A serious effort to address the underage drinking problem

By Luisa Jojola Napa Valley Register | Posted: Saturday, February 6, 2010 12:00 am |  

Thank you for printing the Jan. 12 article “Turning up the heat on teen access to booze.”

We are the youth members of the Napa County Friday Night Live at Justin-Siena High School. We’d like to thank the Napa Police Department for partnering with us to help reduce youth access to alcohol and underage drinking by implementing the TRACE protocol.

When teens drink alcohol, they don’t take small sips or have one drink: They binge drink. This means they usually have about five drinks at a time, which is dangerous.

Most parents probably don’t want another adult putting their kids at risk for drinking and driving, alcohol poisoning and sexual assault by selling them alcohol or allowing them to drink at a party. We don’t want adults putting us and our peers at risk either, so that is what we’re trying to prevent.

Over the last year we have learned that there is no single cause for underage drinking. Lots of factors lead to this problem. Yes, teens are the ones making the choice to drink alcohol, but there are lots of things that influence our choices. Alcohol advertisements, community norms around alcohol use and adults allowing us access to alcohol all influence whether or not we choose to drink alcohol.

Letting kids drink at a younger age so they “learn how to drink responsibly” is not the answer to preventing the problems associated with underage drinking. Some people think that the U.S. should lower the drinking age, as is done in Europe, to help prevent underage drinking. What they don’t know is that some European countries with low or no minimum drinking age have even more problems with underage drinking-related death and injury than the U.S. does, and are starting to increase their legal drinking ages.

Reducing youth access to alcohol can help reduce underage drinking. According to the 2008 California Healthy Kids Survey results, it is easy for local teens to access alcohol (78 percent of 11th-graders in Napa Valley Unified School District reported it was easy to get alcohol.) It’s not fair, or effective, to only hold teens accountable for the problem of underage drinking. Adults in the community need to stop making it so easy for kids to get alcohol if we want to make a real difference.

The community needs to come together to support teens in making the choice not to drink. As the U.S. Surgeon General recommends, “It’s time to change how we all think, talk and act when it comes to underage drinking. We need to stop accepting it and start discouraging it.”

You can contact Katie Keating, Napa County Friday Night Live Coordinator, at 253-4724, if you want to learn more about how you can be involved in the local effort to reduce underage drinking in our community.

The U.S. Surgeon General has issued a call to action to parents and communities all over the country to share the responsibility of preventing underage drinking. Get more information at www.surgeongeneral.gov.

On behalf of the Friday Night Live Chapter at Justin-Siena High School, thank you for your time and support.

(Jojola is a member of the Friday Night Live Chapter at Justin-Siena High School.)
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