
ABC Laws Study Guide 

1. Know Definitions and Limits for Different Alcohol Types to Correctly Charge Offenders

As a law enforcement officer, it’s essential to know the legal definitions of alcoholic beverages to
determine if a violation has occurred. Here's why each type matters:

● Alcoholic Beverage (G.S. 18B-101): Refers to any drink containing 0.5% or more 
alcohol. This broad category includes everything from beer to liquor.

○ Why it matters: You need to know if the substance in question falls under legal 
restrictions or definitions to charge appropriately.

● Malt Beverage: Includes drinks like beer and ale, which have alcohol content between 
0.5% and 15%.

○ Important for: Charging offenses related to over-the-limit purchases or 
possession (e.g., individuals possessing more than allowed amounts).

● Unfortified Wine vs. Fortified Wine: Unfortified wine contains 16% alcohol or less, 
while fortified wine ranges between 16% and 24%.

○ Why it matters: Different restrictions apply to these products in terms of where 
and how much can be sold or consumed.

● Spirituous Liquor: Includes strong distilled alcohol like whiskey, rum, and gin. This 
category is heavily regulated due to its high alcohol content.

○ Important for: Identifying when someone has illegally possessed or transported 
liquor, especially across state lines.

● Mixed Beverage: A drink made with spirituous liquor, often sold in bars or restaurants.
○ Important for: Enforcing sales and consumption laws on premises licensed to 

serve mixed drinks.

Understanding these definitions helps you accurately identify violations, ensuring the correct 
charge is applied. For instance, the illegal possession of nontaxpaid alcoholic beverages carries
its own set of penalties, different from regular alcohol possession.

2. Understand When and Where Alcohol Consumption is Legal (Private vs. Public 
Spaces, Premises)

Knowing the legal parameters around alcohol consumption is crucial in determining when a law 
is broken:

● Public vs. Private Premises:
○ Private premises (e.g., homes, hotel rooms): Individuals over 21 can generally 

possess and consume alcohol without restriction, but only within legal limits for 
fortified wine and spirituous liquor.

○ Public premises (e.g., streets, parks): Alcohol consumption is more regulated 
here. Most public spaces require specific permits or licenses to allow alcohol 
consumption. Local ordinances can further restrict public drinking, especially in 
areas like public streets or parks.



○ Why it matters: As an officer, you will frequently encounter cases where 
individuals might be consuming alcohol in parks, parking lots, or public streets, 
which can be illegal without proper permits.

● Licensed Premises (e.g., bars, restaurants):
○ Hours of Sale and Consumption: Licensed establishments can sell alcohol 

from 7:00 AM to 2:00 AM, but consumption must stop by 2:30 AM. On Sundays, 
no sales can happen before noon unless local ordinances specify otherwise.

○ Off-premises Consumption: If an establishment only has an off-premises 
permit (e.g., a grocery store), it is illegal to consume alcohol on-site.

○ Why it matters: Officers need to ensure businesses adhere to the specific types 
of licenses they hold, particularly when investigating bars or convenience stores 
where violations are common.

Understanding these distinctions helps enforce where and when alcohol consumption is legal, 
reducing public disturbances and ensuring compliance with the law.

3. Familiarize with Open Container and Underage Drinking Laws

These laws are some of the most frequently encountered by law enforcement, making them vital
for effective policing:

● Open Container Laws:
○ In Motor Vehicles: It’s illegal for drivers to transport opened alcoholic beverages

(e.g., a half-full bottle of wine) in the passenger area of a vehicle. This includes 
the glove compartment or any area accessible to the driver.

○ Exceptions: Certain vehicles like taxis, limousines, or motor homes are exempt 
if passengers are drinking in designated areas like the living quarters.

○ Why it matters: You will often encounter situations where individuals have open 
alcohol in their vehicles, especially after social events. Understanding what 
qualifies as an "open container" helps determine if a violation occurred.

● Underage Drinking Laws (G.S. 18B-302):
○ Purchase and Possession: It’s illegal for anyone under 21 to purchase, attempt 

to purchase, possess, or consume alcoholic beverages.
○ Consequences for Underage Persons: Violations involving individuals aged 19

or 20 (who possess malt beverages or unfortified wine) may result in Class 3 
misdemeanor charges.

○ Aiding and Abetting: Adults who help underage individuals buy or possess 
alcohol are guilty of a Class 1 misdemeanor, while underage people aiding other 
underage persons face a Class 2 misdemeanor.

○ Why it matters: These laws are common issues for officers patrolling areas like 
colleges, parties, or events where minors may attempt to drink. Quick 
identification of fraudulent IDs or observing underage possession can prevent 
further violations.

Key Takeaways:



● Know the definitions of different alcoholic beverages so you can accurately identify 
violations and apply the correct charges.

● Understand consumption laws for both private and public premises to determine if 
someone is drinking in a restricted or illegal area.


