the influence of alcohol. 

“However, no laws in Kentucky provide for a presumption of being under the influence of drugs, which makes it extremely difficult to prosecute and punish those who drive under the influence of drugs,” Boaz said.

The Kentucky County Attorneys Association, Inc., made up of county attorneys across the state, endorses Senate Bill 67, sponsored by Senator Ray S. Jones II. Senate Bill 67 seeks to protect citizens from drivers who are under the influence of drugs by changing Kentucky’s law. The bill states that drivers with traces of illegal drugs, such as LSD, methamphetamines, cocaine and others, in their systems are presumed to be under the influence of those drugs and therefore guilty of DUI—driving under the influence. 

“If people are forbidden by law from taking certain drugs, it should be illegal for them to drive with those substances in their systems,” said Boaz.

In principle, Boaz likens this bill to a law already on the books in Kentucky. Kentucky law prohibits those under age 21 from drinking alcohol; therefore, any youth who drives with even trace amounts of alcohol is guilty of DUI. Similarly, Kentucky law prohibits everyone from taking illegal drugs; therefore, anyone who drives with even trace amounts of illegal drugs should be guilty of DUI, according to Boaz. Senate Bill 67 seeks to subject drugged drivers to the same fines and punishments as those who drink alcohol and drive.

 “Kentucky’s county attorneys want to protect sober drivers from such dangers by changing Kentucky law to reflect that drivers with traces of illegal drugs in their systems are presumed to be under the influence of that drug,” Boaz said.

Twelve states have laws that mention presumption of influence of drugged drivers: Arizona, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Utah and Wisconsin. In addition, two states have such laws for drugged drivers under age 21: North Carolina and South Dakota.

Those who would like to voice their opinions regarding Senate Bill 67 should contact their local legislators, http://www.lrc.ky.gov/whoswho/county.htm 

Drugged Driving Facts

· The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates that drugs are used by approximately 10 to 22 percent of drivers involved in crashes.

· Nearly 34 percent of drivers ages 21 to 24 admit having driven under the influence of drugs or alcohol during the past year (2003 study by National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2).

· More than 24 percent of drivers ages 26 to 34 admit to having driven under the influence of drugs or alcohol during the past year (2003 study by National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2)

· An estimated 10.9 million people report driving under the influence of an illicit drug during the year prior to the study (2003 study by National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2).

· Twelve states have laws stating it is illegal to operate a motor vehicle with any detectable level of a prohibited drug or its metabolites in the driver’s blood: Arizona, Georgia, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Utah and Wisconsin.

