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Arguably the first study of its kind in the world, A Lesser Species of Homicide: Death,

Drivers and the Law by Kerry King explores how governing bodies, prosecutors, police

and courts in Western Australia responded to deaths caused by the use of motor vehicles

between 1946 and 2018. King makes a novel attempt to go beyond motor vehicle fatality

statistics by offering a new perspective on important issues surrounding the law’s

response to death caused by the use of motor vehicles. The book specifically examines

the development, interpretation and application of vehicular homicide offenses over a

70-year period, with reference to parliamentary debate, emerging case law, judicial

reasoning, verdicts and sentences, individual cases and the experiences of those involved.

This piece of scholarship on the social construction of road death contains 10 chapters,

in addition to an introduction and a conclusion.
The book is well-organised. In the opening chapter, King introduces the reader to the

history of criminal law on manslaughter and negligent driving causing death, from its

introduction in 1946 until its abolition in 1974. Although it is estimated that 6500

human lives have been lost on Western Australian roads, directly or indirectly caused

by negligent driving, only 319 defendants have been charged. The next two chapters

provide an informative overview of the corresponding Supreme Court trials, aiding

understanding of the indictments, verdicts and sentencing trends. A total of 403 cases

of interest are identified for the period examined. Key emerging themes – such as the gap

between judicial censure and penalty, age, gender and leniency in punishment with

short-term imprisonment or license disqualification – are discussed in relation to a

sample of 120 vehicle cases. In Chapters 4 and 5, King examines the effects of alcohol

intoxication on motor skills and reaction times, specifically in terms of fatal consequen-

ces on the road and hit-and-run cases where pedestrians or cyclists have been killed.

Here, King also discusses the role of the prosecution and the court in determining the

legal culpability of the defendants.
In the following five chapters, the focus switches to specific laws and court cases as

a benchmark for sentencing drivers who are involved in vehicular homicides in
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Western Australia. Chapter 6 introduces the Road Traffic Act, which was enacted in
1974 to make dangerous driving causing death an alternative offence to manslaughter. It
should be noted that the benchmark for sentencing drivers in Western Australia was
established in Laporte v R in 1970. In Chapter 7, King discusses the impact of and issues
surrounding this court case, in which a four-year imprisonment term was imposed. This
case is important, as it signalled a four-year sentence as the maximum imposable pen-
alty. The following two chapters, Chapters 8 and 9, provide an overview of Jess’ Law, a
radical set of amendments to Western Australia’s Road Traffic Act that has reduced
dangerous driving causing death since its introduction in 2004. A new offense, careless
driving causing death, was first proposed in 2015 under Charlotte’s Law, and this is
thoroughly discussed in Chapter 10, exposing the reader to the most recent develop-
ments on the topic. Following 10 chapters of comprehensive insights, King provides a
concise and insightful summary of the material before concluding her book by ques-
tioning the anticipated positive impacts of recent amendments to the Road Traffic Act.

Overall, this book provides a thorough socio-legal understanding of vehicular hom-
icides in Western Australia. This is a book truly ‘thick’ with information. For readers
seeking a comprehensive compilation of what is known about the different dimensions
of vehicular homicide offenses, this is a must-read. More than that, this book is an
invaluable resource for those conducting future research on the socio-legal issues asso-
ciated with vehicular homicide offences. Impulsivity and sensation seeking, as demon-
strated possibly through reckless driving, has long been noted in the literature to be
important psycho-criminological features of offending behaviour, especially in criminal
homicide (Chan, 2015, 2019). They are also regarded as key contributing factors of
delinquent and criminal behaviour in several mainstream criminological theories (e.g.,
self-control theory, general strain theory). However, the book’s strengths are also its
limitations. Being comprehensive in its coverage, this book is at times a dry and complex
read. This is not to say that A Lesser Species of Homicide: Death, Drivers and the Law is
not well written, for it most certainly is. This book has successfully established a solid
ground for future research in this direction.
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