STUDY OVERVIEW
Local Policies to Restrict High-Alcohol Beverages
In 2008 we conducted a nationwide telephone survey to determine whether low-cost, highalcohol beverages such as malt liquor and fortified wine are perceived as a problem in large
cities, and to examine what has been done at the local level to restrict their sale and use. We
solicited two respondents (one official responsible for alcohol policymaking and one
enforcement officer) from each of the 115 largest cities and metro areas in the U.S. for a 30minute telephone interview. Our findings show that malt liquor and fortified wine are
perceived to be a problem in the majority of large U.S. cities. City officials said the problems are
associated with the consumption of high-alcohol malt liquor and fortified wine.
Problems Associated with Malt Liquor Sales
Public consumption and inebriation

Underage drinking

Loitering, panhandling, harassment of
pedestrians

Driving while intoxicated, auto
accidents

Disorderly conduct

Pedestrian accidents

Broken glass, litter, graffiti

Illegal drug use

Public urination and defecation

Prostitution

Trespassing

Gang violence, shootings

Property damage

Assaults, sexual assaults

Burglaries and petty theft

Homicides

Officials also said that some retailers contribute to the problem by selling malt liquor too
cheaply, selling to intoxicated persons, and selling to minors. They said these retailers often sell
single cigarettes, drug paraphernalia and pornography, creating a bad atmosphere around the
store and creating a base for drug dealers.
We asked city officials whether there was any policy in the city “specifically intended to restrict
the off-premise sale or consumption of high-alcohol malt liquor or fortified wine.” Thirty of the
cities (26%) were found to have policies, later verified by legal research (see Malt Liquor Policies
in U.S. Cities). We chose three of the cities to study in more depth: Washington, D.C., Santa
Ana, California, and Seattle, Washington. Results show that cities have used a variety of
creative approaches to restrict these problematic beverages, often overcoming significant
barriers to do so.
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