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ABSTRACT 

The National  Minimum Drinking Age (NMDA) law r e q u i r e s  t h a t  S t a t e s  not  i n  

compliance with the  21-minimum-age-law by f i s c a l  year  1987 f a c e  a l o s s  of a 

po r t ion  of t h e i r  Federal-aid highway funds. T h e  r e p o r t  d i scusses  t h e  p rov i s ions  

and sanc t ion  e f f e c t s .  
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NATIONAL M I N I M U M  DRINKING AGE: PROVISIONS AND ANALYSIS 

I. LEG1 SLATIVE BACKGROUND 

The minimum d r i n k i n g  age  p r o v i s i o n  was o r i g i n a l l y  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  House- 

passed ( June  1983) highway-t ransi t  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  S e n a t e  high- 

way b i l l .  However, due t o  t h e  d e l a y  i n  S e n a t e  a c t i o n  of i t s  highway b i l l ,  and t o  

o t h e r  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  p r o v i s i o n s  w i t h i n  both  House and Sena te  b i l l s ,  t h e  d r i n k i n g  

age  p r o v i s i o n  was d e l e t e d  from b o t h  of t h e s e  b i l l s  and i n c l u d e d  as a n  amendment 

t o  t h e  highway s a f e t y  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  l e g i s l a t i o n .  On J u l y  1 7 ,  1984, t h e  N a t i o n a l  

Minimum Drinking Age (NMDA) was s igned  i n t o  law (P.L. 98-363). 

11. PROVISIONS I N  THE NMDA LAW 

The NMDA law r e q u i r e s  a l l  S t a t e s  t o  have a 21-year-old minimum d r i n k i n g  age  

f o r  t h e  "purchase  o r  p o s s e s s i o n  of a l c o h o l i c  beverages , "  o r  l o s e  a p o r t i o n  of 

t h e i r  Federal -a id  highway c o n s t r u c t i o n  funds .  The s a n c t i o n  e x c l u d e s  highway 

s a f e t y  funds .  S t a t e s  f a i l i n g  t o  p a s s  t h e  minimum age  requ i rement  f o r  a l c o h o l i c  

beverages ,  i n c l u d i n g  b e e r  and wine by f i s c a l  y e a r  1987, would l o s e  5 p e r c e n t  of 

t h e i r  Federal -a id  highway c o n s t r u c t i o n  funds .  The l o s s  o f  highway c o n s t r u c t i o n  

funds  would i n c r e a s e  t o  10 p e r c e n t  f o r  FY 1988. S t a t e s  w i t h o u t  a  minimum 21-age 

l a w  f o r  a l c o h o l i c  beverages  have a  two-year g r a c e  p e r i o d ,  from October  1,  1984 t o  

September 30,  1986 ( f i s c a l  y e a r s  1985 and 19861, t o  e n a c t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Subse- 

quent  t o  FY 1986, s a n c t i o n e d  funds  w i l l  be r e t u r n e d  ( n o  t ime  l i m i t )  i f  a  S t a t e  

complies  by p a s s i n g  t h e  minimum age p r o v i s i o n .  The wi thho ld ing  of funds  for non- 

compliance ends  on September 30 ,  1988. 



111. STATE STATUS UNDER THE NMDA LAW 

Curren t ly ,  27 S t a t e s  and the  D i s t r i c t  of Columbia a r e  not  i n  compliance w i th  

t h e  law. This inc ludes  n ine  S t a t e s  t h a t  have a  21-age requirement f o r  a l coho l  

(hard  l i q u o r ) ,  but a  lower age f o r  beer and wine. The remaining 23 S t a t e s  a r e  i n  

compliance wi th  t he  minimum age law f o r  a l c o h o l i c  beverages. (See t a b l e  1 ,  

p. 3.)  

I V .  SANCTION EFFECT ON THE STATES 

The l o s s  t o  S t a t e s  f a i l i n g  t o  pass t h e  21-age requirement v a r i e s  consider-  

ably.  (See t a b l e  2 ,  p. 4 . )  Texas could l o s e  about $100 m i l l i o n  of i t s  highway 

cons t ruc t ion  funding f o r  F i s c a l  Years 1987 and 1988. New York would be next  w i th  

over $90 m i l l i o n ,  F l o r i d a  wi th  near ly  $73 m i l l i o n ,  Ohio and Georgia w i th  over  $50 

m i l l i o n  each. The D i s t r i c t  of Columbia, New Hampshire, and Vermont s t a n d  t o  l o s e  

t h e  l e a s t :  nea r ly  $8 m i l l i o n  each. However, i n  propor t ion  t o  t o t a l  Federal-aid 

highway cons t ruc t ion  funds each S t a t e  r e c e i v e s ,  and t o  i n d i v i d u a l  S t a t e  needs and 

t o  o t h e r  v a r i a b l e s ,  t h e  pos s ib l e  l o s s  of funding could be a s  s eve re  f o r  a  S t a t e  

l o s i n g  $8 m i l l i o n ,  a s  f o r  one l o s i n g  $100 mi l l i on .  

There a r e  s e v e r a l  opinions on t h e  s anc t ions  ending a f t e r  FY 1988. Congres- 

s i o n a l  sponsors be l i eve  t h a t  t h i s  i s  enough time f o r  non-conforming S t a t e s  t o  en- 

a c t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Others  f e e l  t h a t  t h e  FY 1988 cut-off d a t e  i s  t o o  s h o r t  t o  be 

completely e f f e c t i v e .  It could a l s o  be argued t h a t  i f  a l l  S t a t e s  a r e  no t  i n  con- 

formi ty  w i th  t h e  law by t h e  end of FY 1988, Congress could extend t h e  s anc t ion  

per iod  through f u r t h e r  l e g i s l a t i v e  ac t i on .  Opponents oppose t h e  law because 

they be l i eve  t h a t  i t  i n f r i n g e s  on S t a t e s '  r i g h t s  by fo rc ing  them t o  pass  l e g i s l a -  

t i o n  t o  avoid l o s s  of Federal-aid highway funds. 

It  remains t o  be seen whether t h e  FY 1988 cut-off d a t e  f o r  s a n c t i o n s  w i l l  

have a  p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t  on a l l  S t a t e s  i n  pass ing  a  21-minimum-drinking-age law. 
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TABLE 1.  The Current Minimum Drinking Age Laws i n  t h e  50 S t a t e s  
and t h e  District of Columbia** 

S t a t e  Drinking Age* S t a t e  Drinking Age* 

Alabama 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas 
C a l i f o r n i a  

Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
D i s t r i c t  of Columbia 
F l o r i d a  

Georgia 
Hawaii 
Idaho 
I l l i n o i s  
Ind iana  

Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentucky 
Louis iana 
Maine 

Maryland 
Massachusetts 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
M i s s i s s i p p i  

Missouri  
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hampshire 

New J e r s e y  
New Mexico 
New York 
North Caro l ina  
North Dakota 

Ohi 0 

Oklahoma 
Oregon 
Pennsylvania  
Rhode I s l a n d  

South Caro l ina  
South Dakota 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 

Vernon t 
V i r g i n i a  
Washington 
West V i r g i n i a  
Wisconsin 
Wyoming 

* I n  S t a t e s  w i t h  a two-t ier  d r ink ing  age ,  t h e  lower age i s  f o r  beer  and 
wine and t h e  h igher  f o r  hard l i quo r .  

** The S t a t e s  of Alaska, Arizona and Montana have r e c e n t l y  changed t h e i r  
minimum d r ink ing  age t o  21. These laws become e f f e c t i v e  on January  1, 1985. 

Source: Highway Users Federa t ion ,  Washington, D.C. 



TABLE 2 .  Estimated Sanctioned Federal-Aid Highway Construction Funds of States 
Not in Compliance with the Minimum Age Law 

( $  millions) 

Total for 

State 
Fiscal Year Fiscal Year Fiscal Years 

1987 1988 1978 and 1988 

Alabama $11.8 $23.6 $35.4 
Colorado 9.1 18.3 27.4 
Connecticut 7.5 15.1 22.6 
District of Columbia 2.4 4.9 7.3 
Florida 24.2 48.5 72.7 

Georgia 
Hawaii 
Idaho 
Iowa 
Kansas 

Louisiana 
Maine 
Massachusetts 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 

Montana 
New Hampshire 
New York 
North Carolina 
Ohio 

South Carolina 
South Dakota 
Texas 
Vermont 
Virginia 

West Virginia 
Wisconsin 
Wyoming 

Totals 

Source: National Highway Traffic and Safety Administration. 


