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Abstract

A constant debate in the City of Iowa City is whether or not those under the age of 21 should be
allowed into bars past the time of 10 p.m. Over the past few years, the 21 Ordinance has been instated
and challenged a three times, each with great fervor over the outcome. Supporters and detractors propose
different reasons as to why the ordinance should be upheld or repealed. In this report, we will present some
of these arguments proposed, as well as present empirical evidence as to the effects of the 21 Ordinance.
This report also contains in-depth statistical analysis of the suspected effects of the 21 Ordinance.

I. Background

In November 2007, the public voted on the
issue of the Iowa City 21 Ordinance for the
first time. By a margin of 58 to 42 percent,

backed by strong student turnout, the ordi-
nance was rejected.1

On June 1 of 2010, the City Council of Iowa
City adopted the 21 Ordinance. There was no
public vote on this ordinance. This decision
was made under the pretext that the number
of charges for Possession of Alcohol Under the
Legal Age (PAULA) was very high.2 This 21
Ordinance barred those under the age of 21
from being on the premises of bars or entering
bars after 10 pm. Establishments that serve
alcohol but can prove that 50 percent or more
of their gross sales come from goods and ser-
vice other alcohol are exempt from this rule.3

Also, venues that have 150 live music or enter-
tainment acts per year are exempt from this
ordinance.4

November 2010 Challenge

In 2010, two petitioners, who obtained 2,500
signatures in order to necessitate a vote by the
public, challenged the 21 Ordinance. When the
public voted upon this issue in November 2010,
28,847 people voted, breaking the prior record
of votes cast on a city ordinance of 15,728.5

The vote spread was 52 percent to 48 percent
in favor of implementation.6 This was a simple
majority vote and the ordinance was retained.

November 2013 Challenge

In June 2013, members of the opposition to
the 21 Ordinance filed another petition calling
for a vote on the 21 Ordinance. A minimum
of 2,500 registered-voters’ signatures is the re-
quired first step before being verified through
Johnson County Auditor. The owner of The
Union Bar and manager of Martinis led this
petition effort. The petitioners believe a greater
police presence and smarter underage drink-
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3Ibid
4Petrus, Jillian. “Pressure On For Iowa City To Fix ‘Loopholes’ in 21-Only Ordinance.” kcrg.com. KCRG, 07 Nov 2011.
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ing population - coupled with a diversified
landscape - has led to a continued interest in
downtown bars. In speaking with other bar
owners, the petitioners said they have noticed
a significant drop in PAULAs, around 50 per-
cent, but a rise in smaller, apartment-related
parties.7 The Iowa City city council approved
the petition. The public will vote on this ordi-
nance on November 5, 2013.8

II. Anticipated Effects of the

21 Ordinance

The possible effects of the Iowa City 21 Or-
dinance include, but are not limited to, the
following:

• An increase in the number of disorderly
house charges

• A decrease in the number of PAULAs
• An increased in police force expenditures
• A decrease in the percentage of underage

public intoxication charges
• An increase in the percentage of under-

age OWI charges

Increase in Disorderly House Charges

Due to the rules of the 21 Ordinance, at 10 p.m.,
those under 21 in a bar must leave the premises.
House parties have become a popular venue
for those who wish to avoid downtown busi-
nesses and the 21 Ordinance. House parties
are hosted in residences, which are subject to
potential criminal charges such as Disorderly
House. When these parties attract many peo-
ple, underage or not, the noise attracts enforce-
ment and can result in criminal charges.

The 21 Ordinance has made people sub-
stitute from drinking downtown to drinking
at house parties. Between January 2009 and
December 2011, there was an 81 percent de-
crease in alcohol related arrests on the Pedes-
trian Mall. During this time, there was also a

13 percent increase in alcohol related arrests in
the residential areas surrounding campus.9

Cost of Police Force to Patrol Larger Areas

As the incidences of house parties have in-
creased, drinking is no longer concentrated
into a small area of the city. The Iowa City
Police now patrols larger areas, including resi-
dential neighborhoods. Kelly Bender, the Part-
nership for Alcohol Safety’s harm-reduction-
initiatives coordinator, recently sent an email to
the University of Iowa students that informed
them of “proactive party patrols throughout
the fall months to look for apartment and
house parties that are disruptive to neighbors
or that have signs that things might be getting
out of control.” On Thursday, Friday, and Sat-
urday nights, additional officers are assigned
to patrol any areas surrounding university im-
pact areas.10 When the 21 Ordinance was put
into effect, the Iowa City Police Department re-
ceived a grant from the state to fund additional
Iowa City police officers to work overtime in
the surrounding neighborhoods of the down-
town area.11 The grant has since depleted its
funds.

Fewer PAULA Charges

One of the main reasons this ordinance was
adopted in the first place was to attempt
to decrease the number of PAULA charges.
Proponents hypothesized that the 21 Ordi-
nance would lower the number of PAULAs
per month. While it is true that the number of
PAULAs over time has decreased, it seems that
this is merely a continuation of a long-term
trend with seasonal variations.

Fewer Public Intoxication Charges to Minors

Because many underage individuals do not
stay in the Pedestrian Mall area in downtown

7“Iowa City’s 21-ordinance faces renewed opposition” The Daily Iowan. The Daily Iowan, 02 May 2013. Web. 6 Oct 2013
8“City Council Sending 21-Ordinance Back to Voters in November.” Iowa City Patch. Iowa City Patch, 07 Aug 2013. Web.
29 Sep 2013.

9“Change in Alcohol-Related Arrests.” 2012. The Daily Iowan, Iowa City . Web. 19 Sep 2013.
10Sgt. Lalla of the Iowa City Police Department. Personal Communication. October 3, 2013.
11Ibid
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past 10 pm. Proponents of the 21 Ordinance
hypothesize that there will a lower percentage
of those under the age of 21 being cited for
public intoxication.

III. Data Analysis

In this section, we plot monthly time-series
data from the Iowa City Police Department for
multiple criminal charges: Disorderly House,
PAULA, the percentage of Public Intoxication
charges given to those under the legal age, and
the percentage of Operating While Intoxicated
(OWI) charges given to those under the legal
age.12 We searched for shifts in the number
of violations after the adoption of the 21 Ordi-
nance. In each of these graphs we used linear
fits and Lowess non-linear fits for all the data
available. There is also a large degree of sea-
sonal variation evident in these figures.

Regression Analysis

We used a statistical technique known as
AutoRegressive Integrated Moving-Average
(ARIMA) to estimate the effect of the 21 Or-
dinance while controlling for the over-time
trends seen in the figures below. We modeled
monthly data from January 2004 to September
2013.

Effect of the 21 Ordinance

b s.e.

Disorderly House Charges 10.21* 3.10
PAULAs 1.65 23.65
Public Intox Charges (%<21) 1.66 3.08
OWI Charges (%<21) -6.84* 2.59
*p<.05
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12All data from this section comes from the City of Iowa City Police Department’s Frequently Requested Arrest Statistics.
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The analysis shows a statistically significant
increase in the number of disorderly house
charges since the 21 Ordinance was adopted.
Disorderly house charges have increased by
around 10 per month since adoption. The
21 Ordinance is not associated the number
of PAULAs received at a statistically signifi-
cant level. While it is true that the number of
PAULAs has decreased since the 21 Ordinance,
this appears to be the product of short and
long-term trends.

The 21 Ordinance is unrelated to the per-
centage of those people cited for public intox-
ication who are underage. However, the per-
centage of those people who were underage
cited for OWI was affected by the 21 Ordi-
nance. Since adoption, the number of minor
OWI charges has decreased by slightly under
7.

IV. Discussion

In sum, we used public records from the Iowa
City Police Department to analyze monthly

shifts in a variety of charges thought to be
affected by the 21 Ordinance. We found a sig-
nificant effect on disorderly house charges and
the percentage of people under 21 who were
cited for OWI. This supports those who assert
that students are substituting their drinking
behaviors from bars to house parties. OWI
incidents by minors declined in Iowa City. It
would make sense that if parties are closer to
most students’ residences, they would be more
likely to walk to these parties and less likely to
drive, and drive drunk. So, in these senses, it
makes sense that the data show these intuitive
effects.

Overall, we have concluded that the 21 Or-
dinance does not affect drinking behaviors and
criminal charges in the way that most stud-
ies presented by other organizations have pre-
sented. Previous reports have examined sum-
mary statistics by year and drawn inferences
about the effect of the 21 Ordinance. This ap-
proach does not account for seasonal varia-
tions and continuations of long-term trends,
and therefore is not an accurate portrayal of
the data available.
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