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Today the Subcommittee on Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services will examine the significant problems caused by the consumption of alcohol by our nation’s young people. We should begin initially with an examination of the problems presented by underage drinking. First, alcohol is the most commonly used drug among America’s youth. More young people drink alcohol than smoke tobacco or use marijuana. In 1996, the most recent year for which reliable data is available, underage drinking caused 3,500 deaths, more than 2 million injuries, 1,200 babies born with fetal alcohol syndrome and more than 50,000 youths treated for alcohol dependence. In 2002, 20 percent of eighth-graders had drunk alcohol in the previous 30 days. Forty-nine percent of high school seniors are drinkers, and 29 percent report having had five or more drinks in a row in the past two weeks. The numbers are simply staggering. 

Earlier this month, the Institute of Medicine released a comprehensive study, “Reducing Underage Drinking - A Collective Responsibility,” that many of our witnesses this morning will reference. The important report laid out the national problems presented by consumption of alcohol by youth and established a multi-tiered national strategy to reduce the great toll caused by underage drinking. The IOM report estimates that the social costs associated with underage drinking total close to $53 billion annually including $19 billion from automobile accidents and $29 billion from associated violent crime. 

And while no one can argue with the tragic loss of life and significant financial costs associated with underage drinking, too few of us think of the equally devastating loss of potential that occurs when our children begin to drink. Research indicates that children who begin drinking do so at only 12 years of age. We also know that children that begin drinking at such an early age develop a predisposition for alcohol dependence later in life. Such early experimentation can have devastating consequences and derail a child’s potential just as she or he is starting out on the path to adulthood. The consumption of alcohol by our children can literally rob them of their future. 

As the IOM report makes perfectly clear, the problems presented by underage drinking are wide reaching, Mr. Chairman. Similarly, our response to underage drinking must be as equally far reaching. I think that all of us here this morning would agree that the battle against underage drinking begins first and foremost with parents and their children. However, as the IOM report makes perfectly clear, parental involvement makes up only one part of a needed national strategy to combat underage drinking. 

In fact, the IOM calls for a “deep, shared commitment” among broad institutions and constituencies to combat underage drinking; restraint in the advertising of alcohol; a national media campaign to encourage adult involvement in efforts to prevent underage drinking; vigilance in preventing the sale of alcohol to minors; and, most controversially, higher excise taxes on alcohol. 

While I believe that all of these suggestions have merit, I am most convinced that the effort to prevent underage drinking requires a greatly strengthened federal commitment as government spending to prevent underage drinking pales in comparison to that devoted to drug and tobacco prevention efforts. In fact, the federal government spent $1.8 billion to discourage illegal drug use and only $71 million to discourage youth alcohol use in 2000. More must be done.

So it is with great hope, Mr. Chairman, that I attend this morning’s hearing. The toll that underage drinking extracts from this nation each and every year is a terrible one - a toll too great to continue to be ignored. It is my hope that the discussion we have this morning will provide us with a starting point from where we as policy makers, public health advocates, and representatives from industry can begin to outline a national strategy to save our nation’s youth from the dangers of underage drinking. I want to thank all of our witnesses for joining us today, and I look forward to their testimony.

