21 Minimum Drinking Age — The Science

Setting the drinking age at 21 has saved lives. Drivers at a .10+ BAC Involved In fatal
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That something is the 21 minimum drinking age. The Centers for Disease Control looked at 49 high-
quality, peer-reviewed studies of places that changed their drinking age and found conclusively that a 21
minimum drinking age decreases fatalities by 16 percent.® It also helps those slightly above the drinking
age.* Similarly, over 40 high-quality studies reviewed separately came to the same conclusion.®

The CDC isn’t the only one who says this, either. A host of experts, including the National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration®, the General Accounting Office’, the Institute of Medicine®, the Surgeon
General®, the National Institute of Health'®, and so on. And why wouldn’t they? The 21 minimum
drinking age is the most studied public health law ever.

As you might guess, then, lowering the drinking age costs lives. Some have suggested that we
should experiment by lowering the drinking age and see what happens. Unfortunately, we’ve done that,
with disastrous results back in the late 60s and early 70s. These “experiments” were found by that same
CDC study found that decreasing the drinking age to 18 or 19 increases fatalities by ten percent among
just those under 21."" Considering that the younger people start drinking, the more likely they are to
drive drunk'?'®*'%  this is just the tip of the iceberg.

A more recent experiment is also instructive. In 1999, New Zealand lowered its drinking age from 20 to
18. Not only did the alcohol-involved crash rate increase among 18 and 19 year olds (12% increase for
males; 51% for females), but also among 15-17 year olds (14% increase for males; 24% for females)."® It
is ludicrous to believe that lowering the drinking age in the US would not have similarly fatal results. And
there are impacts beyond drinking and driving.

A lower drinking age promotes unsafe binge drinking. Other countries provide a strong example
here. Most European countries with lower drinking ages have not only higher drinking rates, but higher
binge drinking/intoxication rates.'®'%%° As a result, several of these countries (UK, Australia, New
Zealand, Canada) are considering increasing their drinking ages because the 21 minimum drinking age
is so effective. In this country, from 1983 (the year before the national 21 law) to 1988 (the year when all
states had adopted it), binge drinking among 12" graders dropped 15 percent®' during the same time
binge drinking rates were increasing among the same age groups in Canada.?

In fact, all underage drinking is unsafe drinking. Research has shown that the brain continues to
develop into the early twenties.?****°*® The part that controls reasoning and cognitive ability takes the
longest to mature; thus, underage drinking, especially heavy drinking, affects memory and
reasoning.?’?®® The part of the brain responsible for forming new memories, is noticeably smaller in
youth who abuse alcohol® Alcohol use in adolescence also decreases executive functioning, memory,
spatial operations, and attention among adolescents.?'**3** And these changes may be permanent.®
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