Proposed Highway Safety Legislation Will Help Motorcycle Riders

Missouri roads are not as safe as they could be.  Simple bad and inattentive driving is too common, as is outright reckless and dangerous driving.  Such driving causes too many accidents--accidents that too often hurt or injure bikers.  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. 

This sheet tells about proposed highway safety legislation, 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.  

The Missouri Bicycle Federation has taken the lead in advocating for these changes, simply because--along with motorcycle riders--bicyclists and pedestrians bear the brunt of bad and dangerous driving. But the core, most important, provisions of the proposed legislation are general in nature and designed to make the roads safer for everyone on them.

Highway Safety Legislation Details

Under current Missouri law, drivers who kill or injure others are usually charged with a simple driving infraction and given a small fine. You know the case of Bill Janklow, a U.S. representative and former governor of South Dakota, who recently blew through a stop sign at 70 MPH, killing a motorcycle rider, and was convicted of manslaughter South Dakota. In Missouri Janklow would likely have been charged with nothing beyond speeding and failure to yield--resulting in a $300 fine and nothing more.

Our proposed legislation adds new sections to the assault and manslaughter laws that make 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. 

Those severe provisions are intended for the worst and most dangerous drivers.  Often it is “ordinary” carelessness that injures or kills, and this legislation creates the specific misdemeanor offences of operation of a vehicle leading to injury, serious injury, and death, which can be used when more serious charges are not possible or appropriate.
These provisions put into action the motto, “Kill a biker, go to jail.”

Under current law, a driver’s license can be revoked for at most one year.  Longer revocation periods are given only to repeat drunk drivers.  Under MO law, Bill Janklow would have lost his driver’s license for at most a year, and maybe not at all.  Under our proposed law, the driver’s license is automatically suspended or revoked for drivers whose dangerous driving injures or kills.  Driving privileges of the very worst and most dangerous drivers who injure or kill may be revoked for up to 13 years.

The legislation requires 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.

Right now Missouri law adds only two additional driver’s license points to those whose bad driving injures or kills.  Two measly points.  Killing someone gets the same penalty as running a stop sign. The legislation proposes serious additional driver license points in cases where traffic violations lead to injury or death.

The legislation specifically requires drivers to exercise the highest degree of care to avoid colliding with pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorcyclists. This can be used to help educate motorists to drive more safely, but also helps make it easier for people who are injured by automobiles to be compensated for their injuries.

The 2003 bill is SB1031, sponsored by Senator Joan Bray. The House version of the bill is sponsored by Rep. Cynthia Davis. More details and complete bill text can be found at

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