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Kids-in-truck-beds compromise offered
By Mike Meyer

CRONKITE NEWS SERVICE

PHOENIX — Arizona lawmakers have debated the question for more than 20 years: Should children be allowed to
ride in the beds and cargo areas of trucks?

Critics say it's too dangerous. Opponents of legislation say many families in rural Arizona have no choice, or that
it's none of the government's business.

Only one bill aimed at banning the practice has made it out of the Legislature, and then-Gov. Jane Hull vetoed it in
1998.

Rep. John Kavanagh, R-Scottsdale, has introduced a bill he says strikes a palatable balance. HB 2590 would bar
those under 18 from riding in the beds and cargo sections of vehicles unless all seats are occupied by other children
or disabled passengers.

"I personally don't think kids should ever ride in beds of pickups, but bids over the past 22 years have failed, so I
decided to introduce a compromise bill that would make kids safer," Kavanagh said.

"I've lived here for 13 years, and every time I see kids in the back of pickup trucks on the highway, I cringe,
especially when there are empty seats in the cab," he said.

AAA Arizona spokeswoman Linda Gorman said she wishes the bill went further but acknowledged the political
realities.

"When someone rides in the back of a pickup, they basically become projectiles. It sometimes results in tragic and
fatal consequences," Gorman said.

In the past, lawmakers from rural areas have argued a ban would be tough on financially strapped families whose
only means of transportation is a pickup.

Arizona Farm Bureau spokesman Jim Klinker said the bureau doesn't have an official position on the issue, but he
echoed concerns about those in rural areas.

"In rural Arizona, the truck is our utility vehicle. You haul the kids to school, go get groceries," Klinker said. "You
don't have the resources to have two or three vehicles. In some of our rural areas, that's the only vehicle that the
family can afford."

Kavanagh said his bill addresses those concerns.

"Last year was a ban. This is the first time someone has tried to strike a compromise," he said. "We'll let you put
them in the back, but only as a last resort."

Other opposition has stemmed from the libertarian perspective that a ban would be a government intrusion.

"Some of these things we try to legislate people should have common sense about," Klinker said. "People should
have better sense than to put kids in the back of a pickup on a freeway or in town with cross-traffic."
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The bill would allow exceptions for medical emergencies and agricultural work that requires someone in a truck
bed.

Pam McClellan, whose son, Christopher, died in 1991 while riding in a pickup bed, has been fighting since then to
persuade lawmakers to enact a ban. She said she's come to think it would take a horrific accident to get their
attention.

"We have to kill enough people at one time. We have to kill somebody important, and hopefully during session,"
McClellan said. "If I sound a little jaded, that's just how it is. It's been a long haul."

As of Thursday afternoon, Kavanagh's bill had yet to be scheduled for committee action.
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