The Lowell Sun

Thursday, May 11, 2006
Sticking it to those who buy booze for your kids

By ALEXANDRA MAYER-HOHDAHL, Sun Staff
Lowell Sun
More often than not, behind every teenager who drinks alcohol, there's an adult who buys it for them. 

And that's one aspect of the ongoing underage-drinking battle that doesn't create as much buzz as it should, experts say. 

That's about to change. More than 25 teens from Billerica, Tewksbury and Westford will be swarming into a half-dozen liquor stores next week to slap stickers that discourage the distribution of alcohol to minors onto multi-packs of alcoholic beverages, particularly beer and wine coolers. 

The Sticker Shock campaign will take place in 18 communities around the state over 10 days as prom and graduation season approaches. 

"Efforts in the past have typically focused on the youths and their behaviors," said Tami Gouveia-Vigeant, a community health specialist with the Northeast Center for Healthy Communities who is coordinating the campaign for the three towns. 

"This really focuses on adults and the decisions they make that perpetuate ... an illegal and unhealthy activity," she said. 

Two national polls conducted by the American Medical Association last year found that legal-age buyers are the main providers of alcohol to those ages 13 to 18. One-third of the teenagers said it is easy to obtain alcohol from their own parents knowingly, while 40 percent noted that it is easy to obtain alcohol from a friend's parent. 

And that sort of behavior is particularly prevalent during prom and graduation season, Gouveia-Vigeant said. The campaigns might eventually become a tradition to be held twice a year. 

Billerica Police Sgt. Roy Frost welcomes the approach. 

"Adults buying for minors is a significant problem," he said. "The Sticker Shock campaign will at least bring attention to the fact that it is a crime." 

This year's participants from the three towns and several speakers will gather in Tewksbury to kick off the Merrimack Valley campaign at Aubut's Liquor Store on Monday at 2 p.m. 

The Tewksbury teenagers will then conduct their Sticker Shock campaign, which is sponsored by the substance-abuse prevention group Tewksbury C.A.R.E.S., at Aubut's and Smitty's Liquors on the same day. 

Joe Aubut Jr., who runs Aubut's with his father, said it is essential for liquor stores to be on the lookout for suspicious behavior that might be linked to underage drinking. 

"We don't need that money that bad," Aubut said. "The $2 you can make on a sale can bring a lifetime of grief. Almost every year, there's a tragedy (involving underage drinking). I wouldn't want that on my conscience." 

Billerica and Westford teens are expected to have their own efforts under way by the end of the statewide campaign on May 25. Those efforts will be led by the Billerica Substance Abuse Prevention Committee and Westford Against Substance Abuse. These groups are also cooperating with Mothers Against Drunk Driving, which is leading the statewide effort. 

Local police departments will also be involved in the campaign, in many cases accompanying the teens to the participating liquor stores, Gouveia-Vigeant said. Adult chaperones will also be on hand to pick up or move any of the alcohol containers, as a teenager doing so would be considered to be in illegal possession of alcohol. 

But the campaign will go beyond just fighting underage drinking locally, Gouveia-Vigeant said, especially since youngsters today don't limit their activities to town borders. 

"This is a first attempt at getting different communities to work together on substance abuse and substance-abuse prevention," she said. "This is much more of a regional issue than just in our communities." 
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