
@ 
U S Departmen~r 
of Transpor tofron 

Nat iona l  H ighwQy 
Traffic Safety 
Administrat ion 

DOT HS .., '06 704 JANUARY 1985 

DRINKING A~GE 21: FACTS, HYTHS A~D FICT-IONS 

i 
! 
| 

T;: 
N G J I R S  

Wdt ~e ~r; 

AGQ U I ~ T I O N ' S  

Jment is available to the public from the National Technical Information Service, Soringfield. Virginia 22161 

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file contact us at NCJRS.gov.



'" ( 



Table of Contents 

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  i 
The Facts . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3 

Arguments Against 21 Law 

Why Punish Al l  For Behavior of F~w? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5 
DisastrousEconomic Impact . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  " . . . . . . . . . .  6 
Encourages Drinking In Uncontrolled Environment . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8 
Teens S t i l l  Able To Get Alcohol . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  9 
More Use Of I l l ega l  Drugs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  IO 
Why Stop At 21 - Set Older Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  I I  
Tougher LawsFor DWI vs. 21 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12 
18 - Old Enough For M i l i t a r y ,  Why Not Beer? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  13 
Encourage Lawb~eaking By Young . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . .  14. 
Education Programs vs. 21 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15 
Some. States Don't Have Teen DWI Problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  16 
Does 21 Law Really Save Lives? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  , . .17 

Li l-~-Ti~-~t 21 Pub c Doesn A L a w . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  19 
A l c o h o l  W i l l  Become More A t t r a c t i v e  When I l l e g a l  . . . . . . . . . . . .  20 
Why Not A l l o w  Beer And Wine? . . . . . . . . . . . .  " . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . 2 1  
Why Not A l l o w  'Three-Two '  Beer? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  22 
You C a n ' t  L e g i s l a t e  M o r a l i t y  . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  23 
18 - 20 Year 01ds T rea ted  L i k e  C h i l d r e n  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24 

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .  . 25 

L .  

i 





INTRODUCTION 

Not so Tong ago, i t  was commonly accepted in America that a person 
had to be at least twenty-one years old to purchase alcohol legally. 
Only two states had set their purchasing age below 2T. Then things 
chah-ged. In the early 1970's, a constitutional amendment granted 18 year 
olds the right to vote. At the same time, many 18, 19 and 20 year olds 
were figh~ng -- and dying -- in Viet Nam. I t  just didn't make sense, to 
many people young and old, to impose adult responsibilities (like 
military service) w-'h-Tle denying adult privileges (like drinking). State 
after State took action to "correct" the "inconsistency." Within just a 
few years, the legal drinkingage was 18 in most states. 

What happened then was tragic. Motor vehicle accidents anddeaths, 
already far too numerous, soared. Young drivers--those same 18, Ig and 
20 year olds--began to injure and k i ! l  themselves, their friends and 
innocent strangers at ~4~larming rate. Without a doubt, alcohol was 
principally at fault. A most significant and obvious increase in 
deaths and injuries following the lowering of the drinking age came f ~  
nighttime accidents involving single vehicles driven by young males: 
those kinds of crashes have long been known to have high incidence of 
alcohol involvement. Research studies consistently demonstrated that a 
lowered legal drinking age leads directly to an enormous increase in 
alcohol impaired driving by young people; and, to much more suffering, 
injury and death. Any police officer who had occasion to investigate 
accidents before and after the change in the drinking age could tel! us 
the same thing. 

Faced with this carnage, our legisiatures started to reverse the 
trend. Since the mid 70's, no State has lowered its drinking age. ~any 
have since raised the age, by a year or two in some instances and a11 the 
way back to 21 in others. But not enough have yet gone far enough. A 
minimum legal drinking a~e of 21 is s t i l l  the exception, not the rule, in 
this country. 

Why is this so? Given the facts, why haven't all States acted to 
return to the 2! standard? 

We Americans quite r ight ly view ourselves with pride as fa i r  minded, 
self reliant people who love l iberty. Our instinctive reaction is to 
grant rights, privi]eges and responsibilities. We deny them, general]y, 
with distaste. Issues of individual rights grasp Americans with 
particuIar]¥ strong emotiona] force. 

• The drlnking age is one such issue. Fair minded and well intentioned 
people can be and often are caught up in the emotional arguments and lose 
sight of the basic fact: that too many people k i l l  themselves and others 
when they drive after drinking. In trying to reach these people, to 
change theirperceptions, i t  is not effective to just keep restating the 

• facts. We have to dea] with the arguments, in as rational and calm a 
fashion as possible. 
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THE ,F,ACT,S 

Beforeaddressing the arguments raised by opponents of the 21 
drinking age, a brief recapitulation of the basic facts is in order. 

o Fact #1 When the laws were changed, lowering the 
drinking/purchasing age from 21 to 18, accidents, deaths 
and injuries invgIying young drivers increased steeply 
and immediateIy.tl) 

o Fact #2 

o Fact #3 

o Fact #4 

(In Hichigan, the number of 18-20 year old drivers 
involved in fatal crashes increased 54% in the f i rs t  year 
following the lowered drinking age. In Hassachusetts, 
the corresponding figure was 100%). 

Alcohol-related automobile accidents are the leading 
cause of death for Americans between 16 and 24 years old. 

Sixteen percent of the people who die in alcohol-related 
crashes are teenagers. An average of eleven American 
teenagers die in alcohol-related crashes everyday.(19) 

18, 19 and 20 year oIds make up onIy 7% of licensed 
drivers. But they accouD¢)for{~ 16% of the drivers in 
alcohol-related crashes. 

o Fact #S 

o Fac t  #6 

The Presidential Commission on Drunk Driving reports that 
states that raised the legal drinking age to 21 
experienced an average annua] reduction of 28% in 
n i g h t ~  fatal crashes invo]ving drivers of the affected 
ages . ~ | u j  

When a State sets its drinking age at 21, m@ow)Iives are 
saved: young lives as well as older l i ves . t l l  

o Fact #7 Drivers between 18 and 20 years old have fata] 
aIcohoT-reIated crash rates per mite driven that are 
three times those of older drivers.(3) 

CONCLUSION: 

Every State definitely needs to set its drinking age at 21. 
an essentlaI~ step toward protecting its citizens of a11 ages. 

That is 
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Argument: "Not al l  young people drive drunk, or get into other 
problems with alcohol. Why should we punish a whole 
class of responsible young adults because of the 
irresponsible attitudes and behaviors of a few?" 

Response 

The entire process of human growth and maturation is a sequence of 
gradually increasing rights, privileges and responsibil i t ies. As 
children grow, they are gradually allowed to do more and more of the 
things that previously were denied to them. Some of the denial and 
bestowal of rights, privileges and responsibil i t ies is controlled by 
parents, some by schools, and some by other organizations; and, some is 
controlled by law. 

Drinking is one of those behaviors that society seems to agree should 
be denied to the "young" and permitted to those who are "old enough". 
There doesn't seem to be any point in debating whether drinking is a 
r ight, a privilege or a responsibil i ty. Like most human behaviors, i t  
probably is a bit  of al l  three. But that doesn't mean that i t  shouldn't 
be regulated, and specif ically be regulated by age. The only question 
is, at what age should the behavior be permitted? 

Setting the legal drinking age at 2l can be based sol idly and 
logical ly on actual drinking driving performance. During 1982, drivers 
aged 18-20 accounted for less than 7% of a l l  vehicle miles travelled in 
America, by~,they were involved as drivers in 16% of alcohol-related 
accidents.~J To put this in clearest terms: 18-20 year old drivers 
are about 3 times more l ikely than older drivers to become involved in 
alcohol-related fatal crashes. And, that is despite the fact that i t  
already is i l legal for them to drink in about nineteen States. In 
contrast, drivers who are 21-24 years old (al l  of whom can drink legally) 
are twice as l ikely as older drivers to get involved in an 
alcohol-related crash. 

Drivers under 2l years of age, as a group, have shown an inab i l i ty  to 
handle alcohol in a reasonable safe--gas--hiT. I t  is no more "punishment" 
to require them to wait unti l  age 2l to drink legally than i t  is 
"punishment" to deny a ]3 year old a driver's license or to keep a 6 year 
old from using matches. I t  is simply a recognition of a need for 
additional maturity before the r ight,  privilege and responsibi l i ty of 
drinking can safely be exercised. 



Argument: "Wouldn't the economic impact be disastrous? I f  18-20 year 
olds can't drink, wouldn't many bars, taverns and restaurants 
close, and wouldn't government lose millions of tax 
revenues? Also, many young people work in bars and 

restaurants; wouldn't they lose their jobs?" 

Response 

Very few businesses in this country are forced to depend for their 
survival on the sale of alcoholic beverages to--6-1"B~-20 year o l ds .  To be 
sure, many bars, liquor stores andrestaurants cater primarily to young 
clientel. But i f  the drinking age were raised, nothing would prohibit 
them from refocusing their marketing, either to an older crowd or to 
providing alcohol-free entertainment for their current clientel. And, 
the notion that the State should maintain a low drinking age to protect 
the interests of the youth alcohol market is a bit disquieting. Should 
the personal economic concerns of those whose business interests require 
encouraging young people to drink take precedence over the safety 
concerns of society at large? Not only should business interests not 
conflict with the raising of the drinking age, but the cooperation of the 
alcohol producing and serving industries should be enlisted to ensure 
greater compliance with the law. 

The claim that the 21 drinking age wi l l  cause the State to lose 
enormous tax revenues is interesting. This claim is often raised by some 
of the very people who also insist that the majority of 18-20 year olds 
are light, social drinkers who consume relatively l i t t l e  of the alcohol 
sold. Well, i f  they really don't drink very much, then the State doesn't 
stand to lose very much tax revenue. On the other hand, i f  the drinking 
done by young people.really does produce a significant income for the 
State, then perhaps the State is producing a generation of young 
alcoholics; in that case, even more drastic steps to regulate alcohol 
should be taken immediately. 

Perhaps the simplest response to these concerns is the observation 
that, in States that have adopted the 21 drinking age, few ( i f  any) 
taverns or restaurants have closed their doors and very l i t t l e  tax 
revenue has been lost. And surely, even i f  a State did lose some tax 
revenue, that would be more than offset by the economic savings resulting 
from theaccidents that don't happen. 

Finally, there is no reason why a 21 drinking age Should cause the 
young employees of bars and restaurants to lose their jobs. The State 
can certainly enact legislation permitting 18 years olds to sell and 
serve alcoholic beverages, even though they can't consume them. 



The State of California has had a drinking age of Zl since 1933. 
There is no evidencethat 18-20 year olds cannot get jobs inbars and 
restaurants or that the economy of the State is worse than States that 
have lower drinking ages. 

In addition, the sponsors and cosponsors of the minimum drinking age 
legislation made it very clear it was not their intent to require any 
State to set minimum age limits for restaurants or tavern employees who 
take alcoholic beverage orders, check identification, or mix, serve, or 
receive payment for alcoholic beverages. The term "public possession," 
in other words, does not pertain to such employees~ho are handling 
alcoholic beverages in the course of their jobs.(~lJ 



Argument: "Right now, the law aIIows young eo le 
controlled envi ~ :  , .. P .P to drink in the ' 

• . ronment of licensed liquor establ" the drlnklng age israised . - , , , '  Ishments. I f  
, w= ~l just drive them to drink in the uncontrolled environment of cruising cars, private homes, 

parks, beaches, and so forth. Won't thatcause more harm than good?" ' ~ .  

Respons~i ~ ; ..... 

The notion that bars, taverns e 
environment,, for . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . , tc.,  provide a "controlled 

~u ,y  urlnKers seems more fanciful than factual. In one 
study of bar patrons in a jurisdict ion with an 18 drinking age, one out 
of seven drivers leaving the bars on Friday and Saturday eveningshad 
~ c o h o l  concentrations(~ 0. I0% or more: the "legal l imit" for 
driving under the influence. Slightly more than ha.lf of the drivers 
in that survey were 18-20 year oIds. I t  seems doubtful that an 
establishment whose business interest depends on the sale of alcoholic 
beverages .is best prepared to insure the safe, regulated consumption of alcohol. 

Certainly, i t  is valid to observe that young people (and 
consume a good deal of alcohol outside of licensed liquor others) 
establishments. But a lower drinking age doesn't discoura~ 

consumption 7n so-called "uncontrolled,, environments; in fact, i t  encourages that 
practice. Where teenagers can drink legally, they purchase the majority 
of their alcoholic beverages at liquor stores and beer/wine shops, not in 
bars or restaurants. The reason is obvious: the packaged alcoholic 
.beverages cost less, per serving. Then, that packagedalcohol is 
consumed in homes, in cars, in parks, and wherever. Such "uncontrolled,, 
drinking by young people is d ist inct ly  more prevalent in States that 
allow them to purchase the beverages legally. 

With the drinking age set at 21, young people wi l l  drink less, and 
w i l l  drive after drinking less often, in aI_._II types of environments. 



Arguments: "Don't we know by now that Prohibition doesn't work? Don't 
we realize that, even i f  we were to raise the drinking age, 
teenagers wil l  s t i l l  be able to get alcohol?" 

Response 

Setting the drinking age at 2l isn' t  Prohibition, any more than 
setting the age at 18, ]9 or 20 w o u ~  Prohibition. Rather, the 
drinking age establishes a regulation that controls who can legally 
access alcohol. 

Certainly, no regulation works perfectly. Without doubt, once the 2l 
law is enacted, some 18-20 year olds wi!l obtain alcoholic beverages some 
of the t ime. But by the same token, the current lower drinking age isn' t  
foolproof, either. For example, i f  the age is set at 18, some 15-|7 year 
olds undoubtedly manage to acquire alcohol (usually from their older 
brothers, sisters and friends). Setting the age higher wi l l  help to stem 
the "tr ickle down" of alcohol to those lower age groups. 

Although this type of regulation isn' t  perfect, i t  does work to some 
degree. As an analogy, consider the laws that currently---pro~T'[b"Tt and 
regu!ate marijuana. Certainly, many people manage to purchase and smoke 
marijuana despite those laws. But, does anyone seriously doubt, i f  those 
laws were repealed, that marijuana would be smoked more than presently is 
the case? 

One reason why the 21 drinking ace does work to a reasonable degree 
is that most people are reasonably law abiding. And, the law can have 
positive "spin cffs" that wi| l help to make i t  more effective: For 
example, the law Will influence many parents to regulate the alcohol 
consumption of their children age 18-20 years. 



Argument: " I f  we deny the young people legal access to alcohol won't 
they turn to i11egal drugs?,, 

.._ R e s p o n s e  

I t  is interesting to observe that this argument often is raised by 
some of the same people who also insist that alcohol wil l  s t i l l  be 
readilyavailable to teenagers when the drinking age is set at 21. Thus, 
some people seem to fear that, at one and the same time, alcohol wil l  be 
so available that the law can't possibly work, and so unavailable that 
there wil l  be a massive increase in drug abuse. 

A sort of "Drug-Domino Theory" has often been advanced, to the effect 
that drinking alcohol leads to marijuana, which leads to cocaine, which 
leads to heroin, etc. This argument seems to be a "reverse-Domino 
Theory,,, i .e.,  that non-use of one drug (alcohol) wi l l  cause increased use of others. 

Research indicates there may be sequential stages of involvement with 
drugs: beer or wine, or both; cigarettes or hard llquor; marijuana; and 
other i11icit drugs. One study found that 27 percent of the high school 
students who smoke cigarettes and drink alcohol progress to marijuana use 
within a 5 to 6 month period, while only two percent of those who have 
not used beer, wine, and cigarettes do so. While i t  is not necessarily 
true that those who drink wi l l  begin to smoke cigarettes or take other 
drugs, i t  may be more l ikely that those young peopl ~Io(18) 
beer or smoke cigarettes wi l l  n t  try other drugs. ~I do not drink 

Perhaps a more practical concern would be to question why today's 
society hasn't seemed able to provide constructive, alcohol and other 
drug-free entertainment and recreational opportunities for young people. 
The choice shouldn't have to be between alcohol and other drugs. Neither 
is i t  reasonable to keep the drinking age unsafely low in a vain attempt 
to compensate for society's failure to provide drug-free options for recreation. 

10 



Argument: "Why stop at 21? I f  we're really concerned about alcohol 
abuse and drunk driving, why not go a11 the way and set the 
drinking age at 25? Or 45? Or 85?" 

Response 

This usually is advanced as a "reductio ad absurdam" argument, bu t  
sometimes i t  is voiced by people who sincerely would like to see an even 
higher drinking age established. Indeed, much merit could be seen in a 
drinking age of 25. People between 21 and 24, a f t e r c a r e  
significantly overrepresented in alcohol-related crashes (although not 
quite as overrepresented as are 18-20 year olds).(2, 3) 

There are some qualitative differences between 18-20 year olds and 
their slightly older friends, and these differences support the selection 
of 21 as a reasonable legal drinking age. (9) Compared to the 
2l-and-older groups, 18-20 year old drivers: 

o do proportionately more of their driving at night, when 
drinking-driving is more likely to occur; 

o more often travel with passengers when driving after 
drinking, and thus expose more people to risk; 

o more often combine risk taking (e.g., excessive speed) with 
alcohol; 

o have significantly more accident involvemen~.@t relatively 
low blood alcohol levels (e.g., 0.03-0.06%)~Ib~; and 

o are simply, and significantly, less mature. 

In all honesty, however, the selection of 21 as the proposed minimum 
drinking age is dictated largely by pragmatism. I t  is unlikely that a 
higher age would receive the public and polit ical support necessary to 
secure its enactment. 

The 2l drinking age thus is a reasonable compromise, based on such 
factors as the known accident risk, evolving experience, responsibi|ity 
and maturity, l i fe styles, and practical realit ies. 

q 
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~rgument: 
"Aren't we missing the point with this drinking age law? I f  
we realty want to deter drunk driving, let's pass tougher 
drunk driving laws, with strict penalties, and enforce them 

t o  the lfmft for all violators regardless of their age~" 

Response 

Is there any reason why we should have to choose between the two? 
There isn't anything in the 21 year old.drinking law that prevents us 
from enacting and enforcing str ict drunk driving laws. The drinkingage 
law and str ict drunk driving Taws make important--but 
diffe--~nt--contributions to public safety. ~Je need both. 

Drunk driving laws apply to everyone. ThoseTaws are based in the 
common-sense awareness of the sad fact that anyone who drinks, either 
legally or i l legally, conceivably could become'unacceptab.ly dangerous 
behind the wheel of a motor vehicIe. Those laws in no way impinge upon 
the right or privilege of drinking. They simply define the degree of 
alcoholic impairment that causes driving to become iliega!. 

The drinking age law applies only to those younger than 21. That 
law, too, is based in a common-sense a~areness of some sad facts. But 
these are the sad facts - that young people do not handle drinking 
responsibly, and too often their irresponsibT~u--~ of alcohol causes 
great harm to themselves and to others. 

The 21 year old drinking law is not intended.to solve the total drunk 
driving problem. I t  merely recognizeT-the need to provide special 
protection to a segment of society that is especially susceptible to the 
risks of driving after drinkinG; and, i t  recognizes the need to protect 
everyone else from them. People between the ages of ]8 and 20 are so 
dramatically overrepresented in alcohol-related crashes that special 
measures must be focused on them. Those special youth-focused measures 
certainly-~-~-~,t eliminate the need for str ict, across-the-board 
enforcement of drunk drivinG. But drunk driving laws also don't 
eliminate the need for selecting a sane legal drinking age. 

12 



Argument: "At 18, a young adult is old enough to f ight ,  and maybe die, 
for his or her country. They are old enough to get married, 
sign contracts, and engage in many other adult behaviors. 
Shouldn't they be considered old enough to have a glass of 
beer?" 

Response 

Our society has a long tradit ion of conferring different r ights,  
privileges and responsibil it ies a td i f f e ren t  ages. Abiding by a 
combination of laws and parental regulations, a person might experience 
the following "ri tes (and rights) of passage": 

o age 7 - - -  entering school 
o age 12 - - -  obtaining a hunting license 
o age 16 - - -  obtaining a license to dr ive  
o age 17 - - -  choosing a college 
o age 18 - - -  voting; serving in the mi l i tary 
o age 25 - - -  serving in the U.S. House of Representatives 
o age 30 - - -  serving in the U.S. Senate 
o age 35 - - -  seeking the Presidency of the United States. 

There real ly is nothing inconsistent in saying that a person may be 
ready to accept and exercise responsibly a particular r ight or privilege 
at one age, but may not be qualified for a different r ight or privilege 
unt i l  a later age. Neither is i t  unfair to say that the person in 
question may not be the best judge of whether he or she is ready for some 
new privilege. How many ]8 year olds, looking back, would seriously 
argue that 12 year olds should be licensed to drive? 

The problem, for most people, becomes most acute when society demands 
that an individual carry out some civic responsibi l i ty (such as mi l i tary 
service at age 18) while denying that same individual a r ight (e.g., to 
drink). But is this real ly inconsistent? Isn ' t  i t  logical to say that 
an 18 year old may be suf f ic ient ly  mature to carry out his or her service 
obligation, but may not yet be ready to handle drinking responsibly 
After a l l ,  young people entering mi l i tary service receive extensive 
training by experts, and live in a well-regulated and disciplined 
environment. I t  is not at al] comparable to purchasing and consuming a 

six-pack of beer. 

The proper age for entering mi l i tary service is a separate question. 
Society may conclude that 18 is old enough to risk death in defense of 
the nation. But does that mean that we also have to expose this age 
group to the risks of drinking and driving? ~ r e l y ,  20 is far too young 
to die senselessly in a drunk driving crash.( 

13 



Argument: " I f  we raise the drinking age, won't we simply be encouraging 
our young people to become lawbreakers?" 

Response 

In a sense, passing law "creates" lawbreakers: i f  there were no law 
against speeding , then speeders wouldn't be lawbreakers. But the test of 
a law is not simply whether or not someone wil l  break i t .  Rather, the 
value of the law lies in whether i t  regulates actions that need to be 
regulated, and whether the regulation succeeds in protecting society in 
• general and individuals in particular. 

Where the 2l year.old drinking law has been passed, lives have been 
Saved and continue to be saved: hundreds of lives, everyyear. Clearly, 
enough people obey the law enough of the time to benefit society 
enormously. Most people, after al l ,  are reasonably law abiding. I f  al l  
States would adopt the law, hundreds more lives would be saved, every 
year. 

There are other laws that protect societywithout achieving one 
hundred percent compliance. Traffic laws probably are broken more often 
than any other kind of law. But can anyone seriously argue that we'd be 
as safe i f  speed limits or other .traffic laws were removed? 
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Argument: "I fu l ly  agree that there is too much driving after drinking, 
by al l  people, young and old. But why do we have to resort 
to a new law? Can't we accomplish more by getting good 
alcohol education programs into our schools?" 

Response 

Once again, who says that we have to choose between the two? There 
is nothing incompatible between a 21 law and effective alcohol education 
programs. In fact, a properly designed e u~Fu~ational program that 
clar i f ies the facts and rationale between the 2I law could be enormously 
helpful in fostering compliance with the law. But an educational program 
defini tely does not eliminate the need for the law. 

Drinking-driving education programs do have an important public 
safety role to play, and they have produced some noteworthy successes in 
the past. Programs developed by NHTSA, the American Automobile 
Association, and other agencies have been shown to be effective in 
improving young peoples' knowledge about drinking-driving risks, and in 
promoting better attitude~ about alcohol and t ra f f ic  safety. At least 
one such program h'as even succeeded in helping young people to become 
wil l ing and able to intervene to keep their friends from driving drunk. 
But no educational program, by i tse l f ,  has ever proven effective in 
reducing alcohol-related crashes. 

There is area] pay-off to be gained from a]coho] education in our 
schools. But i t  is not the same payoff that the 21 law promises, We 
need bot_._hh the law an_._dd the educational programs. 
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Argument: "Maybeother States need the 21 law, but this State is 
dif ferent. We're unique. We don't have a---~-fg drunk driving 
problem among our young people. We don't need to raise our 
• drinking age." 

Response 

I t  is true that no two States are exactly alike. But there are some 
things that are the same everywhere: 

o Young people, everywhere .on Earth, exhibit sharp and 
substantial impairment of driving ab i l i t y  at even low doses 

o f  alcohol. 

o Teenagers, in every State, are vastly overrepresented in 
alcohol-related crashes. 

Throughout the 20th Century, and across America, every age 
group has enjoyed an increase in its l i fe  expectancy e x c ~  
one -- 16 to 24 year olds. The reason is drinking a n ~  d--'F'Tving. 

There is simply no State or community in this nation where lives 
won't be saved and injuries won't be avoided i f  the drinking age is 
raised to 21. 

I f  your State borders other States, or i f  tourism is an important 
industry to you, you have an additional, special responsibi l i ty: 
stemming the tide of young people from other States who drink and drive 
within your borders. When your legal drinking age is lower than other 

• States', you become a "drinking oasis" for the young. Your 18-20 year 
old visitors are soreTy tempted to take advantage of your permissive law 
to drink more heavily than usual, and often to considerable excess. 
Then, they drive impaired on your streets and endanger your citizens. 
And, i f  they.drive back home, t-T&-~y endanger your n e i g h b ~  

Pennsylvania and New Jersey, each with a 21 drinking age, border' New 
York, where the drinking age is ]9. New York data shows that 39 percent 
of the New Jersey drivers involved in alcohol-related crashes in New York 
border counties are under 21, and 49 percent of the similar ly involved 
Pennsylvania drivers are under 27..(207 

No State is immune to the severe risks of drinking-drivin 9 by young 
peop~. AI___~I States wi l l  benefit from the 21 drinking age. 

16 



Argument: "You keep saying that the 2l law saves lives. But do we 
~ know that? Some reseachers say the law works, but 

say i t  doesn't. People claim that you can always l ie 
with stat ist ics. What should we believe?" 

Response 

I t  is certainly p ossib|e to manipulate numbers, but the facts are 
clear to anyone who is wil l ing to see them: 

o When the drinking age was raised in I l l i no i s ,  there was 
nearly a nine percent reduction in s i ~ l e  vehicle nighttime 
crashes involving young male drivers;~J 

o A fifteen percent reduction in similar crashes occurred in 
Massachusetts;(13) 

Q There was nearly a twenty percent reduction in Maine;(6) 

o l lichigan e~Q~ienced nearly a thirty-one percent 
reduction.~J~l 

Among those States that have raised the drinking age to 2l, there has 
been an average reduction of 28% in nighttime fatal crashes involving 
vehicles driven by drivers of the affected ages. 

Why do we keep talking about these "nighttime, single vehicle, male 
driver" accidents? Why can't we just give a simple, straight-forward 
answer to the question: does the 21 law reduce alcohol-related crashes? 

As strange as i t  may seem, i t  is usual|y d i f f icu| t - -and often 
impossible--to determine whether a particular accident is 
alcohol-related, r.lany "fender-bender" accidents are never investigated 
by police officers; the involved drivers simply mail in citizens' 
accident reports. In more severe accidents, the officers usually are too 
busy securing medical help and providing other emergency services to 
conduct in-depth investigations for alcohol. Unless a driver dies in the 
accident, or appears so obviously intoxicated that he or she is arrested 
on the spot, a chemical test for alcohol typical ly  isn ' t  taken. Thus, 
only a relative handful of accidents are ever known, def in i te ly,  to be 
alcohol-related. For the vast majority of accidents, the information 
simply i sn ' t  available. 

A well'accepted research method for overcoming the lack of 
information is to analyze the frequency of nighttime, single vehicle 
crashes involving male drivers. Based on very extensive, and expensive, 
prior studies, i t  has been shown that those kinds of crashes usually do 
involve alcohol: as much as 65 percent of the time or more. Thus, i f  
some action (such as a 2l year old drinking law) is affecting the 
frequency of alcohol-related crashes, the impact of that action is l ike ly 
to show up in an examination of those nighttime, sing|e vehicle, male 
driver crashes. 
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Using sophisticated statistical analytic techniques, researchers 
consistently have shown that, when a State adopts the 21 drinking law, 
nighttime single vehicle crashes involving 18-20 year old male drivers 
decrease substantially. That is powerful evidence that the 21 law work___._~s. 

True, other researchers have limited their studies only to the 
relatively few accidents in which chemical tests for alcohol were taken. 
Sometimes, they have failed to find stat ist ical ly significant changes. 
But, that is simply a reflection of the lack of sophistication and 
precision in their research methods. 

Consider this analogy: you might ask two different people to examine 
two large stones, and determine which is the heavier. One person might 
simply l i f t  each stone, heft i t ,  and try to get the "feel" of its weight; 
not too surprisingly, that person might report that he or she can't tel l  
i f  there is a weight difference. The other person might place each stone 
on a scale, and te l l  you that one weighs four pounds more than the 
other. Which person do you feel would have more credibil ity? 

The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety made an estimate based 
upon I980 fatal i t ies that i f  al l  States adopted the 21 law, then each year 730 
c rashes . (~young  drivers would be involved in nighttime fatal 

A more recent NHTSA analysis indicates that i f  al l  States that have 
not already done so raise their drinking age to 21, about 600 people wi l l  
live each year who would otherwise die in tragic crashes. I f  one 
includes lives already being saved in States that passed 21 drinking age 
laws within the past decade, more than I000 lives per year wi l l  be saved due to 21 drinking age laws. 
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Argument: "The publlc doesn't want a 21 year old drinking law. Why 
should we pass a law that the people won't support?" 

Response 

Who says that the public doesn't support the 21 law? In a 1983 
Gallup Poll, 77% of respondents favored making 21 the legal minimum 
drinking age for all alcoholic beverages. Perhaps more impressive is the 
fact that 58% of the 18-20 ~ear olds in that survey als0 favored the 21 
law~ 

Official support has been voiced formally for the 21 law by the 
National Safety Council; the International Association of Chiefs of 
Police; the Presidential Commission on Drunk Driving; the American 
Automobile Association; Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD); the "Remove 
the Intoxicated Driver" organization (RID); several major insurance 
companies; and many other organizations. Also, over the past two years, 
a number of States have raised their legal minimum drinking age to 21. 

Clearly, a solid majority of Americans see this law as something 
absolutely needed to protect them and the people they love. I t  is time 
for our legislatures to act to deliver that protection. 
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Argument: 
¢ 

" I f  we make drinking il legal for young people, alcoho| wi l l  
become a 'forbidden f ru i t '  for them; and much more attractive 
to them as a result." 

Response 

Setting the drinking age at 2I may or may not add to the 
attractiveness of obtaining alcoholic beverages. The issue is not its 
attractiveness, but rather its aceessibiIit~. By legislating a uniform 
drinking age, and enforcin 9 that law, aIcoh6|ic beverages wi l l  be less 
accessible and, therefore, consumed by fewer young people. The incidence 
of drinking and driving, and the resultant crashes, wi l l  be greatly 
reduced. 

More positively, we can dispe] the "forbidden f ru i t "  hypothesis by 
developing effective educational programs designed to counteract the 
mystique of alcohol consumption, educate our youth about the realit ies of 
excessive use in terms of health issues and highway safety, and Inform 
them of the criminal process in which they may become involved i f  caught 
for i ] ]ega|Iy obtaining or consuming alcoholic beverages. Educating our 
young people also wi l l  enhance their understanding of the need for the 
uniform drinking age legislation. 

Df 
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Argument: "Why can't we at least let the young people drink beer and 
wine 1egally? We'11 keep them away from the 'hard stuff' 
until they're 21." 

Response 

Alcohol is a drug, regardless of the particular beverage consumed. 
By using the term "hard stuff," we imply that beer and wine are "soft" 
drinks. However, nothing is further from the truth. A 12-ounce beer or 
a 4-ounce glass of wine contain almost exactly the same amount of alcohol 
as a "shot" (l I/2 ounces) of whiskey and, in fact, the beer contains 
slightly more. A six pack of beer contains more "punch" than a half-pint 
of whiskey'-affd, with i t ,  a greater degrees of driving impairment. 

Beer is traditionally the alcoholic beverage of choice among the 
great majority of teens who drink.(10) I t  is less expensive, 
convenient--it is self-contained and there is no mixing--and i t  can be 
purchased already refrigerated. Even i f  whiskey were legally available, 
young people wil l  usually purchase beer. Additionally, they have usually 
been drinking beer when involved in alcohol-related crashes. 

By restricting alcohol use to beer and wine for our young people, we 
do not enhance public safety but, rather, defeat our own purpose. 
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Argument: "Well, at least let's a11ow them to buy "THREE-TWO" beer. 
That certainly can't get them in trouble." 

R,esponse 

So-called "three-two" beer certainly can get our young people in 
trouble. "Three-two" beer is so named because i t  contains 3.2% alcohol 
by volume. "Regular" beer contains no more than 5% alcohol. "Three-two" 
beer, then, is more than 60% the alcoholic strength of regular beer. 
Translating that into levels of consumption, a six-pack of the 
"three-two" beer is equivalent to four cans of "regular" beer, or six 
ounces of whiskey (approximately four drinks). Drinking that amount is 
more than enough to impair anyone's driving abi l i ty .  And when i t  comes 
down to the bottom line, impairment is impairment, regardless of the 
beverage consumed. 

Additionally, by allowing the legal consumption of the "three-two" 
beer, we would be, in effect, promoting the concept that i t  is, indeed, a 
"safe" alternative for our young people. But that is definitely not the 
case. "Three-two" beer should not be made available because, again, we 
would be defeating our purposes of reducing the incidence of drinking and 
driving by our youth. 
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Argument:• "You can't legislate morallty~" 

Response 

That's probably true. But the 21 law doesn't t ry  to legislate 
personal morality. I t  is s t r i c t l y  intended to protect everyone from the 
harmful effects of alcohol-impaired drtvlng by a segment of soctety tha~ 
is especially prone to those effects. 

For the most part, we Americans are ioathe to legfslate against 
purely personal behavior. Even i f  we personally f ind some practice 
d is taste fu l ,  as long as i t  doesn't hurt anyone else, most of us don't 
believe i t  should be made i l l ega l .  

But very often, the exercise of one person's " r ights,  conceivably can 
conf l i c t  with everyone else's " r i g h t s . "  And then i t  may be necessary to 
step in with reasonable and fa t r  legis lat ion.  

A familiar way of expressing the conflict between individual rights 
and societal rights is "my right to swing my f is t  ends onequarter inch 
from anyone else's nose." Swlngingmy f is t ,  in and of i tsel f ,  may not be 
inherently evil, or immoral. As long as I never swing at anyone else, 
and never threaten anyone with my f i s t ,  society probably wi l l  tolerate my 
fist-swinging to my heart's content. But i f  I often make contact with 
noses, then society has the clear responsibility to step in, 

I t  is not at all a question of whether i t  is immoral for 18-20 year 
olds to drink. The bald fact is that, far too often to tolerate, their 
alcohol consumption leads to severe physical harm, not •only to the 
drinkers themselves but to many others. ~- 
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Argument: 
"The 21 law treats 18-20year olds as chi ldren. I f  we treat 
people as children, they' l l  behave lik~ children. But i f  we 
give them the legal responsibility for their own drinking 
behavior, i t  w i l l  encourag e them to act responsibly.,, 

Response 
The 21 law doesn't treat 18-20 year olds 

as what they are . . . . .  • . . . . . . .  as chi ldren. I t  treats them 
., ~ • p=up1u evolvlng Into adulthood, who can handle many of one responsibilities, rights-and_privileges of adults, but 
them. not al l  of 

Responsibilities, rights and privileges are withheld from young 
people to protect them and everyone else from the abuse of mishandling of 
those responsibilities, rights and privileges. Gradually, as young 
people mature, these rights are granted to them. But they are not 
granted al l  at once. They are granted--one at a time, or in sma-~T 
clusters--when people reach an age at which i t  is reasonable to expect 
that the typical person can handle them. 

Undoubtedly, some 18-20 year olds have the ab i l i t y  to make educated 
choices about drin-"k-Tffg. Similarly, there are some 13 year olds who would 
be able to handle driving safely. But too many of those age groups 
simply aren't ready to exercise those rights and privileges. 

The evidence is clear and compelling: at age 18, 19 or 20, too many 
people can't handle the right to drink. By age 21, enough of them can 
handTe Tt--s~fficiently weTT to just i fy  its bestowal 
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