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Introduction

> An alcohol interlock is a 
breath-testing device 
attached to a car’s 
starter. 

> It prevents the car from 
being started when a pre-
set level of alcohol is 
detected in the breath 
sample presumably 
provided by the driver of 
the vehicle.

> Can be used with 
offenders and commercial 
drivers.
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Technology
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How does it work?
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Goals of the device for offender 
programs

> Goal is to protect the public by 
incapacitating drunk drivers.  

> NOT designed to change drinking behavior. 

> May be partnered with treatment 
component to encourage behavior change. 

> Devices can protect the public and support 
rehabilitation if used correctly. 

> Devices provide a unique opportunity.
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Goals of the device for commercial 
programs

> Goal is to enhance quality of services 
through use of a proactive safety measure 
that prevents drivers from drinking, for 
example:

» Safety of taxi passengers;
» Safety of public (transport of dangerous goods);

» Safety of children (school buses).

> By adopting this proactive strategy 
companies can demonstrate their 
commitment to safety and instill confidence 
in their clients and public.
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Effectiveness
> Many strong evaluations of devices. 

> Interlocks reduce recidivism between 35-90%; 
average reduction of 64% (Willis et al. 2005, 
CDC).

> Interlocks reduce recidivism among both first-
time and repeat drunk drivers.

> While the device is installed in the vehicle, 
interlock users have lower total recidivism rates 
than non-users.

> In commercial settings, EU pilot project found 
great deal of support among drivers.
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Anti-circumvention

> Sealed wiring

» Special tape or clips around all wiring and circuits 
to protect them; provide evidence of tampering.

> Breath verification sensors

» Used to detect ‘non-human’, stored, or filtered 
breath samples.

» Layers of testing for temperature, pressure, 
duration, moisture, and alcohol content of sample.

> Multiple systems available to limit opportunities 
for non-drivers to provide a breath sample.

» Camera, breath pulse, hum-tone, etc.
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Tampering and circumvention

> Data recorders

» Each interlock device contains a data recording 
device to record every vehicle event (e.g., start 
tests, re-tests, attempts to circumvent, etc.).

» Backups of the data protect against loss even if 
there are power disruptions or tampering 
attempts.

» Data collection enables authorities to monitor 
and respond to offender drinking and driving 
behavior.
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Running retest

> The running retest feature ensures that a 
driver remains sober while driving.

> It requires random and repeated breath 
samples while the vehicle is in use.

> A breath sample above the pre-set limit will 
result in a warning for the driver to pull over 
and stop driving.

> The interlock will not shut off a running 
engine.



12

Running retest

> If a driver fails to provide a retest or 
provides a breath sample above the pre-set 
limit, an auditory or visual warning will 
occur prior to an alarm being activated.

> The alarm will persist until the vehicle is 
turned off. 

> The driver will also have to report to a 
service centre within a specified time frame.

> Failure to report to the service centre will 
result in a permanent lock-out of the 
vehicle.
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Anti-circumvention for 
commercial applications

> Commercial applications are less stringent; 
fewer or no anti-circumvention features are 
used.

> Reason: there is no underlying assumption 
that the driver has an alcohol-abuse 
problem and will try to drive after drinking.

> Non-intrusive systems are still used (e.g., 
moisture sensor), but intrusive systems are 
not (e.g., running retest).
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Delivery strategies: court-based

> The law allows or requires the court to 
issue and enforce an order to install an 
alcohol interlock either as a condition of 
pre-trial release or post-conviction as a 
condition of sentencing or probation.

> Programs tend to be                        
mandatory for repeat,                                
high-BAC offenders.

> Discretionary for first                      
offenders. 
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Court-based

> Advantages

» The court has the legal authority to ensure 
compliance with an installation order and 
apply meaningful sanctions for non-
compliance.

» Etc.

> Disadvantages

» Reliance on justice practitioners to order 
the alcohol interlock.

» Etc.
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License-based
delivery 
> Interlocks are ordered by                            
DMV or state licensing                         
agency as a condition of licensing for 
suspended drivers or as a condition of 
license reinstatement.

> These programs often have both 
mandatory and voluntary elements 
depending on the history of the offender. 

> The offender may/not be required to 
complete the interlock period to re-
license.
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License-based 

> Advantages

» These applications are often more uniformly 
applied throughout the state to all eligible 
impaired drivers.

» Etc.

> Disadvantages

» The inability of the DMV to ‘force’ or ensure 
that offenders actually participate in the 
alcohol interlock program or to impose 
meaningful sanctions.

» Etc.
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Thinking outside the box 
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Delivery strategies 

> Hybrid delivery

» This approach involves both courts and 
licensing agencies. 

> Advantages

» Approach reflects level of risk the offender 
poses along a continuum.

» Overcome low usage by courts and contribute 
to greater uniformity.

> Disadvantages

» Requires strong communication and 
information-sharing strategies.
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Multidisciplinary approach 

> No two interlock programs around the 
world are alike.

> Indicative of the multidisciplinary approach 
and the many agencies and stakeholders 
from different disciplines involved in 
delivery of interlock programs.

> Opportunity for synergy, notably between 
criminal justice, licensing, treatment, 
research.

> Also challenges, especially communication.

» information-sharing strategies are crucial.
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Conclusions 
> An alcohol interlock requires a driver to 
perform a breath test to start a vehicle, and 
provide repeated breath samples while the 
vehicle is in use. 

> Advances in alcohol interlock technology have 
overcome many of the limitations associated 
with earlier devices.

> Devices possess a variety of features to 
prevent tampering and circumvention. 

> A data recording device records all relevant 
vehicle activity.

> Technology is robust and sophisticated!
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Conclusions
> Technology alone is not sufficient to 
guarantee success!

> Use of technology needs to be embedded in a 
strong program that requires a 
multidisciplinary approach.

> This creates opportunities but can also lead to 
challenges.

> Strong partnerships and communication 
strategies are needed for success.
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Not my job



24



25



26



27



28

Staying informedStaying informed
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