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Backed by research, a movement to reform Montana’s DUI laws continues to grow
 
A special legislative committee dedicated to reforming Montana’s DUI laws appears receptive to evidence-based
solutions, say DUI-prevention advocates who attended an Aug. 3 meeting in Helena.

“It’s very encouraging to see lawmakers interested in creating a new system—one based on research and proven
DUI-prevention methods,” said Brenda Simmons, program director with the Montana Community Change
Project.

Simmons joined other DUI-prevention advocates, including Leo McCarthy of Mariah’s Challenge and Tawny
Haynes, widow of fallen Montana Highway Patrol officer Michael Haynes. Haynes died from injures suffered
when his patrol car was hit head-on by a drunk driver traveling north in a southbound lane of Highway 93 near
Kalispell.

“Michael is gone because for too long there has been an attitude of tolerance and a culture of acceptance
hovering over Montana about drunk driving,” Haynes told members of the Law and Justice Interim Committee.
“(Michael) decided to do something about it. He made over 70 DUI arrests last year. And it’s impossible to know
how many lives he saved just by doing his job.”

Lawmakers on the interim committee feel the same way about proposed prevention strategies.

“They wonder what works, and what doesn’t,” said Simmons with the Montana Community Change Project, a
federally funded program designed to reduce binge drinking and drinking and driving. “Thankfully, there is a
growing body of research out there backing a variety of environmental prevention methods and tools.”

Simmons made four evidence-based recommendations to the committee:

•Regulate alcohol retailers and servers with mandatory Responsible Alcohol Sales and Service (RASS) training.
The state’s current “Let’s Control It” RASS program is voluntary. A mandatory program would reduce underage
access to alcohol, and prevent over-service to already intoxicated individuals.
•Create a deterrent for repeat DUI offenders by making the third offense a felony. Now it takes four DUI
convictions before the charge becomes a felony.
•Make first-time DUI offenders install an ignition interlock before getting back behind the wheel. In New
Mexico, this policy is credited with reducing alcohol-related highway traffic fatalities by 35 percent. If such a
policy were in place in Montana in 2007, it could have saved 46 lives.
•Close the loophole allowing alleged DUI offenders to escape penalties by refusing to provide a breath sample.
Currently, at least eight states provide for criminal sanctions in addition to license action for refusal.
Criminalizing refusal generally establishes a separate charge from the DUI offense, so some offenders would be
convicted of refusal rather than DUI. Still, the refusal conviction must be counted as a prior DUI conviction.

The Law and Justice Interim Committee meets again in Helena Sept. 28-29. The public is invited to attend. For
more information, or to follow the proceedings live online, log onto http://leg.mt.gov/css/Committees.
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