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Welcome to the second hearing of the Subcommittee on Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services. We are here today to discuss a very serious issue affecting the health and well-being of our Nation’s young people -- an issue that has been ignored for too long -- an issue that kills thousand of America's teenagers. We are here today to talk about underage drinking and the devastating impact it is having on this country's young people. 

We all know that underage drinking is a significant problem for youth in this country. We've known that for a very long time. We've known that underage drinking often contributes to the four leading causes of deaths among 15 to 20 year olds -- that 69 percent of youths who died in alcohol-related traffic fatalities in the year 2000 involved young drinking drivers -- that in 1999, nearly 40 percent of people under age 21 who were victims of drownings, burns, and falls tested positive for alcohol. We've known that alcohol has been reported to be involved in 36 percent of homicides, 12 percent of male suicides, and 8 percent of female suicides involving people under 21. And, we've known that underage drinking accounts for 6.5 times more deaths among young people than illicit drug use. 

It should be of little surprise that the 2002 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, administered by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration, found that 10.7 million young people, aged 12 to 20, reported drinking alcohol within a 30-day period. Of these, over 7 million were binge drinkers -- binge drinkers defined as those having five or more drinks on the same occasion at least once in the past 30 days. Furthermore, about 3 in 10 of our Nation’s high school seniors are not only drinking alcohol, but also are doing so to extreme excess. In fact, nearly one-third of 12th graders reported binge drinking. 

How did we get here? How did our Nation reach this point -- a point where today, 12 percent of eighth graders -- 12 and 13 year olds -- binge drink. Yes -- 12 and 13 year olds! Add to that, the 22 percent of tenth graders -- 14 and 15 year olds -- who binge drink. These statistics are frightening. Too many American kids are drinking regularly, and they are drinking in quantities that can be of great harm to them. 

Another study reinforces this concern. Monitoring the Future 1975-2002, conducted by the National Institute on Drug Abuse, found that experience with alcohol is “almost universal” among secondary school and college students in spite of the fact that it is illegal for almost all of them to buy alcohol. This study found that 47 percent of eighth graders, 67 percent of tenth graders, 78 percent of twelfth graders, and 86 percent of college students have tried alcohol. The National Institute of Drug Abuse also reported that 95 percent of 12th graders perceive alcohol as readily available to them. 

Again I ask -- how did we get here? As a nation, we clearly haven't done enough to address this problem. We haven't done enough to acknowledge how prevalent and widespread teenage drinking is in this country. We haven't done enough to admit that it is a real problem with very real and very devastating consequences. We haven't done enough to help teach America's children about the dangers of underage drinking. We talk about drugs and the dangers of drug use, as we should, but the reality is that we, as a society, have become complacent about the problem of underage drinking. This has to change. The culture has to change. What we tolerate has to change. What we accept has to change. 

In reaction to the binge drinking and drug use problem on college campuses in particular, I have worked with my friend and colleague from Connecticut, Senator Lieberman, to write a bill that would provide grants to states to create or enhance collaborations with universities, campus communities, local businesses, and non-profit organizations to change the culture of abuse and underage use of alcohol that pervades so many of our Nation’s colleges and universities. This would be an important step toward reducing underage drinking on our college campuses, but as these statistics have shown, we need to do more, and we need to do it earlier. Kids are beginning to drink earlier and earlier -- at younger and younger ages -- and they are doing so in ways that could negatively affect their bodies, their minds, and their futures. 

Our hearing today will include an examination of the recently released study by the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) -- “Reducing Underage Drinking: A Collective Responsibility.” We will examine this study and its recommendations. The purpose of this study was to develop cost-effective strategies for reducing and preventing underage drinking, as directed by Congress in the fiscal year 2002 Labor-HHS Appropriations bill. 

In this report, we find 10 main areas of recommendations. Arguably, the most controversial of these recommendations is to raise the state and federal excise tax on alcohol. That recommendation is not within the jurisdiction of this Subcommittee, and, therefore, I do not expect that we will spend much time on this point. Instead, I would like to focus on other recommendations contained in the report, such as the creation of an adult-oriented media campaign, improved limits on access to alcohol for potential underage drinkers, community interventions to prevent underage drinking, and the role of media and entertainment in fostering underage drinking. 

Before we continue, I want to thank my good friend and colleague from Connecticut, Senator Christopher Dodd, for his dedication to combating the problem of underage drinking. He is a tireless fighter for America's children and youth. He cares about kids. He cares about their well-being. I am privileged to have had the opportunity to work with him on many, many pieces of legislation to help protect children and promote their health and welfare. I know that combating teenage drinking has been and continues to be very important to him, and I thank him for his interest in this area and for being present today. 

I would like to welcome our guests at this time. First, I would like to introduce Dr. Richard Bonnie from the University of Virginia School of Law. Dr. Bonnie is the chairman of the Institute of Medicine committee that created the NAS report and has a wealth of expertise in the fields of mental health and drug law, public health law, and bioethics. He served as a member of the National Advisory Council on Drug Abuse from 1975 to 1980 and was elected to the Institute of Medicine (IOM) in 1991. Dr. Bonnie has previously chaired IOM committees on Injury Prevention and Control, Opportunities in Drug Abuse Research, and has served as vice-chair of the IOM Committee on Preventing Nicotine Dependence in Youths and Children. Second, I would like to introduce Mrs. Patricia Kempthorne, the First Lady of Idaho. Mrs. Kempthorne has been tireless in the fight against underage drinking. She joins 33 other governor spouses as a member of the Leadership to Keep Children Alcohol Free -- a coalition of federal agencies and public and private organizations dedicated to helping prevent alcohol use in children from the ages of nine to fifteen. This is the only national effort to focus on this specific age group. 

Third, I would like to introduce Mr. Jeffrey Becker, President of the Beer Institute. Mr. Becker was appointed President of the Beer Institute in 1999. He currently serves on the Board of Directors of the National Commission Against Drunk Driving and the Techniques of Effective Alcohol Management Coalition. Before joining the Beer Institute, he was the National Director of the Techniques of Alcohol Management for the National Licensed Beverage Association. 

Finally, I would like to introduce Wendy Hamilton, National President of Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD). She began her career in activism after three separate drunk driving crashes occurred within her family. In 1984, after having suffered through the death of her sister and 22 month-old nephew at the hands of a drunk driver, she joined the local Indiana MADD chapter. In 1995, she joined the MADD National Board of Directors, where she served as a national vice president of victim issues and then as national vice president of field issues. 

