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Md. panel votes to stiffen penalties for underage drinking parties 
 
By Ovetta Wiggins 
February 24, 2016 
 
Urged on by two grieving fathers, a Maryland Senate committee voted Wednesday to approve 
a bill that would impose stiffer penalties — including jail time — on adults who provide alcohol 
to underage drinkers. 
 
David Murk and Paul Li testified about the bright futures of their sons, Alex Murk and Calvin Li, 
college-bound teenagers who died last June after they got into a car driven by an intoxicated 
classmate after a party in Montgomery County at which minors were drinking alcohol. 
 
“My heart was shattered in pieces,” Li told the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee, 
describing his trip to the morgue to see his son’s body. Murk said parents in his neighborhood 
continue to host parties where teenagers are allowed to drink. “We’re not seeing change in the 
community . . . as we try to make sense of his death,” he said. 
 
The committee, which had planned to hear testimony but not to take a vote on the proposed 
legislation, was visibly moved. Before all of the witnesses had finished, Sen. Robert A. Zirkin (D-
Baltimore County), the committee chairman, took the unusual step of calling for a vote on the 
bill. 
 
It passed unanimously. The audience cheered, and members of the Murk and Li families cried. 
 
Under the legislation that has been dubbed “Alex and Calvin’s Law,” a person who provides 
alcohol to someone younger than 21 would receive a prison sentence of up to one year and/or 
a fine of up to $5,000 for first offense. They would receive two years of incarceration and/or a 
$7,500 fine for a second or subsequent offense. 
 
Maryland law imposes lesser fines and no jail time for providing alcohol to those who are 
underage. Twenty-six other states include the possibility of jail time for adults convicted of 
providing alcohol to people younger than 21. 
 
“The current maximums are wholly inadequate,” said Sen. Brian J. Feldman (D-Montgomery), 
sponsor of the new bill. “It’s about deterrence and having that message go out to the 
community.” 
 
Murk and Li began their quest for tougher penalties after Kenneth Saltzman, whose house was 
the site of the party Alex and Calvin had attended, was issued two criminal citations for 
allowing underage drinking at his home. Saltzman, who was aware of the drinking, was fined 
$2,500 for each citation, the maximum allowed under the law. 
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“It was a slap in our face,” said Murk, wearing the black ribbon on his lapel that he wore to 
court to learn Saltzman’s fate. “It was appalling and shocking to see that Maryland law did not 
have any criminal penalties associated with this type of activity.” 
 
Sen. Jamie B. Raskin (D-Montgomery) said he had “never seen a more powerful presentation,” 
adding that lawmakers have to “act like grown-ups and deal with this serious problem.” 
 
Sen. Justin D. Ready (R-Carroll) agreed. “We do need a cultural shift,” he said. 
 
Montgomery County Capt. Tom Didone said police have cracked down on 30 underage drinking 
parties since the teenagers’ deaths. A third of them, he said, were hosted by adults. 
 
“They don’t worry about it,” Didone said of the parents. “If we can deal with the parents, we 
have a fighting chance of getting control of underage drinking.” 
 
After the hearing in the Senate committee, Murk and Li headed to the House Judiciary 
Committee late Wednesday to tell their story to the delegates. The bill must also be approved 
by that panel to be considered by the full legislature. 
 
The House panel was considering more than a dozen bills related to illegal drinking, including 
“Noah’s Law,” a bill named after a 24-year-old police officer killed last year by a suspected 
drunk driver. That bill would require motorists convicted of driving at or above the legal blood-
alcohol limit of 0.08 percent to breathe into a tube before they can try to start their vehicles. 
 
Under current law, ignition interlocks are placed on the cars of people convicted of driving with 
a blood-alcohol content of 0.15 percent or higher to avoid having their licenses suspended. 
 
Rich Leotta, the father of Noah Leotta, testified before the House panel on Wednesday as well. 
Both hearings drew large numbers of law enforcement officials. 
 
Del. Benjamin F. Kramer (D-Montgomery), the sponsor of Noah’s Law, blamed the liquor lobby 
for the legislation’s failure to move out of the House committee in past years. “This is the only 
bill that we can say for a fact that is going to save lives when passed,” he said. 
 
At a news conference before the hearings, Montgomery County Police Chief J. Thomas Manger 
said too many people have needlessly died “on Maryland highways over the years because of 
our weak drunk-driving laws and weak drunk-driving penalties.” 
 
“Today, public safety is speaking with one voice. Let’s hope that our elected officials are 
listening.” 
 
 
Dan Morse contributed to this report. 
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The legislature's Transportation Committee is considering a bill that would suspend the driver's 

license of any adult convicted of serving alcohol to someone under the age of 21. A number of 

fatal auto accidents involving teens and alcohol in the state have put a spotlight on the 

problem of teens drinking at house parties. Often, those parties are approved by parents. "A 

law would have more of an impact and people would be more reluctant to serve alcohol at 

underage parties when they know they will lose their license," said Rep. David Scribner of 

Brookfield, the top Republican on the Transportation Committee. "This is a unique concept 

that may have more teeth (than current laws)." Under current law, a person can face up to 18 

months in jail or a $1,500 fine for providing alcohol to a minor who isn't their child. However, 

the bill's co-sponsor, Rep. Lawrence Cafero, R-Norwalk, said the penalty is usually less than 

$500. Under this proposal, a first offense would mean a six-month license suspension. After a 

second offense, the offender's license would be suspended for a year. A third offense would 

mean the license is suspended for two years. The bill, if passed, would not affect parents who 

let their own children drink alcohol. It would only affect those who serve it to other people's 

children. "In situations where parents allow their children to host parties at their house and 

provide them with a keg, the biggest stick to stop that would be the loss of their license," 

Cafero said. Teen drinkers get alcohol from adult family members and friends 65 percent of the 

time, according to the Century Council, a nonprofit group opposed to underage drinking. Sen. 

Jonathon Harris, D-West Hartford, is co-sponsor of the bill. "We cannot remain complacent 

when dealing with our children and the hazards of underage drinking," Harris said. "We can 

now clarify the law by holding adults accountable if they, too, contribute to breaking the law. 

Still, Sen. Andrew McDonald, a member of the Transportation Committee, had concerns. "Is 

there a problem with equal protection?" McDonald asked. "This is a penalty for one class of 

https://www.newstimes.com/news/article/Lawmakers-look-to-take-licenses-from-party-hosts-109416.php
https://www.newstimes.com/news/article/Lawmakers-look-to-take-licenses-from-party-hosts-109416.php


Page 2 of 2 
 

people, while another class of people who don't have a driver's license will not be subject to 

the penalty." McDonald added, "Normally the penalty for something is associated with the 

conduct. If someone is serving alcohol to a minor, it has nothing to do with their driver's 

license." Under state law, there is nothing to stop alcohol from being served to minors on 

private property. Several towns in the state - including New Milford, Newtown, Brookfield, 

Redding and Easton - have passed ordinances that make it illegal to serve liquor to minors on 

private property, and give police the right to enter homes if they have evidence it is happening. 

However, under state law, the penalty on the municipal level can be no more than $90. "It 

seems to me it would be easier for the state to close the loophole about private property 

rather than create another law," said Redding First Selectman Natalie Ketchum. Ketchum said 

these laws are tough to enforce on a town-by-town level, but she wouldn't oppose such 

legislation. "Driving is a privilege, not a right. So the state has the right to suspend the license if 

they think it is in the public's best interest." The legislature considered a proposal last year to 

ban underage drinking on private property, but it did not pass because many lawmakers 

worried about privacy interests. Scribner said this bill might be more palatable to legislators 

and will still take a burden off cities and towns. "We shouldn't put this burden on 

municipalities," Scribner said. "That could encourage young people to travel from one town to 

another, and that will put them behind the wheel even more. If we had a statewide law, 

awareness would be greater." Teens testified in support of the bill to the committee. Robert 

Taylor, a student at Xavier High School in Middletown, said, "Underage drinking is a problem in 

our state. This is a simple solution. Without the source, kids can't drink." Sen. John McKinney, a 

Fairfield Republican whose district includes Newtown, said the proposal doesn't go far enough. 

"It doesn't send the message to all the people that need to hear it," McKinney said. "Parents 

are supplying the alcohol, but minors are taking it. It seems to me that a driver's license is the 

most precious thing to a 16- and 17-year-old." Cafero said he would support amendments to 

suspend the license of the teen drivers as well if they tried to obtain alcohol. 


