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The Miami-Dade County Underage Drinking Task Force has identified that alcohol use 

by children and youth results in risky and destructive behaviors.  These include but are 

not limited to: 

 Driving after drinking alcohol 

 Riding with someone who has been drinking alcohol 

 Engaging in fighting with the intent to harm someone 

 Other violence including rape 

 Carrying or using weapons 

 Having unwanted and unprotected sex 

 Drinking to get drunk 

 Breaking the law 

 Drinking at school 

 Disobeying parents or school rules and regulations 

 Damaging the not yet fully developed brain 

 Use of illegal drugs including the nonmedical use of pharmaceuticals  

These behaviors may cause death, drowning, injury, medical emergencies, unwanted 

pregnancy, acquisition of HIV/AIDS, syphilis, or other sexual transmitted diseases, 

arrest, incarceration, a criminal record, disciplinary actions, mental health problems, and 

alcohol dependency or other addictions in adulthood. 

 

Epidemiological data for Miami-Dade County, the State of Florida, and the nation 

provide measures of risky and destructive behavior linked to underage drinking.  

Neurology of the developing brain, and particularly its prefrontal cortex, explains 

alcohol’s role in negative adolescent behavior.  The pharmacological effect of alcohol 

disinhibition increases the risk for young users to engage in behavior they would not 

otherwise do. 

 

Epidemiology by Source 

 

Source: Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance 

 

Measures of risk and destructive behaviors link to underage drinking are provided by the 

US Centers for Disease Control’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance (YRBS), a national 

survey among high school students that provides results for the nation, states and 21 

communities including Miami-Dade County, Florida.  The most current findings are from 

the 2005 YRBS. Results from the 2007 survey are scheduled for release in June 2008.   

 

In the United States, 71% of all deaths among youth and young adults aged 10–24 years 

result from four causes:  

 motor vehicle crashes (31%),  

 other unintentional injuries (14%),  

 homicide (15%), and  

 suicide (11%).  
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Substantial morbidity and social problems also result from: 

 the approximately 831,000 pregnancies among women aged 15–19 years,  

 the estimated 9.1 million cases of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) among 

persons aged 15–24 years, and  

 the estimated 4,842 cases of HIV/AIDS among persons aged 15–24 years that 

occur annually.   

Alcohol and other drug use are among the leading causes of morbidity and mortality 

among youth and adults in the United States.  Alcohol use frequently begins during 

childhood and adolescence and extends into adulthood.   

 

Risky and destructive behaviors linked to alcohol use by Miami-Dade County high 

school students are enumerated in the following findings from the 2005 YRBS: 

 

1. Drove a car or other vehicle when they had been drinking alcohol 

 

Current use of alcohol is defined as having had at least one drink of alcohol on one or 

more of the 30 days preceding taking the survey.  Among Miami-Dade high school 

students who are current users of alcohol, 21 percent of males and 17 percent of females 

or 19 percent of current alcohol users report driving when they had been drinking 

alcohol. Among all Miami-Dade high school students, 9 percent of males and 7 percent 

of females or 8 percent of all students report driving when they had been drinking 

alcohol.  
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2. Rode in a car or other vehicle driven by someone who had been drinking 

alcohol 

 

Among Miami-Dade high school students who are current users of alcohol, 65 percent of 

males and 69 percent of females or 67 percent of current alcohol users report riding in a 

vehicle driven by someone who had been drinking alcohol. Among all Miami-Dade high 

school students, 26 percent of males and 28 percent of females or 27 percent of all 

students report riding in a vehicle driven by someone who had been drinking alcohol.  
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3. Drank alcohol and/or used drugs before last sexual intercourse 

 

The YRBS defines being sexually active as having had sexual intercourse with one or 

more person during the 3 months preceding taking the survey.  Among Miami-Dade high 

school students who were sexually active, 41 percent of both males and females sexually 

active students report having drank alcohol and/or used drugs before the last time they 

had sexual intercourse. Among all Miami-Dade high school students, 16 percent of males 

and 14 percent of females or 15 percent of all students report having drank alcohol and/or 

used drugs before the last time they had sexual intercourse. 
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4.  Drinking to get drunk or engaging in heavy drinking 

 

Heavy drinking is defined as having had 5 or more drinks of alcohol in a row (i.e., within 

a couple of hours) on one or more of the 30 days preceding taking the survey.   Among 

Miami-Dade high school students who are current users of alcohol, 49 percent of males 

and 43 percent of females or 46 percent of current alcohol users report heavy drinking in 

the last 30 days.  Among all Miami-Dade high school students, 20 percent of males and 

18 percent of females or 19 percent of all students report heavy drinking in the last 30 

days. 
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4. Drinking alcohol at school 

 

Among Miami-Dade high school students who are current users of alcohol, 11 percent of 

males and 9 percent of females or 10 percent of current alcohol users report having drank 

alcohol on school property on one or more of the last 30 days.  Among all Miami-Dade 

high school students, 5 percent of males and 4 percent of females or 4 percent of all 

students report having drank alcohol on school property on one or more of the last 30 

days. 
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5. Damaging the not yet fully developed brain by early initiation of alcohol use 

 

Recent scientific studies discussed at the conclusion of this analysis reveal the direct 

correlation between any alcohol use prior to age 21 years and alcohol dependency 

problems in adulthood increasing progressively as the age of first use is younger.  The 

YRBS reports the percent of high school students who report having drank alcohol (other 

than a few sips) by age 12 years or younger.  Among Miami-Dade high school students 

who are current users of alcohol, 81 percent of males and 60 percent of females or 71 

percent of current alcohol users report having drank alcohol by age 12 years or younger.   

Among all Miami-Dade high school students, 33 percent of males and 25 percent of 

females or 29 percent of all students report having drank alcohol by age 12 years or 

younger. 
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These data correspond to the findings of the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol 

and Related Conditions released in 2006.   As illustrated in the graph below, nearly half  

(or 47 percent) of the survey’s participants over the age of 18 who reported an alcohol 

dependency problem sometime in their lifetime had their first drink of alcohol before the 

age of 13 years.  This survey was conducted for the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 

and Alcoholism.   
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Source: Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey 
 

The 2006 Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey (FYSAS) conducted by the 

Florida Department of Children and Families provides information on risky and 

destructive behavior associated with alcohol use by Miami-Dade County middle and 

high school students by grade cohort and gender.  

 

1. Damaging the not yet fully developed brain by early initiation of alcohol use 

 

The FYSAS reports the mean age of first use of alcohol defined as more than a sip for 

middle and high school students. The mean age was 11.6 years of age for Miami-Dade 

middle school students, 13.3 years for high school students, and 12.8 years for Miami-

Dade middle and high school students combined.  For Miami-Dade female students the 

mean age of first use was 13.0 years; for males it was 12.6 years. These figures are 

comparable to the mean ages of first alcohol use among students statewide which were 

11.4 years for middle school students, 13.3 years for Florida high school students and 

12.7 years for middle and high school combined.  For students statewide the mean age of 

first use was 12.9 years for females and 12.6 years for males. 
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2.  Being drunk and/or “high” at school 

 

The percent of Miami-Dade County students who report current use of alcohol and who 

also reported having been drunk and/or “high” at school was 31 percent for middle school 

students, 39 percent for high school students, and 37 percent for both cohorts combined. 

The rate having been drunk and/or “high” at school for Miami-Dade female current 

alcohol users was 35 percent, and the rate for males was 39 percent. The percent of all 

Miami-Dade students reporting having being drunk and/or “high” at school was 6.6 

percent for middle school students, 15.9 percent for high school students and 12.1 percent 

for both cohorts combined.  It was 12.5 percent for females and 11.5 percent for males. 

 

3. Use of other illicit drugs 

 

Among Miami-Dade students who were current users of alcohol, 39 percent of those in 

middle school and 38 percent of those in high school also reported using other illicit 

drugs in the past 30 days.    The rate for females was 32 percent, and for males it was 45 

percent or 38 percent for both genders and grade cohorts combined. Illicit drug use 

among all students was reported by 8.1 percent of middle school students, 15.3 percent of 

high school students, 13.3 percent of males, 11.3 percent of females, and 12.3 percent for 

both gender and grade cohorts combined. 
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Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
 

The National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) is conducted annually by the 

Office of Applied Studies in the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA) of the US Department of Health and Human Services. 

Findings on local communities including Miami-Dade County, Florida are complied by 

combining three years of the NSDUH data to provide an adequate sample to make 

estimates for local populations.  Estimates of the number of current and binge alcohol 

users aged 12 to 20 years are from the 2002-2004 NSDUH and include those beyond 

middle and high school students. 

 

 

1.  Drinking to get drunk or engaging in binge drinking 

 

Binge drinking is defined as having had 5 or more drinks of alcohol in a row (i.e., within 

a couple of hours) on one or more of the 30 days preceding taking the survey.   Among 

Miami-Dade residents age 12 to 20 years of age who are current users of alcohol, 57 

percent reported binge drinking in the last 30 days.  Among all Miami-Dade residents 

aged 12 to 20 years, 22 percent (or 70,600 persons) reported current alcohol use in the 

past month and 13 percent (or 40,162 persons) reported binge drinking. 
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2. Current alcohol use and delinquent behaviors among national youth 12 to 17 

 

The NSDUH is able to correlate substance use to health related conditions and various 

behaviors.  The following information is from a special study of the 2003 NSDUH 

tracking 6 delinquent behaviors by levels of past 30 day alcohol use nationally among 

youth aged 12 to 17 years.      

Percent of Youths Aged 12-17 Engaged in Delinquent Behaviors in the Past Year 

By Levels of Alcohol Use 

 Took part in Serious Fighting at School or Work in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year  20 %  

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use  28 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use 41 % 

 Took Part in Group-Against-Group Fight in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year  14 % 

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use  21 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use 38 % 

 

 Attacked someone with intent to seriously hurt them in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year   6 % 

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use  11 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use 22 % 

 

 Stole or tried to steal anything worth more than $50 in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year   2 % 

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use   8 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use 23 % 



 11 

 

 Sold Illegal Drugs in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year   1 % 

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use   6 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use 28 % 

 

 Carried a Handgun in the past year 

  No Alcohol Use in Past Year    2 %  

  Any Past Month Alcohol Use   5 % 

  Past Month Heavy Alcohol Use        12 % 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: DAWN Live! 
 

The Drug Abuse Warning Network (DAWN) tracks alcohol and drug-related hospital 

emergency department (ED) reports in key metropolitan areas of the United States 

including Miami-Dade County, Florida. DAWN is a program of the Office of Applied 

Studies in the SAMHSA of the US Department of Health and Human Services.  DAWN 

Live! is a database that allows real time monitoring of DAWN ED reports as soon as they 

are entered into the system, usually within 4-6 weeks.   The data below are from the 

Miami-Dade County DAWN Live! restricted-access online query system covering thfor 

2006 and represents only a sample of local hospitals. The following information is 

required to present these data. During this period, 9 Miami-Dade hospital EDs reported 

data each month. Exhibits in this paper reflect cases that were received by DAWN as of 

April 21 2007. Based on the DAWN Live! reviews, cases may be corrected or deleted. 

Therefore, the data presented in this paper are subject to change. Data derived from DAWN 

Live! represent alcohol and drug-related reports in ED visits.  The DAWN Live! data are 

unweighted and, thus, are not estimates for the reporting area. DAWN Live! data cannot be 

compared to DAWN data from 2002 and before, nor can preliminary data be used for 

comparison with future data. Only weighted DAWN data released by SAMHSA can be 

used for trend analysis. A full description of the DAWN system can be found on the 

DAWN Web site <http://dawninfo.samhsa.gov>. 

  

1.  Risk of medical emergencies related to alcohol use by children and youth 

 

DAWN Live! provides a review of 297 Miami-Dade County alcohol-related ED reports 

among patients below the age of 21 years from 2006.  These cases represent only a 

sample of the total underage alcohol-ED reports. 

 

2. Use of other illicit drugs 

 

Among the 297 alcohol-related ED reports, 49 percent involved at least one additional 

illicit drug.  
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3. Demographics of alcohol-only underage ED patients 

 

Among the 152 alcohol-only underage ED patients, 32 percent were below the age of 18 

years and 68 percent were 18 to 20 years of age.  Hispanics accounted for 45 percent of 

the alcohol-only underage ED patients, White, non-Hispanics represented 43 percent of 

the patients and Black, non-Hispanics accounted for 11 percent.  Males accounted for 59 

percent of the alcohol-only underage ED patients and 41 percent were females. 

 

2006 2006 

Alcohol Emergency Department ReportsAlcohol Emergency Department Reports
MiamiMiami--Dade Sample Below Age 21 YearsDade Sample Below Age 21 Years

ÅÅ297 reports from sample of 9 hospitals297 reports from sample of 9 hospitals

ÅÅ32 % age 17 yrs or younger32 % age 17 yrs or younger

ÅÅ68 % age 1868 % age 18--20 years20 years

ÅÅMales 59 %  and Females 41 % Males 59 %  and Females 41 % 

ÅÅHispanic 45 %, White 43 %, Black 11 %Hispanic 45 %, White 43 %, Black 11 %

ÅÅ49 % Involve at least one other drug49 % Involve at least one other drug

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Miami-Dade County Medical Examinerôs Department 

 

The chart on the next page provides a summary about the 18 alcohol-related deaths 

among Miami-Dade County underage drinkers during 2005.  One of the decedents was a 

9 year-old male who died of multiple blunt force trauma. There was one 15 year old and 

one 16 year old decedent; four were 18 years of age, six were age 19, and 5 were age 20.  

White, non-Hispanics accounted for 14 (or 78 percent) of the underage alcohol deaths; 3 

were Black, non-Hispanic, and 1 was Hispanic.  There were 15 male and 3 female 

decedents.  Six of the seven homicide alcohol-related deaths were from gun shot wounds.  

Two of the deaths were from drowning.   
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Manner of Death Cause of Death Age Sex Race/Ethn Ethanol 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Trauma 9 M W Present 

Homicide 
Blunt Force 
Trauma 15 M W Present 

Homicide 
Gun Shot Wound 
Head 16 M W Present 

Homicide 
Multiple Gun 
Shot Wounds 18 M B Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Injury 18 M W Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Injury 18 M W Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Chop 
Wounds 18 F W Present 

Accidental 
Blunt Injury to 
Head 19 M W Present 

Homicide 
Gun Shot Wound 
Abdomen 19 M W Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Injury 19 M W Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Trauma 19 M H Present 

Accidental DROWNING 19 M W Present 

Homicide Gun Shot Wound 19 M W Present 

Homicide 
Multiple Gun 
Shot Wounds 20 F B Present 

Accidental DROWNING 20 F W Present 

Accidental 
Blunt Force 
Trauma 20 M W Present 

Accidental 
Multiple Blunt 
Force Injury 20 M W Present 

Homicide Gun Shot Wound 20 M B Present 
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Neurology 

 

Source: National Institute on Drug Abuse 

 

The National Institute on Drug Abuse reports that the earlier a person begins to use 

alcohol or other drugs the more likely they are to progress to more serious abuse and 

addiction.  This reflects the harmful effects drugs have on the developing brain. 

Addiction may also result from early biological and social risk factors including genetic 

susceptibility, mental illness, unstable family relationships, and exposure to physical or 

sexual abuse.  The human brain undergoes dramatic changes during adolescents. One of 

the areas still maturing from ages 5 to 20 years is the prefrontal cortex, the part of the 

brain that enables us to assess situations, make sound decisions, and keep emotions and 

desires under control. That development is illustrated in the pictures below in which the 

color blue represents maturing of brain areas.  Introducing alcohol or other drugs while 

the brain is still developing may have profound and long-lasting consequences. 

 

 
 

 

 


