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INTRODUCTION
Raising children is a great challenge. There is no textbook 
or website for parents to refer to for the right answers. There 
are probably more questions than there are answers when it 
comes to youth use of alcohol. Do you serve alcohol to minor 
children? Are you better off having that teen party at your 
house where you can monitor behavior? How do you stop 
other parents from allowing your children to drink alcohol 
at their home or holding a teen party with alcohol?  How do 
you stop your own child from drinking?  The questions go on 
and on. 

There are statutes, ordinances, and cases that try to estab-
lish some parameters for behavior by minors as it relates 
to their use of alcohol.  In New Jersey, one state law that 
has caused confusion with regard to this issue authorizes 
municipalities to enact an ordinance to prohibit youth 
use of alcohol on private property.

Youth use of alcohol is a serious issue faced by munici-
palities throughout New Jersey.  Municipalities face 
multiple problems resulting from the use of alcohol by 
youth, including alcohol related youth: violence, traffic 
crashes, high risk sex, criminal behavior, injury, medical 
care, work loss, pain and suffering, poisoning, psychosis, 
FAS, and youth suicide.  

Despite these deeply troubling consequences, alcohol 
continues to be New Jersey youths’ number one drug of 
choice. The 2003 New Jersey Middle School Substance 
Use Survey conducted by the Department of Health and 
Senior Services (DHSS), Division of Addiction Services 
found that youth use of alcohol had increased from 2001, 
with 46.4% of New Jersey’s 7th and 8th graders having 
used alcohol, and that the average age students reported 
first engaging in regular use of alcohol was 12.5 years old. 

The statistics regarding high school students are even 
more alarming.  The 2001 New Jersey Youth Risk Be-
havior Survey (NJYRBS) results reported that 83% of 
12th grade students have used alcohol, 56% drank at least 
once in previous 30 days, and 33% engaged in binge 
drinking in the past 30 days. All three categories were 
higher than the 1999 NJYRBS results. 

Reasons for this increase include the ease with which 
these young people can obtain alcohol and the lack of 

consequences for youth use of alcohol on private prop-
erty. The most common source of alcohol was the home, 
and the majority of 8th graders (68%), 10th graders (85%) 
and 12th graders (95%) say that it is fairly easy or very 
easy to get alcohol.
 
The effects on young drinkers can be devastating when 
the physical effects of alcohol are coupled with emotional 
immaturity and inexperience. Alcohol alters and kills 
brain cells and can adversely affect an individual’s ability 
to form new memories.  Some intoxicated youth injure 
or kill themselves in fires, falls, boating accidents, or 
other tragedies that might well have been avoided if they 
were sober. Drinking can cause individuals to lose their 
inhibitions and be willing to engage in behavior they 
might not embrace if they were sober, such as violence, 
vandalism, sex, date rape, other criminal behavior, or 
drug use.

Many young people do not realize that consuming too 
much alcohol can be fatal. Binge drinking (consuming 
five or more drinks on one occasion) is a particularly 
dangerous form of drinking.  Forty percent of the 
youth who begin drinking before age 13 will develop 
alcohol abuse or dependence at some point in their lives. 
Preventing young people from drinking may not only 
save them from harm in their youth, it may prevent a 
lifetime of alcohol-related problems.
 
With this disturbing information, there are many state 
campaigns in existence to increase awareness of the 
issue.  However, given public attitudes that perpetuate 
alcohol use as a rite of passage and that portray drinking 
as inherent to socializing and fun, underage drinkers 
get messages that reinforce alcohol consumption as 
behavior that is socially acceptable. Additionally, many 
underage drinkers obtain alcohol from their parents, in 
their homes, or from other adults who would rather their 
children and children’s friends drink at their home than 
somewhere more dangerous.  In New Jersey, when this 
activity takes place on private property, these underage 
drinkers do not face any consequences and are not held 
accountable.
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