
Drinking and Driving 
What Is...

How do we defi ne impaired driving?
The terminology used to talk about drunk driving has evolved 
in the traffi c safety fi eld, particularly in the last decade. 
Historically, terms such as alcohol-related driving or crashes, 
impaired driving, drunk driving, and drinking and driving 
were often used interchangeably. However, in the past 
decade, there has been a much clearer distinction drawn 
between these terms which are now understood to mean 
different things1.  

Generally speaking these terms mean the following:

 > Alcohol impaired driving means driving with a blood 
alcohol concentration (BAC) over the per se BAC limit of 
.08 or otherwise meeting the legal impairment threshold 
for a criminal conviction;

 > Alcohol positive drivers means drivers who have 
consumed alcohol but who may not reach the per se 
BAC limit of .08 or a legal threshold for impairment;

 > Drunk driving refers to a criminal offence (either over 
the per se BAC limit of .08 or impaired as defi ned by 
impairment-based statutes); and,

 > Drinking and driving refers to driving after consuming 
any amount of alcohol.

There are two types of impairment laws in Canada (i.e., per 
se laws and behaviour-based laws). Per se laws make it illegal 
for a driver to have a BAC above the limit of .08. If they do, 
they are charged with impaired driving. To be convicted of an 
alcohol offence under behaviour-based statutes (impairment-
based statutes), there must be evidence showing that the 
driver is exhibiting behaviour inconsistent with the safe 
operation of a vehicle, and that the impairment is the result 
of the consumption of alcohol2. 

Behaviours

Where do young drivers do most of their drinking?
Among young drivers aged 16 to 24 who drove when they 
thought they were over the legal limit:
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 > 94.1% reported doing most of their drinking at a 
location where they were likely drinking with others (i.e., 
relative or friend’s home, bar, restaurant, party);

 > 5.8% reported doing most of their drinking at their own 
home prior to driving. 

This means that a majority of young drunk drivers (94%) are 
drinking with friends or family who can take action to protect 
them and others and prevent the problem3.

How many young Canadians drink and drive?
Several studies show that between 10% and 20% of young 
drivers self-report driving within an hour of having two or 
more drinks, meaning that the majority of young Canadians 
choose not to drink and drive4.

According to the 2010 Road Safety Monitor (RSM) released 
by the Traffi c Injury Research Foundation (TIRF), a minority 
(11.9%) of young drivers aged 16-24 reported they had 
driven within two hours of consuming any amount of alcohol 
in the past 30 days (25.1% among adult drivers over age 24). 

An even smaller minority (7.9%) of young drivers admitted 
driving when they thought they were over the legal limit 
in the past 12 months (5.4% among adult drivers over age 
24)5. Of concern, of these drivers, 54.4% reported that the 
last time they drove under such conditions they did so with 
passengers in the vehicle (compared to 37% for adult drivers 
over the age of 24).

How many young drivers are injured or killed in 
crashes while they are impaired?
In Canada in 2009, there were 540 fatally injured drivers who 
had any evidence of alcohol (i.e., the driver had a BAC above 
zero). Of these:

 > 9.1% (49) were between the ages of 16 and 19;
 > 24.1% (130) were between the ages of 20 and 25;
 > 22.1% (119) were between 26 and 35 years of age6.
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In terms of driver involvement in serious injury crashes 
involving alcohol7 in Canada, in 2009:

 > 0.7% of those involved in such crashes were under the 
age of 16;

 > 12.7% (369) were between the ages of 16 and 19;
 > 21.7% (633) were between 20 and 25;
 > 20.3% (590) were between 26 and 358.

Who among young drivers does drink and drive?
Young males are more likely to self-report drinking and 
driving, be arrested for impaired driving, be fatally injured, or, 
fatally injure others while driving drunk compared to females 
or older age groups9. 

In 2009, an Ontario survey among drivers in grades 10 to 12 
showed that males were more likely to report driving within 
one hour of having two or more alcoholic drinks (15%) 
compared to females (8%)10. 

How many young Canadians ride with a drinking 
driver?
Riding with a drinking driver seems to be more common 
among younger Canadians11. 

 > 6.5% of young Canadian drivers indicated that they had 
been a passenger in a motor vehicle driven by someone 
who has been drinking on one occasion in a 30 day 
period; and,

 > 7.4% indicated that they had been a passenger between 
two and ten such occasions in the past 30 days. 

These passengers are putting themselves at risk. Even when 
BACs are low the risk of being in a crash increases and so 
does the severity of the crash and potential injuries12.

How many young Canadians are aff ected by drinking 
and driving?
More than one-third of young Canadians aged 16 to 24 are 
affected by drinking and driving. 

> 20.1% know of a family member or close friend who has 
been the victim of a drinking and driving collision that 
they did not cause;

7 A “surrogate” or “indirect” measure is used to estimate 
alcohol involvement because drivers in serious injury 
crashes are seldom tested for alcohol. A driver is identifi ed 
as being in an alcohol-involved serious injury crash if the 
crash in which someone was seriously injured involved 
a single vehicle, at night (SVN), or if, in the case of a 
non-SVN serious injury crash, the police reported alcohol 
involvement – i.e., they noted that at least one drinking 
driver was involved in the crash.
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 > 16.2% know of a family member or close friend who 
was drinking and driving and caused a collision where 
they were at fault.  

Since Canadians were asked only about family members 
or close friends, these numbers likely underestimate the 
problem13.

How many young Canadians have asked a drinking 
driver not to drive? 
More than half (65.3%) of young Canadian drivers aged 
16-24 have asked a person not to drive because they thought 
that person had drank too much; one-third (34.7%) have 
not. 

Of those young drivers who said that they have not asked 
someone not to drive when they thought that person had 
drank too much, a majority (68.8%) said it was because they 
have never been in such a situation. 

Of those who have been in a situation with someone who 
was driving after drinking and did not ask them not to drive:

> 26.4% of young drivers said they did not ask the person 
because they felt it would be embarrassing or awkward;

> 10.5% did not do this because they were concerned 
about confronting the drinking driver;

> 19.5% didn’t think it was their responsibility to do so;
> 33.8% were aware that someone else had already 

spoken up to the drinking driver; and, 
> 42.8% reported other reasons14.

Attitudes, Concerns and Perceptions

Why is drinking and driving a bigger concern in 
relation to young drivers?
Although young drivers are less likely to drink and drive 
compared to older drivers, research shows that when young 
drivers do drink and drive, they are more likely than adults to 
experience an alcohol-related crash15. Among young drivers, 
the likelihood of being involved in a crash is higher at all BAC 
levels compared to older drivers16.

Are young drivers concerned about impaired driving? 
Yes. A majority (82.1%) of young Canadian drivers aged 16-
24 reported that they think young drivers impaired by alcohol 
is a very or extremely serious problem. This issue was ranked 
the third highest behind concern about drinking drivers 
(84%) and drivers texting (83%)17. 

Do young drivers understand the risks of drinking 
and driving?
Yes. Young drivers age 16 to 24 seem to understand the 
dangers of drinking and driving. A majority (85.9%) of young 
Canadian drivers agreed that they cannot drive safely when 
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they have been drinking alcohol. For comparison, 77.4% of 
adults agreed with this18.

A person who is impaired by alcohol has a greater likelihood 
of being involved in a crash than someone who is sober. The 
higher the level of impairment (as indicated by BAC), the 
more likely that individual is to be involved in a crash. This is 
called relative risk – essentially, as a driver’s BAC increases the 
risk of collision also increases. 

The relative risk of being in a fatal crash increases as BAC 
increases and this risk is the highest for those between the 
ages of 16 and 20 for both males and females. For instance, 
male drivers between the ages of 16 and 20 with a BAC 
above .15 have a crash risk that is more than 40 times higher 
than the crash risk of those aged 35 and older. 

Legislation

Are there Federal impaired driving laws in Canada?
Yes. The Federal Criminal Code of Canada (CCC) contains 
laws that make it illegal to drive anywhere in Canada with a 
BAC of .08 or higher. 

Important CCC sections on impaired driving offences include 
Section 253 and Section 254 and these charges are most 
often laid in impaired driving cases. These sections state 
that it is an offence to have care and control of a motorized 
vehicle or to operate a motorized vehicle while impaired (by 
alcohol, drugs or both), or to have a BAC that is more than 
.08. It is also an offence to refuse to provide a breath sample 
if asked to do so by a peace offi cer, or to cause an impaired 
driving crash involving serious injuries or death. 

Federal offences and penalties that can result from these 
charges can be viewed at: www.changetheconversation.ca/
drinking_and_driving_facts/offender_programs.php#q1.

 Are there provincial/territorial impaired driving laws?
Yes. Provincial and territorial governments are responsible 
for driver licencing and have the authority to create 
administrative offences and to impose administrative 
penalties for drinking and driving through provincial/territorial 
Motor Vehicle Acts. 

Almost all jurisdictions in Canada have chosen to set a 
lower BAC limit that ranges from .04 to .08. This means 
that provinces/territories are able to impose driver’s licence 
suspensions and other administrative penalties on drivers with 
a BAC that is below the criminal limit of .08. 

In addition to the criminal penalties imposed by the Courts, 
administrative penalties can also be imposed by the driver 
licencing agency in each province/territory. Penalties 
often include a roadside driver’s licence suspension, an 
administrative licence suspension, and other penalties that 
escalate with multiple offences. The BAC limits and length of 
suspensions vary from one province/ territory to another. 
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Provincial/territorial BAC limits and penalties can be viewed 
at: www.changetheconversation.ca/drinking_and_driving_
facts/offender_programs.php#q1.

Are there other drinking and driving laws specifi cally 
for young drivers?
Yes. All jurisdictions in Canada have a graduated driver 
licencing (GDL) program. These programs are multi-staged 
and place restrictions on new drivers to minimize their 
exposure to risk. Driving restrictions are gradually lifted until 
graduation to a full licence19. 

As part of their GDL program, all jurisdictions require young 
drivers to have zero BAC while driving during the fi rst two 
years before graduation to a full licence20, regardless of the 
legal drinking age in each jurisdiction (age 18 in Alberta, 
Manitoba and Quebec and 19 in all other jurisdictions21). 

In addition, Ontario, Quebec, Manitoba and New Brunswick 
also have a zero tolerance law for all drivers under 21 where 
young and/or new drivers must maintain a zero BAC level 
while driving22.

Solutions

Do young Canadians use alternatives to driving after 
drinking?
Yes. Young drivers aged 16-24 are more likely to use 
available solutions to avoid driving after drinking than older 
drivers. In the last 30 days when they had a drink containing 
alcohol:

> 42% of young drivers reported taking a taxi (compared 
to 18% of adults);

> 40% of young drivers reported taking public transport 
(compared to 14% of adults):

> 34% of young drivers reported staying over at a friend’s 
(compared to 14% of adults);

> 67% of young drivers reported asking someone else to 
drive (compared to 48% of adults)23.

What else can young drivers do to ensure a safe ride 
home after drinking?
Young drivers should have a game plan before they have their 
fi rst drink. If people plan their rides ahead of time, they are 
less likely to be in a situation where their only ride home is 
unsafe. 

Individuals who agree to be a designated driver should not 
consume any alcohol during the evening. Passengers can also 
learn to look for and recognize the signs that a driver has 
been drinking in order to make sensible choices. Passengers 
can positively change driver behaviour by speaking up, 
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by offering other solutions, and by refusing to ride with a 
drinking driver24. 
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