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The 1999 Mother's Day bus crash that killed 22 mostly elderly Louisianians exposed a lax federal oversight 
system that allowed drivers with drug problems and debilitating illnesses to remain at the wheel of buses and 
tractor-trailers.  

Despite the creation after that crash of a new agency to monitor truck and bus drivers and repeated promises of 
reform, essentially nothing has changed.  

A study reported last week by the Associated Press found that hundreds of thousands of drivers who qualify for 
full federal disability payments still hold commercial drivers' licenses. Hundreds of injuries and deaths are 
attributable to drivers who lost consciousness or collapsed while behind the wheel, according to the study by 
Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety, a Washington-based consortium of medical, consumer and safety 
groups and insurers.  

The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration, which was created after the New Orleans bus crash, has yet 
to complete any recommendations proposed by safety regulators since 2001, according to the report.  

One pending reform would set minimum standards for deciding whether a driver was medically fit to operate a 
truck or bus. Another would prevent doctor-shopping by drivers who are trying to mask dangerous illnesses.  

It is appalling that nine years after the senseless deaths on Interstate 610 so little has been done to make 
passengers and other drivers safer.  

Frank Bedell, the 46-year-old driver in the New Orleans crash, was a mess. He was suffering from congestive 
heart failure and fatigue and had traces of marijuana in his system. He also had severe diabetes.  

Mr. Bedell, who died of a heart-related ailment three months after the Mother's Day crash, should never have 
been driving a bus for Custom Bus Charters -- or anyone else -- that day. Everything conspired against the 
passengers' safety.  

A doctor who performed an exam on Mr. Bedell had noted his heart condition-- which should have disqualified 
him automatically from work as a commercial driver -- on his medical form. But she passed him anyway. States 
review those forms only every four years, so no public agency saw Mr. Bedell's form.  

In the days leading up to the crash, he was undergoing intense medical care. A National Transportation Safety 
Board investigator said that Mr. Bedell had so many "life-threatening medical problems" that he was 
undergoing either dialysis or intravenous heart treatments six days a week.  

On the seventh day, he drove a luxury coach off of I-610 near City Park, through a guardrail and into an 
embankment. Twenty-two of the 45 passengers died.  

In the aftermath, federal officials vowed to crack down on the industry. Congress replaced the Office of Motor 
Carriers, which was lax in its oversight, with the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration. But it is difficult 
to figure out what the administration has been doing for the almost nine years since it was created.  

How is it that no reforms have been fully implemented, as the administration acknowledges?  

 



 

 

The senior research director for Advocates for Highway and Auto Safety thinks he knows the answer. "You 
have an agency that is favorably disposed to maintaining the integrity of the industry's economic situation."  

That's the same attitude that existed under the old regulatory agency.  

What about the lives of bus passengers and everyone who travels the nation's highways?  

What about the four women who died in June 2006 when a trucker suffering a severe diabetic episode smashed 
his 70,000-pound tractor-trailer into traffic on Interstate 70 in Missouri?  

What about the four children who died when their day-care bus crashed into a bridge in Memphis, Tenn., in 
April 2002? The National Transportation Safety Board said that driver was a marijuana user and had a risky 
health condition.  

Congress may think that creating a new oversight agency was all that was needed. But clearly that hasn't proved 
to be the case.  

After nine years, it seems unlikely that the Motor Carrier Safety Administration is going to suddenly get its act 
together. Congress needs to put some pressure on the agency to do what it was charged to do -- protect us all 
from drivers as sick as Frank Bedell.  

 


