Proposed Law Will Make Missouri Roads Safer for Bicycling and Walking

Many Missouri pedestrians, bicyclists, and drivers believe that Missouri road users are not as safe and attentive as they could be.  Unsafe and aggressive driving is particularly discouraging and dangerous to pedestrians and bicyclists, who are among the most vulnerable road users and account for a disproportionate amount of roadway injuries. Except when intoxicated driving is involved, drivers causing such injuries are rarely or never charged with more than minor traffic infractions, even when drivers are clearly--and sometimes grossly--at fault. 

At a time when public health authorities across the country are vigorously promoting walking and bicycling as an antidote to a rising epidemic of obesity and inactivity, this situation must be improved.

These proposed highway safety laws are designed to make Missouri roadways safer for all road users by holding road users more accountable for unsafe actions that may injure or kill others.  
What will these laws do for Missouri bicyclists and pedestrians?

The new law creates tougher penalties for people whose bad and dangerous driving injures or kills.  Let’s face it--one reason people drive dangerously is because they know they can get away with it.  Under the new law, they won’t.  This law makes recklessly or knowingly injuring or killing with an automobile a criminal offence.  Common-sense standards allow these provisions to be applied against drivers who habitually or knowingly drive dangerously or illegally, when their dangerous driving causes injury or death. At the same time, poor drivers will be required to take a driving class demonstrated to be effective in making them safer and more responsible. Examples of consequences under old and new laws:

· A woman sped through a School Zone, illegally changed lanes to pass other cars stopped at a crosswalk, and then ran over UMKC student Pei Chen in a crosswalk, killing her.  

OLD LAW: 
Misdemeanor charge, a slap on the wrist. 4 driver’s license points (same as driving through a stop sign twice). 

NEW LAW: 
2nd degree involuntary manslaughter, a felony.  Automatic 2 year license revocation (possibly longer).  No "limited driving" allowed during revocation period.  Required driver’s ed course, targeted at improving aggressive drivers, before driving again.

· A bus driver drove through a crosswalk while turning through an intersection.  The bus struck Susie Stephens, who was crossing in the crosswalk, knocking her under the rear wheels of the bus and crushing her to death.

OLD LAW: 
Failure to yield, $500 fine. 4 driver’s license points. 

NEW LAW: 
2nd degree involuntary manslaughter, a felony.  Automatic 2 year license revocation (possibly longer).  No "limited driving" allowed during revocation period.  Required, driver’s ed course, including specific bike/ped education, before driving again.

· A man was fumbling around trying to find something on the floor of his pickup when he drove off onto the shoulder of a road on a bright, clear, sunny day when he rammed into and killed bicyclist Michael Brady, who was riding on the wide shoulder. Shoemaker had 19 convictions for speeding and other driving violations between 1986 and 1999.

OLD LAW: 
1 year suspended sentence, 2 years probation. License revoked for one year. Driving school required.  (Much of this not required, but at judge’s discretion.)

NEW LAW: 
1st degree involuntary manslaughter, a felony.  Previous driving record allowed in court to help show recklessness of actions.  7- or 13-year license revocation. Required, tough, driver’s ed course before driving again.

Day-to-day safety

The proposed law has a variety of provisions that will increase safety in day-to-day situations:

· It requires all drivers whose license has been suspended or revoked to participate in the National Safety Council's twelve-hour "Attitudinal Dynamics of Driving" course with substantial emphasis on bike/ped/motorcycle awareness.  Research shows this course leads to a 77% reduction in accidents and over 70% reduction in traffic violations.

· The law specifically requires drivers to exercise the highest degree of care to avoid colliding with pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorcyclists. This will not only help educate people to drive more safely, but also will help those injured recover damages from unsafe drivers.

· The law specifically requires motorists to pass bicyclists and pedestrians at a safe distance, and in no event closer than 3 feet. Drivers who deliberately or threateningly pass too close can be charged with assault. If a driver hits a cyclist, this gives prosecutors a specific offense to charge the motorist with.

· Right now Missouri law adds only two additional driver’s license points to those whose bad driving injures or kills. This law proposes serious additional driver license points in cases where traffic violations lead to injury or death. It also adds a point for any traffic violation in a school zone. 

· The law establishes a state-wide uniform school zone speed limit of 20 MPH and increases penalties for traffic violations in school zones. 

· The law clarifies the definition of bicycle; clarifies legality of bicyclists riding on road shoulders.

· The law establishes rules for motorists crossing bicycle lanes; establishes that motorists crossing a bicycle lane must yield to bicycles in the lane; prohibits blocking bicycle lanes.

· The law allows bicyclists to carefully roll through stop signs when safe. 

The 2004 bill is sponsored by Sen. Joan Bray in the Missouri Senate and Rep. Cynthia Davis in the House (SB1031 and HB1122). More details, a bill summary, and complete bill text can be found at

http://www.house.state.mo.us/bills041/bills/sb1031.htm
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