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Syed Shahrez Zahid WRT 102.53 Dr. Stacey Suver 25 November 2014 America’s Drinking Age Problem – Realizing the Bigger Picture Currently, the minimum legal drinking age or ‘MLDA’ in the United States is twentyone. It was assumed that having the legal drinking age above the global median age of eighteen lowers the number of unfavorable Alcohol related incidents especially roadside accidents, etc. In order to make sure that the states enacted this law, a condition was set where a state would have to impose a raised MLDA of twenty-one or lose up to ten percent of their federal highway funding. Due to this condition, the states were very quick to enact the law, which remains unchallenged up till now. It has started to become increasingly evident through detailed statistical analysis among other forms of evidence that this approach to lowering unfavorable alcohol related incidents is inherently flawed. Thus, it is extremely important to realize the bigger picture and restore the MLDA to the global median age of 18 because it has been proven time and time again that the advantages of lowering the MLDA to 18 considerably outweigh the perceived disadvantages. It is a well accepted notion that a person becomes an adult at the age of 18, becoming responsible for his or her own actions, while receiving a plethora of new rights and liberties centered around this newly bestowed responsibility. Annie Chiappetta of ABC News argues, “18 is the age of adulthood in the United States, and adults should have the right to make their own decisions about alcohol consumption. Turning 18 entails receiving the rights and responsibilities of adulthood to vote, smoke cigarettes, serve on juries, get
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married, sign contracts, be prosecuted as adults, and join the military - which includes risking one's life (ABC News).” This not only uncovers a fairly large inconsistency in the status quo, but also weakens the case for the United States government for having the minimum legal age at 18 for voting, joining the military, being criminally prosecuted etc. by invalidating the very reason that made the legal age for the aforementioned things 18. This is due to the fact that if the rationale behind implementing different laws contradict each other, the laws, and in turn, lawmaking is inherently flawed because it allows for loopholes to emerge that can be used against the system that the laws are a part of. In turn, these inconsistencies can also weaken the perceived legitimacy of US laws and lawmakers, damaging both the domestic and international view towards the US government and the country as a whole. It has long been argued that by barring people under the age of 21 from drinking alcohol, unsafe drinking activity will be decreased exponentially. This would only be possible in an idealistic setting because this assumption is centered solely on a scenario where most, if not all, 18-20 year olds would completely abstain from drinking as the result of a weakly enforced law. Although this seems plausible in theory, real world statistics paint a completely different picture. ‘Choose Responsibility’ reports, “Allowing 18- to 20year-olds to drink alcohol in regulated environments with supervision would decrease unsafe drinking activity. Prohibiting this age group from drinking in bars, restaurants, and other licensed locations causes them to drink in unsupervised places such as fraternity houses or house parties where they may be more prone to binge drinking and other unsafe behavior (ChooseResponsibility.org).” So, instead of lowering the amount of unsafe drinking activity, increasing the MLDA to 21 has increased incidents where underage
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individuals would seek opportunities to drink. Instead of drinking in moderation, they would binge drink, putting them in harms way. In the long run, such behavior can potentially propagate adverse behaviors usually associated with an unsafe level of alcohol consumption, inherently defeating the purpose of increasing the MLDA to 21 in the first place. Another example that illustrates the fact that adverse behaviors usually linked with underage alcohol consumption are wrongly correlated is that traffic accidents and fatalities are most common among newly legal drinkers, regardless of the MLDA. According to the Southern Economic Journal, “There are fewer drunken driving traffic accidents and fatalities in many countries with MLDA of 18. Although the United States increased the MLDA to 21 in 1984, its rate of traffic accidents and fatalities in the 1980s decreased less than that of European countries whose legal drinking ages are lower than 21 (Southern economic journal).”Also, Alcohol Alert reports, “The decrease in drunk driving fatalities as a percentage of total traffic fatalities in the United States does not correlate to the MLDA. Since 1982, two years prior to the Uniform Drinking Age Act establishing an MLDA of 21, a decline of drunk driving fatalities occurred across all age groups and demographic categories, and therefore cannot be reliably attributed to MLDA 21 (Alcohol Alert).” This proves that problems correlated with underage alcohol consumption need a comprehensive reevaluation. This further adds to the increasingly questionable legitimacy of US laws and lawmakers, causing more harm than good to the United States, consequently adding to the argument for lowering the MLDA from 21 to 18. As illustrated earlier, not only has the increase of the MLDA from 18 to 21 done more harm than good, it has also proven to be incredibly ineffective in lowering alcohol
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consumption in people under the age of 21. According to the National Center for Addiction and Substance Abuse, “MLDA 21 is largely ineffective because the majority of teens continue to consume alcohol. According to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse, underage drinking accounts for 17.5% ($22.5 billion) of consumer spending for alcohol in the United States. In 2006, 72.2% of twelfth graders reported drinking alcohol at some point in their lives.” It can be deduced from this information that the majority of cases regarding unsafe drinking activity in underage men and women is due to reasons other than the MLDA thus, proving that increasing the MLDA from 18 to 21 has little to no effect on underage alcohol consumption. Laws are created to promote order and peace in a society. If legislation adversely affects the behavior of a society towards the law, it must be changed or abolished because otherwise, it would negate the very purpose of its existence. Changing the MLDA to 21 had a similar effect on society. Due to the fact that many young adults have a strong desire to consume alcoholic beverages, they resort to unconventional ways to obtain and consume alcohol. One of the primary ways young adults use to obtain alcoholic beverages is by the use of false identification documents that display the bearer’s age as above 21. This not only propagates defiance of law, it also encourages young adults to break several laws such as carrying false identification documents. Over time, this has the potential to inculcate a culture where breaking the law isn’t regarded as unacceptable, defeating the purpose of the law in the long run. Mark Kleiman of samefacts.org notes, “High non-compliance with MLDA 21 promotes general disrespect and non-compliance with other areas of US law. MLDA 21 encourages young adults to acquire and use false identification documents to procure alcohol. In this era of national security concerns, including terrorism, illegal
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immigration, and other threats, it would be better to have fewer fake IDs in circulation and more respect for the law.” Thus, the MLDA should be lowered from 21 to 18 because it has the potential to lower the use of false identification as well as lowering disrespect for the law in the populace. According to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse, underage drinking accounts for 17.5% ($22.5 billion) of consumer spending for alcohol in the United States. Such a high level of spending for the illegal consumption of alcohol highlights the potential of the industry for bolstering the economy. Thus, it is expected that if the MLDA is decreased by two years, there will be a massive increase in spending on alcoholic beverages. This will not only stimulate the growth of both small and large businesses in the currently disintegrating economic climate, but it will also improve the national economy as a whole by generating exponentially more tax revenue. Revenue would increase for private business owners, and the government would collect greater amounts of tax revenue. Therefore, decreasing the MLDA from 21 to 18 will not only increase the level of respect for the law in young adults and decrease the number of alcohol misuse related incidents; it will also help stimulate growth in small and large businesses and in turn, the US economy. According to the Journal of Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, instead of seeking black market avenues for the purchase of subsidized alcohol products, this forecasted growth would mean that more people would legally be able to drink in bars, restaurants, and other licensed establishments. This is important because seeking alcoholic beverages from third party sellers and retailers who buy in bulk and sell illegally for private gain creates a huge economic black hole, creating a legal deficit that fuels illegal activity on both the purchasing and selling sides respectively. Thus, not only are underage drinkers implicated,
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but also those above the legal drinking age that are exploiting a flawed system for personal gains. This enhances the counterproductive role of setting the MLDA at the age of 21. Civil services, particularly law enforcing bodies, will not treat MLDA violations with great concern until such violations result in tangible or considerable damage such as assault, injury and even death. Thus, the bulk of violations associated with the MLDA remain unreported making the purpose of the MLDA virtually null. Another concern is the limited resources available to the civic bodies responsible for enforcing the MLDA and resolving relating issues. Much like the law enforcement agencies, civic bodies like social services will prioritize cases with more considerable statistical impact. According to the National Center for Biotechnology Information, “MLDA 21 enforcement is not a priority for many law enforcement agencies. Police are inclined to ignore or under-enforce MLDA 21 because of resource limitations, statutory obstacles, perceptions that punishments are inadequate, and the time and effort required for processing and paperwork. An estimated two of every 1,000 occasions of illegal drinking by youth under 21 results in an arrest (NCBI).” The Journal of Studies on Alcohol states, “MLDA 21 is not statistically associated with lower rates of suicide, homicide, or vandalism. In a 2002 meta-study of the legal drinking age and health and social problems, 72% of the studies found no statistically significant relationship despite claims that lowering the MLDA to 18 would increase suicide and criminal activities by adolescents (Journal of Studies on Alcohol).” This illustrates another case where social issues are wrongly correlated with a lower minimum legal drinking age. Using issues such as suicide, homicide, and vandalism as rationale to push the implementation of legislation that increased the MLDA from 18 to 21 is an inherently
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flawed approach. Thus, it is not only counterintuitive to use the aforementioned reasons to have a higher MLDA than the global median; it is also irrational, adding to the argument for lowering the MLDA to 18 from the current 21. Implementing legislation such as the Uniform Drinking Age Act to increase the MLDA from 18 to 21 has more disadvantages than advantages ranging from inhibiting economic growth to inculcating a lack of respect for the law. This prompts a thorough reevaluation of problems wrongly associated with having the MLDA at 18 instead of 21. Thus, it is incredibly important to realize the bigger picture and change the MLDA from 21 to the global median MLDA of 18.
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