Wyo: Effort to reduce DUIs, traffic deaths is working 
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In 2008, Wyoming's rate of fatal accidents resulting from intoxicated drivers was the third highest in the nation, behind only North Dakota and South Carolina. But there were at least three news stories last week that showed Wyoming is making progress in its efforts to keep drunken drivers off the road.

Two years ago, 159 people were killed in traffic accidents, according to the Wyoming Highway Patrol. Of that total, 67 -- or 42 percent -- died in accidents in which at least one driver had a .08 percent blood-alcohol content or higher.

Col. Sam Powell of the WHP noted traffic fatalities dropped to 134 last year, a 16 percent decrease. With the downturn in the economy, it's likely that there were fewer vehicles on the road. But Powell attributed the decline to a number of factors, including fewer alcohol-related crashes and lowering the speed limit between Rawlins and Laramie on Interstate 80 if there are severe weather conditions.

The patrol has made reducing the number of impaired driver fatalities one of its strategic goals each year.

Another positive sign was the appointment of former Lincoln County Attorney Eric Phillips as the state's first traffic safety resource prosecutor by the Wyoming County and Prosecuting Attorneys Association. Wyoming became the 46th state in the nation to have someone in the position.

Phillips, who will work out of Evanston, said the new position was made possible through both federal and state grants. His primary function will be to create a support network aimed at preventing, detecting, enforcing and prosecuting traffic cases, primarily driving under the influence. Phillips said he plans to work cooperatively with prosecutors, law enforcement officers, crime lab officials, legislators, judges and community leaders.

Phillips' new role was welcomed by Wyoming Mothers Against Drunk Driving. Spokeswoman Debbie Taylor said, "I am ... encouraged that on a statewide level there is going to be a resource that will hopefully increase the arrests and prosecutions of DUIs in the state."

Here in Casper, Police Chief Tom Pagel said DUI arrests have dropped 30 percent since December. He credited the Tipsy Taxi program, as none of his department's enforcement strategies have changed during the period.

The program encourages inebriated bar patrons and party-goers to exchange vouchers for cab rides so they get home safely. The vouchers are given to bars and cab drivers. Cab companies were reimbursed for more than $5,000 worth of cab rides in December, $3,000 in January and $1,500 in February.

Pagel said DUI arrests here are on track to drop from about 600 last year -- a record for the city -- to fewer than 400 in 2010. The annual cost of the program is estimated at about $40,000.

The Natrona County Liquor Dealers gave Tipsy Taxi $10,000 in seed money, and other groups have donated $15,000.

Some members of the Casper City Council have suggested giving an initial $5,000 donation to the program from the council's discretionary fund, but no commitment has been made.

The city should definitely contribute to Tipsy Taxi, whether it comes from the council's fund, money from fines or an in-kind donation of use of the Casper Events Center for a fundraising event being considered by the liquor dealers.

As Ward 1 Councilman Keith Goodenough said, if DUIs are down 30 percent, "We're saving money in staff time, jail fees and court costs." The city needs to support the continuance of a program that seems to be making a positive difference in the community.
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