Teens and drinking 
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Concerns about teen drinking never are far from the minds of parents, and several unrelated events recently have brought the issue to the fore.

A surprising one is last week’s call by the presidents of various universities to lower the legal drinking age from 21 to 18. Their questionable theory, apparently, is a legal drinking age that leaves most college students on the outside looking in contributes to binge drinking.

Also last week, city of Napa officials held hearings on whether to levy fines on adults in two cases where minors’ use of alcohol prompted a police response.

The third and saddest point of reference is the one-year anniversary of the death of Erin Brookman. Brookman was 13 and soon to turn 14 on Sept. 2, 2007, when she slipped out of sight and under the surface of Lake Berryessa while at a boat party last summer.

After divers located her body, it was determined that she had died from a combination of carbon monoxide and alcohol poisoning. She had consumed more than twice the adult legal limit before she fell into the water.

The terrible incident prompted an investigation. After all, it certainly appears that Brookman’s access to alcohol contributed to her death.

Yet the probe went nowhere. Family members and witnesses declined to speak. The Napa County Sheriff’s and Napa County District Attorney’s offices simply could not gather enough information to reliably determine what happened.

The failed investigation just adds travesty to tragedy. It is one thing that a child has died this way. It is another for her guardians and nearby adults to hide from accountability.

Which brings it all back to teens and alcohol.

The first step for adults is to help young people make smart decisions. Even a little alcohol can impair a person’s judgment. Certainly people who are new to driving or boating should be warned against the perils of operating a potentially lethal machine without all their faculties.

The next is for adults to practice what they preach. Drinking to excess just shows young people that it is OK to drink to excess. It is not.

Finally, of course, the responsibility falls to young people. The reason to wait until you are of legal age may have as much to do with protecting friends and family as it does with protecting yourself or staying out of trouble with the law.

Drinking alcohol is a part of our culture and cultures all over the world. The fact that people drink is not the problem.

The fact that people abuse alcohol by drinking too much or drinking when they shouldn’t leads to sorrows untold.
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