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Over the last two decades, a Significant amount of research and legidétive atention has
been focused on the over-representation of young people in motor vehicle crashes, particularly
those that are alcohol-related. Severa provinces have introduced graduated licensing
programs, and most include some sort of restriction on the permissible blood-acohol
concentration (BAC) for young and novice drivers. In addition, acohol consumption and crash
deaths and injuries among Canadians aged 15-19 fell between the 1970s and the early 1990s.
While part of the declinein the crash data was attributable to decreasesin the tota youth
population, per capitarates of crash deaths and injuries among youth also declined. Findly, the
percentage of these deaths and injuries that were acohol-related aso fell.

Despite the progress that has been made, crashes remain, by far, the leading cause of
death and injuries among Canadians aged 15 to 19. In fact, road crashes account for over one-
third of dl deeths and over one-fifth of al injuries among this age group. Y oung drivers have far
higher per capitarates of crashes, deaths and injuries than older Canadian drivers. Moreover, a
large percentage of these deaths and injuries are acohol-related. For example, 40% of dl

Canadian teenage drivers killed and 23% of those serioudy injured in road crashes had been



drinking.

Additiond factors reinforce the need for immediate action. First, since the early 1990s, the
rates of declinein acohol consumption, per capita crash deaths and injuries, and acohol-related
crashes among Canadian youth have either dowed or stopped and, in some cases, reversed.
Second, the absolute number and relative size of Canada’ s youth population is expected to
increase until 2011. It has been estimated that there will be 2.26 million 15 to 19-year-oldsin
Canada by thistime, a number that is comparable to the size of the youth population in the late
1970s and early 1980s. Thus, unless sgnificant progressis made, the number of Canadian
youth who are killed or injured in dcohol-reaed crashes will likdly rise sharply in the next
decade.

Among the most promising legidative changes would be the introduction of a0.00% BAC
regtriction for dl drivers under the age of 21. Clearly, the provinces and territories have the
condtitutiona authority to enact this provison as part of their genera or graduated licensing
schemes. In this memorandum, we will examine the growing body of Canadian and American
research that supports the efficacy of such azero BAC limit. 1t should be noted at the outset
that the Canadian studies generally focus on individuas aged 15 to 19, while the American
studies focus on those aged 16 to 20. Our brief review includes research on driving skills and
attitudes, the rdlaiverisk of crashes, the impact of acohol consumption on relative risk, the
American experience with zero and low BAC limits on young drivers, and the success of
Canadas graduated licensing programs.

Beginning drivers are dready disadvantaged because of their age, and should not have their

judgment further impaired by acohol. Research has shown that perceptud, cognitive and



vehicle-handling skills are less-developed in beginning drivers than in more experienced drivers.
In addition, beginning drivers have a decreased ability to detect and recognize imminent hazards
in the driving environment. They are less aware of what condtitutes a hazard, and their lack of
experience in diverse driving Stuations makes them more ligble to make ingppropriate decisons
in response to hazards. Findly, young people tend to be risk-takers and are compromised by
peer pressure. Studies show that they are more likely to speed, follow too closely, alow less
time to merge with traffic, cross traffic lanes and pass other vehicles. They dso tend to over-
edimate their driving abilities, and mistakenly bdlieve that they have the required reflexes and

vehicle-handling skillsto ded with dangerous Stuations.
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These differences in Kills, atitudes and behaviour explain why even sober young drivers

have a higher relative risk of crash than older, more experienced drivers. For example, one



American sudy indicated that sober male drivers aged 16 to 20 are 5.8 times more likely to be
killed in asingle-vehicle crash than male drivers 25 and over. Asthe following graph, whichis
based on American data, illudtrates, the relaive risk of fatal Single-vehicle crashes decreases
sharply with age for sober males. This pattern has also been observed in Canadian studies.
Thus, young drivers are a a sgnificantly higher risk of crash, even in the absence of acohal.

Alcohol consumption increases young peopl€ srelative risk of crash exponentidly. In
addition to their lack of driving experience, young drivers aso tend to be inexperienced with
acohol. Mayhew et al. have suggested that this dua lack of experience leads to afar greater
inability to drive after drinking. 'Y oung drivers have not acquired a tolerance for even low doses
of acohol, and cannot compensate adequately for the acohol’ s effects on driving. 1n addition,
sudies have shown that inexperienced drivers must focus more atention on the task of driving,
whereas more experienced drivers perform the task automatically or inginctively.
Consequently, even asmdl amount of acohol can substantiadly decrease an inexperienced
driver’s capacity to drive safdly.

Thisisillugrated by young drivers rdaive risk of acohol-related crash involvement.
Canadian data clearly establish that drivers between the ages of 16 and 19 have a higher relaive
risk of crash than older driversat dl BAC ranges. Moreover, the rdative risk of crash
increases far more rapidly for young drivers than for older drivers. Because there was
insufficient Canadian data to produce a comprehensive graphic illustration, data from a recent
American study were used to create the following graph. The graph illudirates thet the relative
risk of fatd injury in asingle-vehicle crash more than doubles for every 0.02% increasein BAC

for male drivers aged 16-20. Whilearisng BAC aso increases the rlaive risk of crash for



older drivers, thisoccurs at adower rate. Thus, 16 to 20-year-old driverswith BACsin the
0.08% to 0.099% range are six times more likely to die in asingle-vehicle crash than older
driverswith an identicd BAC. Moreover, these young drivers are nearly 60 times more likely

to die than if they were driving sober.
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A recent Canadian study examined the rdative risk of involvement in dl fatd crashes, not



just single-vehicle crashes. Even with ardatively low BAC (0.015% to 0.049%), drivers aged
16 to 19 showed a marked increase in relative risk of fatal crash compared to non-drinking
drivers of the same age. When the BAC range was increased to 0.05% to 0.079%, driversin
this age group were nine times more likely to have afata crash than their sober counterparts. In
contrast, drivers aged 20 and over with comparable BACswere only twice aslikely to have a
fatd crash as non-drinking drivers. Thus, a0.00% BAC redtriction would have sgnificantly
greater traffic safety effects for younger drivers than amoderate BAC limit.

Such 0.00% BAC redtrictions have been shown to reduce impaired driving deaths among
youth. A study of the American states that introduced zero or low BAC requirements on young
drivers between 1983 and 1992 found a 16% decrease in single-vehicle nighttime fatal crashes
among affected drivers, while such crashesin “control” satesincreased by 1%. The largest
traffic safety improvements occurred in those states that |lowered the BAC limit to 0.00%.
These ates experienced a 22% reduction in fata single-vehicle nighttime crashes among youth.
In comparison, sates with a0.04% or 0.06% BAC redtriction had only a 7% reduction in such
crashes. Inthe authors view, this was probably due to the fact that a 0.00% BAC redtriction
sends a clear message to young driversthat it isimpermissible to drive after drinking. By
comparison, states with BAC regtrictions in the 0.04% to 0.06% range gave the impression that
some drinking before driving was acceptable.

A more recent study from the Nationa Highway Traffic Safety Adminidration dso
demondtrates the positive effects of a0.00% BAC redtriction. For example, Maine has had a
0.02% BAC redtriction on young drivers since 1983. However, once a 0.00% BAC redtriction

for drivers under 21 was introduced in 1995, there was a 36% reduction in the number of



nighttime sngle-vehide injury crashes among youth under 21. Smilarly, Oregon, which
previoudy had a0.00% BAC restriction for drivers under 18, extended thisredtriction to al
driversunder 21in 1991. Since that time, Oregon has experienced a 40% reduction in
nighttime single-vehicle crashes among affected drivers.

In addition, one study concluded that BAC restrictions on young drivers have even greater
results if they are combined with extensve public education campaigns. For instance, while
Maryland's 0.02% BAC redtriction resulted in a 21% decrease in the number of young crash-
involved drivers judged to have been drinking, the addition of public education campaign
resulted in afurther 30% decrease.

These American studies are corroborated by Canadian data from those jurisdictions that
have introduced 0.00% BAC redtrictions as part of their graduated licensing programs. For
example, asurvey of licensed grade 11 and 12 studentsin Ontario before and &fter the
introduction of graduated licensing indicated a 25% reduction in the number of maes who
reported driving after drinking any acohol. Moreover, arecent evauation of Ontario’s
graduated licensing program attributed a 27% decrease in acohol-reated collisonsto the
0.00% BAC redrriction. Thus, thereis very strong evidence that a 0.00% BAC redtriction has
the potentia to sgnificantly reduce the incidence of impaired driving among youth, aswell as
their involvement in acohol-related crashes.

Clearly, there are severd factors that contribute to the substantia risk of motor vehicle
crashes among adolescents and young adults. Among these are lack of driving experience,
vulnerability to peer pressure, overestimation of driving abilities, and atendency to takerisks.

While graduated licensing programs in severd provinces have addressed some of these factors,



they do not adequately address the involvement of adcohol in fatd crashes. Part of the problem
appearsto bethat BAC restrictions are lifted after completion of the graduated licensing
program, which usualy occurs around the age of 18 or 19. This corresponds to the legal
drinking age in most provinces and territories. Moreover, thisis precisaly the age a which
young adults are most vulnerable to crashes. It is dangerous to expose youth to thelr first
experiences of unsupervised driving at the same time as ther first legal acohol consumption.
For example, arecent Canadian study found that 18 and 19-year-olds account for 70% of al
fataly-injured teenage drivers, and nearly two-thirds of those serioudy injured.

Y oung sober drivers and their teenage passengers are dready at Sgnificantly elevated risk
of crash-related death and injury. Permitting such driversto consume even smal quantities of
acohol exacerbates these risks. American and Canadian research clearly indicatesthat a
0.00% BAC redtriction on dl drivers under the age of 21 will dramaticaly reduce desths and
injuries among this high-risk population. Given this research, the introduction of such a0.00%
BAC redtriction seems eminently judtifiable. Indeed, in our view, faling to act now would be
irrespongble, as it would condemn the next generation of Canadian youth to arisng toll of

acohol-related crash deaths and injuries.



