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A lower legal drinking age? Health experts, college presidents debate

Both sides offer studies that support keeping or lowering tha fegal drinking age from 21 to 18.
By Shari Roan
Los Angeles Timos Staff Witer

Septermber 1, 2008

GORDIE BALEY JR. had been In college only one month before he overdosed on alcohol. Urged on by members of a frat house he was Intent on jolning, the 18-year-old drank until
he passed out, was dumped oo a couch and was found dead the next moming. The 2004 Incident at the Uiniversity of Colorado was one of the approxmalely 1,700 alcohot-related
deaths that occur among college students each year in the Uniled Stales. They include traffic accidents, fafis, suffocation, drowntng and alcohol polsoning. Hundreds of thousands of
other students commit crimes, become trime viclims, fall classes, make poor sexual dedisions or slcken themselves by drinking too much alcohol. In a survey published last year by
the American College Health Assn., just over one-thlrd of college students admiited they had binged on alcohol at least once in the previous two weeks -~ a nrumber thet appears to be

rising.
Underage drinking has long alamed college adminisirators and health professionals. But now a deep schism Is forming among those same people on how to address the problem.
L.ast month, meore than 100 college presidents signed a petition calling for a debate on whether the reintmurmn [egal drinking age should be lowered from 21 o 18.

The stalement says in parl: "Qur experience as college and university presidents convinces us that twenty-one is not working. A culture of dangerous, clandestine ‘binge-drinking' —
often conducted off-campus — has developed.”

Some heallh professionals agree it's ime to discuss the proposal, but other health experts and college officials are aghast.
Each side has statistics to support ils position -- but most of the heatth and safety evidence falls squarely on lhe side of an age-21 Rait.

"There Is a growing body of knowledge that suggests strong reasons for parents and other concemed people to try o keep alcohol out of the hands of young people as lorg as we
can,” says Susan Foster, vice president and director of policy research at the Natlonal Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University.

Fewer traffic deaths

Statistics on traffic fataliies prove the law works, says Michele Simon, research and policy director at ihe Marin Institute, an alcohol indusiry watchdeg group in San Refael, Calif, In
1984, a federal standard was established setting the minimum lege! drinking age at 21, Since then, traffic fatalities among drivers ages 18 to 20 have fallen by an eslimated 13%,
according to the Natlonai Highway Traffic Safely Administration.

“That s a really important measure of success,” says Slmon. "Back In the 1970s when states started lowering the drinking age to 18, that's when this experiment began, There were
increases In traffic fatafities, and people said lef's go back to the way it was. We forget there Is so much sclence and historical context here. We have been down this road befare.”

* Among those studles comparing the years before 1984 with the cuirent era was a 2001 report from the Natlonal Institute on Drug Abuse, which found thet college sludents who
reporied drinking in the last month felf from 82% In 1880 to 67% in 2000.

* In 2007, the Univarsity of Michigan's annual Menitoring the Fulure survey found that aanual alcohol use by higit schaol senlors has dropped from 77% In 1891 to 86% last year.
Perhaps the slrongest evidence for the harmiul health effects of drinking at a young age come from studies on biology and addiction, Foster says.

* A 2002 report from the American Medical Assn., citing numerous studies, concluded that alcohol use during adolescence and young adulthood causes damage to memery and
leamning capabifities.

* A study in the 2006 Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine found that teens who begaen drinking before age 14 had a lifetime risk of alcohol dependence of 47% compared
with 9% for those who began drinking at 21. For each additional year under age 21 of drinking, the greater the odds he or she woukl develop alcohol dependence. Though the cause
of this correlation Is unknovm, some experts believe pure blology - priming the young brain to need alcohol — is involved.

"This is a public health problem and a medical problem,” Foster says. "tfs about the national fafiure to recognlze addiction as a disease. ff we think of it as kids behaving badiy or
breaking the rules, that gets in the way."

* And in & 2002 analysis of 33 high-quality studles on the age-21 drinking Jaw's effects, University of Minnescla researcher Traci L. Toomey found that all but one study showed the
higher age resilled in lower rates of alcohol consumption and traffic crashes.

"t 15 the most well-studied alcohol controf policy we have in this country,” says Toomey, an assectats professor in the school of public health. "Usually we find no effect when we do
policy studies. Here we have this polley effect that is very consistent — a blg chunk of the studies showing this inverse relationship."

Evidence for change
A growing number of college administrators and health professtonals aren't convinced that the age-21 laws help curb problem drinking.

“Not all the evidence is on one side of the quastion,” says John M. McCardell Jr., former president of Middiebury College in Vermont and founder of Choose Responsibility, a
nonprofit group that advocates for changes in minimum-drinking-age laws and that circulated the college prosident's petition. "We're not lgnoring sclenca. There Is science on both

sidas of the question.”

For example, the reduction In Lraffic fatalittes may be credited to other safety measures, such as the use of restraints, better automobile design, improved hospital irauma care and
stricter traffic laws, in addition to the lower drinking age, some studles suggest.

Those on the age-18 side have studies as well.

*+ A 2003 study from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that, though fewer high school-ags students drink now compared with the fate 1970s, the rates of binge
drinking among & adulis 18 and older have risen. Published in the Joumat of the American Medical Assn., the study encompasses 1993 to 2001 and showed rates of binge drinking

have Increased the most (56%) among underage drinkers.

This out-of-control drinking may be fueled, McCardell says, by the age-21 laws, which drive underage youth to drink In dandestine seftings and apart from clder adults who reight
model mora appropriate behavior.

“College presidents are limited on campus to a message of abstinence-only,” he says. "They can't say drink moderatefy or drink responsibly. They can only say abstain.”

1of2 9/3/2008 10:41 AM



Los Angeles Times: A lower legal drinking age? Health experts, colleg...  http://www.latimes.com/features/health/la-he-drinking1-2008sep01,0,...

2of2

* Though afcohol-refated traffic deaths have deciined overall since 1982, deaths have begun to inch up again in recent years, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration.

* A 2003 study showed that it many countries with lower minimum drinking ages, 15- and 16-year-olds are less likely to bacome intoxicated compared with teens Iin the us.

McCardelt agrees that sludies show the younger someone starts drinking, the greater the likelihood of developing alcohol dependence. But, he says, the 2006 Archives of Pediatiics
& Adolescent Medlcine study shows that the correlalion is greatest at younger ages.

"Between 13 and 18, the effect is dramatic. But between 18 and 21 if's visible but insignificant,” McCardell says. "What we ought to look at Is not keeplng 18-year-olds from drinking,
it's keeping 13-year-olds from drinking.”

A major question not answered by research Is whather mild or occasional drinking, such as a beer or glass of wine, causes any physical harm or precipitates harmiul behavior in
18-year-olds, says Brenda Chabon, assoclate professor of clinlcal psychiatry and behaviorat sclances at Montefiore Medicat Center in New York.

"It's the way people drink, not the fact of drinking,” Chabon says. "What would harm a developing braln s repeated hangovers and blackouts and head trauma from falling. But if
semeone were drinkdng moderately from age 18, 1 havent seen any data to show that would have hamful effects in the long run.”

There is little evidence in humans to suggest that rvld to moderate drinking In late adolescence causes any damage, says David J. Hanson, professor emeritus of soclology at he
State University of New York at Polsdam, who has studied the literature.

"Ths research Is aimost exclusively based on rats and humans who are alcohol addicted,” he says. "It doesn't look at moderate drinking at all. We've got a lot of cross-cultural
avidence that it isn't hamfut at all.”

Role of parents, industry

The argument over the minimumt legal drinking age has heated up in recent years due to publicity given to out-of-control drinking among college-age youth and tragic deaths such as
Gordie Balley Jr.'s.

"We need to ask what I$ driving this behavior,” Foster notes. "We're really tolerating a cultuse of substance sbuse ont our college campuses. There is no evidence that lowering the
drinklng age would address thesa problems.”

The alcohol industry, which advertisas heavily fo college students, should come under the microscope, as well as the role of parents in setfing atfitudes and expectations for thelr
children, sha says.

Balley's stepfather, Michael B. Lanahana, who has starfed a foundation to ralse awareness about college drinking, says he doesn't know if a lower drinking age would have saved his
stepson, bui he's pleased that the issue is gelting attention.

*Parents have to question thelr own governance of the children In high school,” says Lanahan, who Eves In Dallas. "Why do so many kids have fake [Ds and we let it go? Why do bars
get away with serving underage kids? if parents think college presidents are going to police this lssue, they are sorely mistaken.”

Proposals to curb youth «rinking should explore all selutions, not just lowering the drinking age. Toomey says.
“You can't make conclusions without looking &t what the research literature says,” she says.

Next month, the Nationa! Center on Addiclion and Substance Abuse at Columbla University will sponsor a conference, "How to Stop Wasting the Best and the Brightest: Substance
Abuse at America's Golleges and Unlversities.”

Cheose Responsibllity’s proposal on lowering the drinking age will be open for debate, Foster says.

In addition 1o the petition asking coltege presidents to consider a lower drinking age, Choose Responsibiity proposes (hat 18-year-olds should be able to consume alcohel with
parents and lake a coursa that, upon completion, grants a license to purchase, possess and consume alcohol.

"it's not 1984 any more,” McCardell says.

"Who can object to examining this closer? We need to do whatever we can as parents, college presidents, responsible citizens 10 reinimize the harm that people do to other people.
That is a reasonable goal of public policy.”
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