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How to talk to kids about alcohol
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A lot of parents think their advice doesn’t have much to do with how their kids think about alcohol.

They’re dead wrong, according to Becky Wood of Mothers Against Drunk Driving.

Wood, a program specialist for MADD, advised more than 30 St. Helena parents on how to talk to their kids about alcohol last week during a presentation at the Boys & Girls Club sponsored by the Catalyst Coalition, a local group that targets underage drinking.

Three out of four kids say their parents are the primary influence on their decisions about alcohol, Wood said.

Since DUI crashes are the No. 1 killer of people ages 15-24, using that influence should be a no-brainer for parents, Wood said.

Give them knowledge, support, consequences, and the offer of a ride home whenever someone’s been drinking — leave the questions for the next morning, Wood said.

But don’t let your kids catch you in a lie, whether it’s about your own drinking or the consequences of their drinking, she said. Give kids clear boundaries, but don’t lecture or judge them, she said.

“If you tell them you’re mad, they’ll get defensive,” she said. “If you say you’re disappointed, they’ll be crushed.”

Wood said one popular myth is that kids who drink under their parents’ supervision will have a healthier attitude toward alcohol. Wood cited American and European studies showing that kids who are permitted to drink in their homes are actually more likely to drink more often and in larger amounts outside the home when their parents aren’t present.

Parents are better off teaching their kids that parties don’t have to include alcohol or other drugs, Wood said.

Youth Diversion Officer Heather Baker said underage drinking is “a huge problem” in St. Helena. Police Officer Steve Peterson confirmed that diagnosis, citing the night of Saturday, April 30, when police broke up two parties with underage drinking on Mariposa Lane and College Avenue.

In both cases, police cited the tenants under St. Helena’s social host ordinance, which imposes civil penalties starting at $550 on property owners or tenants who knowingly allow underage drinking to take place on their property.

Peterson’s advice was similar to Wood’s: Educate kids, don’t be judgmental, and lock up alcohol.

Peterson mentioned another case where a 13- or 14-year-old boy showed up drunk at a friend’s house on Hillview Place. While the friend was in the shower, the teen raided a liquor cabinet and consumed wine, tequila and beer.

The teen fell and hit his head on cement in the back yard. He was unresponsive when police arrived, so medical units rushed him to the hospital, where doctors pumped his stomach. His blood alcohol content was 0.5 percent. He spent more than a week in the hospital.

That teen lived, but in 2009 three young men, including two students at the Culinary Institute of America, weren’t as lucky.

All three were killed instantly in a DUI crash when their car slammed into an oak tree on Pratt Avenue at 80 mph.

Peterson said two female CIA students told police that the man in the back seat had had the chance to walk back to the CIA with them.

“But he got a phone call from his friends who were parked around the corner and said they’d give him a ride home,” Peterson said. “As the girls were walking up Main Street, they saw a BMW flying by. By the time they got to Main and Pratt, they saw all the emergency vehicles and they just had a sinking feeling.”

MADD’s handbook for parents is available online at madd.org/underage-drinking/the-power-of-parents. It will be available in Spanish this fall. Wood can be contacted at 916-481-6233 or Becky.Wood@madd.org.
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