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Raising drinking age won't ke.ep drunks off roads 
I : 
\ 

By Andy Gary 
Managing Editor 

People shun the idea of drunk drivers, 
but never associate their own weekend 
sprees with the crime of Driving While 
Intoxicated (DWI). 

As noted in The War Against Drunk 
Drivers (Newsweek, September 13, 1982) 
the National Highway Traffic Safety Ad
ministration (NHTSA) contends that on 
weekend nights, up to 10 percent of all 
drivers are legally intoxicated. 

Alcohol is a socially acceptable drug on 
any level. People think it is "cute" to give 
their children liquor, teenagers drink to 
be a part of a group and adults consider 
alcohol" a normal part of most social occa
sions. 

Presently, state legislators are consider
ing raising the legal drinking age in their 
states in an attempt to curb the number 
of deaths caused by drunk drivers. Re
cently, 20 states have jumped their drink
ing ages, reversing a trend during the 
Vietnam era that lowered the drinking 
age. 

But raising the age at which people can 
legally possess alcohol is not going to 
keep drunk drivers off the roads, nor is it 
going to stop minors from drinking. Most 
teenagers don't consider drinking as a 
challenge (as most adults think), but 
more, something to do. 

One attempt at reform for high school 
students is a program originating in Way
land, Massachusetts, called SADD (Stu
dents Against Drunk Drivers) .900 stu
dents from Wayland signed contracts 
with their parents agreeing to call home 
if a sober ride was not available. The 
parents in return, promised t pick up 
fok~dnofn''jonjnxnocmd,njnxnvgjcd,nno 
kdftlons asked and no argument at that 
time." 

Another effort was a system of road
blocks or "sobriety checkpoints" along 
the highways, also in Mass., but the 
state legislature ruled the procedure as 
unconstitutional. These programs at 
least try to make people conscious of the 
risks of drinking and driving. 

SAUD and highway checkpoints are just 
stepping stones towards the prevention of 
drunk drivers. A more effective approach 

Don'tknowWITCH way 
to go? 

' to the problem would be to institute har-
sher penalties for minors caught with al
cohol and especially tough ones for 
people caught driving while intoxicated. 

Drunk drivers frequently are let off by 
juries because often jurors can sympa
thize with the defendent through their 
personal experiences. Attorneys also have 
tactics like challenging the validity of 
breath tests, which helps influence judges 
and jurors to -acquit the accused. 

The first move in stopping drunk driv
ers is to get lawyers to quit playing their 
courtroom games to see how many 
drunks they can "get off the hook." They 
are only endangering others when the 
same driver is back on the road drinking 
and driving. 

According to a recent Gallup poll, 77 
percent of all Americans support a man
datory prison sentence for DWI offenders 
on their first conviction. A minimum sen
tence for drunk drivers should be a prison 
sentence which could be waived if the of
fender agrees to enter a treatment or edu
cation program. Similiar sentences are 
now given but usually not until a person 

has been arrested several times. Prison 
sentences should be handed out the first 
time. Subsequent convictions should be 
followed with even stiffer penalties. 

Suspension or completely taking away a 
persons drivers license is inefficient in 
that people can obtain a new license in a 
nearby state and frequently do so. This 
~o~ld, however, be a suitable punishment 
If, m order to get a license in any state, a 
pers~n has to establish residency for a 
certam amount of time. Their license 
from the previous state would be valid up 
to a certain date, and it would be the per
son's responsibility to notify the state of 
their moving. 

Ral~ing or lowering the legal drinking 
age will not stop the epidemic of drunk 
drivers. The problem needs the support 
of the courts to sidestep the many legal 
loophol~s in the judicial system. Tough 
and umform laws should be provided to 
punish those arrested and the attention of 
programs (like SADD) will help make 
adults and teenagers aware of the prob
lem. 
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