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In 1973. my family was struck by the tragedy of drunk driving when our daughter Judith was hit head
on and killed by a repeat offender. For nearly a year afterwards, my wife Dorothy, my four surviving children and
I experienced the frustrations of a criminal justice system that reflected a general view that a drunk driving
fatality was the result of an unfortunate accident, rather than a byproduct of irresponsible and criminal behav-
ior.

When it was over, the individual who killed our daughter was sentenced to five years probation. I'll never
forget Dorothy's reaction. “Bill.” she said, “you are a State Senator and you've got to do something to stop DWL"

“There but for the grace of God go I

My early efforts in the legislature were nearly as frustrating as the trial that we had been through. AsI
introduced bills to toughen penalties and tighten up the laws, I ran up against the same ambivalence about
drunk driving that had affected the final judgment of the jury. It became clear that before we could change the
laws. we had to do something to change people’s attitudes — to reinforce that drunk driving was a crime.

Ironically. one of the forces for that change surfaced in Tompkins County, where our daughter had been
killed. The family and friends of a popular Cornell professor, who had been killed by a drunk driver, formed a
group called Prevent Alcohol Related Killings in Tompkins (PARKIT). PARKIT is one of the four founding chap-
ters of RID NYS that started an effective public awareness prograim. This phenomena, which coincided with the
formation of RID, was captured on an award winning documentary entitled “Until I Get Caught™ also produced at
Cornell by Professor James Maas with seed money from my family and a state highway safety grant.

It was victims like Fran Helmsteader and Candy Lightner who became symbols of a nationwide move-
ment with groups like RID and MADD that succeeded in changing attitudes in a way that no piece of legislation
could hope to do. Drunk driving became the social issue of the 80’s, making it possible for legislators like myself
to begin changing our laws.

Permanent and Cohesive Systemic Reform
“Until I Get Caught” had a big impact on Albany, and ultimately on the entire country. The film, and the
rapid growth of victims organizations created tremendous momentum for change. I guess it was because of my
personal involvement with the issue for many years that my colleagues in the legislature looked to me for a
response.

But at the same time, I recognized that if we were going to make headway with permanent and cohesive
reform of our drunk driving laws, we had to have the cooperation of the committee chairmen who had jurisdic-
tion over the many different governmental agencies that make up the system. The Senate Task Force, appointed
by Warren Anderson in 1980, helped me overcome some of the turf issues that had been an obstacle to change
in the past.

As we studied the issue, we realized that the primary problem we faced was to establish a credible
deterrent to DWI that would reinforce the fact that it is a crime. Our system at that time sent an entirely different
message — drunk drivers were rarely convicted and incredibly. those that were, received an average fine of S11.

We also recognized that even though drunk driving was a huge national problem, we needed to develop a
strong local response which would not die over time. Virtually every element of the DWI countermeasure system
is a local government agency — enforcement, prosecution, adjudication, rehabilitation and education were all
responsibilities which were not well coordinated.



My staff under Donald Savage came up with an approach that blended these two realities into a single
policy approach. Our proposal called for increasing fines, prohibiting plea bargaining to non-alcohol offenses
and giving the fine revenues to local governments to support their countermeasure programs. When we were
looking for a name for the program, Dorothy’s words came back to me.

“Bill, you've got to do something to stop DWI!”

The Special Traffic Options Program for Driving While Intoxicated really is a bunch of words we strung
together to arrive at the all important acronym. But, as we look back, I believe that one of those words that we
decided on is the primary reason that the program has been successful — options.

Now that I'm retired from the legislature, I can confess that all of the wisdom in the world isn't found in
Albany and Washington. Devolution is the fancy name that governors have come up with to describe giving states
the power to determine their own priorities and to make decisions on the specifics of their various programs.
STOP-DWI was a forerunner of devolution and it gave localities the power to set their own course, to identify their
own needs and priorities, and to do a job that best addressed unique local circumstances — urban, suburban
and rural.

The only thing about STOP-DWI that isn't optional is the fine, and that too was critical to the success of
the program. First, it provided the revenues needed to implement a plan. It also served as a carrot to earn the
cooperation of the agencies that make the system work. But, most important, a substantial and inescapable fine
provides an effective deterrent.

Back in 1973, when Dorothy charged me with stopping DWI, I really didn't think there was much that
one person could do. I still believe that, and STOP-DWI works as well as it does because it provides resources to
the people who are responsible for doing the job. Just as significant is the fact that it also provides accountabil-
ity for the locally designed system.

To those of you reading this who are engaged in the STOP-DWI effort, I'll close with a cliche’ — thanks to
you, it's working. I've continued to follow this issue because I'm interested to see how the programs turned out
and the numbers say that things have turned out pretty well. I'm told that the likelihood of being killed in a
drunk driving crash has decreased by 56 percent from the days before STOP-DWI. And DMV statistics show that
there has been a 45 percent reduction in alcohol and other drug related crashes since the program started. And
finally, the overall death rate from DWI has declined by 51 percent.

Your programs are working and Dorothy and I want to thank you for the good job you are doing.



