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Briefing Points: The Drinking Age Debate

21 Saves Lives on the Highway

The “science” is not entirely clear on this poit.peer-reviewed study notes that, of the 102
analyses of the effectiveness of Legal Age 21p052pout half, show a positive relationship
between the law and alcohol-related traffic faiedit About a third find no relationship.

Assertions that Legal Age 21 has saved more livas tnrelated, external safety factors are
simply untrueResearch suggests that Legal Age 21 was only omaiy factors contributing to
the decline in alcohol-related traffic fatalitie&ccording to NHTSA estimates, safety belts and
airbags have combined to save 206,287 lives betd@és and 2004. By comparison, NHTSA
estimates the 21 MLDA saved 23,733 lives in theesperiod® No known study has been
undertaken to study the effects of the “designdtacer” and of increased public awareness of
the dangers of drunken driving—Dboth factors thathavithout question, contributed to the
decline in alcohol-related traffic fatalities. Huetmore, alcohol-related traffic fatalities reaclaed
10 year high in 2006.

In addition, between 1982 and 1992, in spite cfingi the drinking age to 21, the US
experienced a lower rate of decline in alcoholteslaraffic fatalities than in any other country
where such data were reported (including Germanugtralia, England, The Netherlands, and
Canada)® In fact, Canada , which experienced a 28% ratieofine in traffic fatalities between
1982 and 1992 and maintained a drinking age ofrI®pexperienced a similar decline to in
youth drinking and driving rates. “Canadian redoiesi in youth drinking and driving, followed
virtually the same pattern as in the United Stafst the Canadian reduction was not due to
laws directed at youth: the drinking age did natrale during this time, and zero tolerance laws
were implemented after the reduction had occuifed means that the changes must have
resulted from some combination of the difficultassess educational and motivational programs
and from other factors outside of traffic safetfiisTconclusion suggests that a substantial
portion of the reduction in the United States aksulted from these same cau&es.

This downward trend in drunken driving across tidustrialized world suggests that something
other than a change in the drinking age was at widrtknks to successful public education
efforts, attitudes toward drinking and driving cbad over time. The “designated driver,” a term
unknown in 1984, indicates such an attitudinaltshif

The teen brain is not fully developed. Consumingleohol before age 21 causes irreparable
damage to the teen brain

The brain continues to develop into a person’s &fld; and, for most, is complete by age 25.
Research on the effects of alcohol use on the sdei brain have shown that the adolescent
brain and adult brain experience very differeneéet§ of alcohol use. The adolescent brain
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shows increased sensitivity to alcohol, especialtgrms of learning and imprinting new
memories, but decreased sensitivity to the sedaffeets of alcohof.

Alcohol’s negative effects on the adolescent bem@xmost pronounced at higher doses, and
most of the research on this subject is condudtédaxication-level doses. There is clear
evidence, both from studies preformed on humansamties preformed on animal populations,
that consuming large quantities of alcohol has pumced negative effects on the adolescent
brain, specifically in reducing the size of thegopampus (area of the brain responsible to
processing new memories).

The current state of this very qualified researcheshof which is performed on rats—indicates
most clearly that excessive alcohol use posesréaast threat to the developing brain. If public
policy were to be based solely on the findingseakent adolescent brain research, then we
should consider raising the drinking age to 25isTasearch provides little evidence in support
of Legal Age 21. Accordingly, we need to estabpsiblic policies that discourage excessive
alcohol use, which is the pattern we know is mastgerous to developing brain@ver the last

25 years, we have seen an increase in the amoansuimed per occasion by under 21 year-olds
and a movement away from moderate consumptiont pltirn poses a far greater danger to
the developing brain, and a far greater threat tdfc health.

History speaks for itself—we tried lowering the drinking age in the 1980s and failed

Choose Responsibility supports more than simplggng the “Easy Button” and lowering the
drinking age to 18. Instead, we believe that yoadglts should be permitted to purchase,
possess, and consume alcohol, but not uncondityorgpecifically, we propose that, upon
turning 18, a young adult should be permitted toscone alcohol in the presence of a parent in
the privacy of the home; that all young people $thdwe required to take a comprehensive
alcohol education course prior to turning 18; dmat,tonce they have completed high school,
completed the alcohol education course, and ntateid the alcohol laws of the issuing state,
young adults should receive a permit, or licenBewang them to purchase, possess, and
consume alcohol like the adults the law says, lintaker respects, they are. Finally, the first
violation of the alcohol laws of the issuing stat®uld result in immediate revocation of the
license.

History can’t speak for itself on this point, besatsuch a system of education and licensing has
never been tried.

Alcohol education doesn’t work.

Research has shown that while abstinence-basedgduagrograms like DARE alone have
little to no effect on preventing use or abuseloblaol among underage drinketsarm

reduction strategies that address the complex psygical expectancies that lead to excessive
drinking amongst young people are effective in miuly rates and incidence of alcohol abtise.
Environmental strategies such as alcohol advegtisans, keg registration, responsible server
training, social norms marketing and communityrivéations are viable options for managing
high risk drinking, especially on college campuses.
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Approaches that seek rather to prepare young adalteake responsible decisions about
alcohol and reduce the likelihood of harm to thelwessor others offer promis€or example,
Outside the Classroom produced AlcoholEDU, an auéve online program currently used by
over 500 colleges and universities. This progracneases practical knowledge, motivates
students to examine their behavior, and decreasdsrgs’ risk of negative personal and
academic consequences as a result of alcoholrug8804, students who completed AlcoholEDU
were 20% less likely to be heavy episodic drinleerd 30% less likely to be problematic
drinkers®® These findings provide evidence that “an inteva&céiducational program can

substantially reduce the negative consequenceiglofrisk drinking™”

All we need to do to eliminate underage drinking isncrease enforcement.

It seems like a simple answer: "all we need toadkeiep kids from drinking is enforce Legal
Age 21." But, if it were the possible, we would kawought an end to underage drinking long
ago.Legal Age 21 has been in place for over 20 yeargssacthe nation and there remains a
complete lack of consistency in how it is carrietl and enforced. One study predicts that only
two out of every 1,000 cases of underage drinkésylts in citation or arrest’ Such low rates
of enforcement present inadequate deterrence togypeople under 21 who choose to drink. If
the 21 year-old drinking age were enforceables iinbelievable that we would have the problem
of reckless and irresponsible drinking by youngpteohat we have in America today. Instead
of directing more resources towards enforcemenigider that doubling expenditures would
merely raise this rate to four arrests out of 1)0@@ need to use proven harm reduction and
other educational strategies to reduce excesstehal use and its harmful consequences.

The European Myth—European teens drink more than tleir American peers

Any generalizations of the behavior of “Europeantith should be scrutinized. The drinking
cultures of northern and southern European cownaey markedly; history and an extensive
body of cross cultural research would suggestdnkitiral attitudes towards alcohol use play a
far more influential role than minimum age legiglat Recent research published by the World
Health Organization found that while 15 and 16 yadrteens in many European states, where
the drinking age is 18 or younger (and often unexadd), have more drinking occasions per
month, they have fewer dangerous intoxication dooasthan their American counterpafts.

For example, in southern European countries rafi@dl drinking occasions to intoxication
occasions were quite low—roughly one in ten—whil¢he United States, almost half of all
drinking occasions involving 15 and 16 year-oldsuieed in intoxicatiort?

Though its legal drinking age is highest amongla countries surveyed, the United States has
a higher rate of dangerous intoxications per drivkkioccasions than many countries that not
only have drinking ages that are lower or nonexistbut also have much higher per capita
consumption levels.

Legal Age 21 keeps people under 21 from actually meuming alcohol

Many young people under the age of 21 consume alcahd continue to do so despite nearly
25 years worth of prohibition of that behavior. f&at, research shows that consuming alcohol
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before the age of 21 is actually a normative bedraWinety-five percent of those who will be
alcohol consumers in their lifetime take their fidgsink before age 21.Though today fewer 12-
20 year-olds are drinking, those who choose tokdaie drinking more. Between 1993 and
2001, the rate of 12-20 year olds who reported wairsg alcohol in the past 30 days decreased
from 33.4% to 29.3%, while rates of binge drinkingreased among that age group over those
same years, from 15.2% to 18.9%.During that same time period, 18-20 year-oldsigtd the
largest increase in binge drinking episotfemong college students, a decade’s worth of
research in the College Alcohol Study found bothghoportion of students abstaining and the
proportion of students engaging in frequent bingekiéhg had increased. Furthermore, as
compared to 1993, more 18-24 year old studentsclibse to drink in 2001 were drinking
excessively—defined by frequency of drinking ocoasi frequency of drunkenness, and
drinking to get drunk’

This trend should serve as a call to action foepts, educators, and lawmakers, for while
moderate consumption represents little harm to gqueople and may even be psychologically
beneficial, excessive and abusive consumption-hiingeing-spells disastrous consequences for
our nation's youth.

If you lower the age, drinking will just be pushedto younger age groups

After 24 years of Legal Age 21, 41 percent of éigjnaders, 62 percent of tenth graders, and 73
percent of high school seniors are consuming altGhdhe age of onset of alcohol use has
actually decreased since the mid 1980s—under L&gal21'® We believe that we can do
better, and that these alarming rates are a cathéwe, and better alcohol education. A system
of alcohol education and provisional licensing 1820 year-olds who are no longer enrolled in
high school is a specific and tailored policy preg@iahat has the potential to engender the
cultural change needed to address the issue oé lasind underage drinking.

There’s no proof that Legal Age 21 has led to an arease in binge drinking

Legal Age 21 has pushed alcohol consumption oséfef public spaces and into dorm rooms,
off-campus houses, and underground locales. Iidd$o an environment of excess
consumption and goal-oriented drinking/hile fewer individuals aged 18-20 are drinkintgpge
who choose to drink are doing so at dangerous kanchimg rates. The consequences of these
behaviors are staggering—well over 1,000 18-24-gpéds die each year of alcohol-related
causes other than traffic accidefftémong full-time college students, 690,000 are Iaed in
assaults, 97,000 are involved in rapes, and 59%69jured as a result of alcolfdl Al this is
taking place under a law that prohibits alcohol lnxgéd.8-20 year-old adults. We need to look at
these trends in excessive alcohol use, and iraitsitul and life threatening consequences, and
determine if we are satisfied with the status quo.

There’s no need to debate this issue—the drinkingge is a settled question

There is support for lowering the drinking age,uglo polling data suggests this remains a
minority view. Since the Supreme Court decisio®outh Dakota vs. Dole in 1987, however
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(South Dakota, joined by the states of Coloraday#lia Kansas, Louisiana, Montana, New
Mexico, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee, Vermard,\Wyoming had challenged the
constitutionality of the 1984 National Minimum Dking Age Act)?? there has been virtually no
public discussion or debate over the 21 year-alikdrg age.

Twenty years have passed, during which time data baen gathered and the practical effects
of the law have been experienced. National medeaest in the issue, perhaps or perhaps not
reflecting a change in public opinion, has surfaegmkatedly during the past two years.
Recently, 134 college and university presidentscrahcellors signed a statement calling for
debate of Legal Age 21 and a consideration of neleips. A new national poll suggests that
even among those who do not support lowering thkithg age, 81% of Americans favor
initiating a national discussion regarding alcorentd what can be done to motivate more
responsible consumptioiogether, these developments suggest a desieepem debate, and
provide indication that the drinking age is no leng settled question.

Just because 18-20 year olds can fight for their aotry, doesn’t mean that they have the
maturity to consume alcohol.

For better or worsédmerican society has determined that upon turdi®dgeenagers become
adults. This means they can enlist, serve, fight@otentially die for their countryAnd while

the “fight for your country” argument is a powerfarie, it only begins to capture the essence of
adulthood.Most importantly, at age 18 you become legally oesjible for your actionsYou

can buy and smoke cigarettes even though you khatyin time, they will probably give you
lung cancer. You may even purchase property,eshikding legal contracts, take out a loan,
vote, hold office, serve on a jury, or adopt acthiBut strangely at 18 you cannot buy a beer. In
most other countries, the age of majority coincidih the legal drinking or purchasing age.

Critics are quick to point out that 18 is not ae @ majority, but one step amongst many that
together mark the gradual path to adulthood. Tigament notes that young adults cannot drink
until 21, rent cars until 25, run for the U.S. Senantil they are 30, and run for President until
35. This is, the critics suggest, evidence of agated legal adulthood. But this argument falls
flat. First, rental car companies are not legatisvented from renting cars to those under 25; this
is a decision made by insurance companies. In$aabe rental companies do rent to those under
25, and the associated higher rates compensatieafiogpotential liability. Second, age
requirements for these high public offices are nagmeropriately seen as exceptions to full
adulthood, rather than benchmarks of adulthoodalBRi, and most importantly, the Constitution
speaks to the legal age of majority only once &adlis in the 26th Amendment to the
Constitution where, “The right of citizens of th&lUwvho are 18 years of age or older, to vote
shall not be denied or abridged...on account of age.”
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