Submission to the Garda Working Group on Under -Age Alcohol Use.
Background.
Breaking Through is an all-Ireland network established to promote effective interventions with young people at risk.  Although a young organisation, a number of events for practitioners have taken place within each of the seven regions which make up the network, as well as the first annual all-Ireland conference.  (The second such conference will take place at the end of March).  
The issue of under-age alcohol use has been identified as a significant concern amongst practitioners throughout the island of Ireland.  There is anecdotal evidence that children as young as nine years of age are using alcohol on a  regular basis.
Cultural Factors.
Irish culture is very focused on alcohol, with the majority of social events centering on, or involving alcohol.  Challenging this acceptance of alcohol, and identifying alternatives to it, is very difficult.  Breaking Through believes it is inappropriate to advocate a ‘just say no’ approach, as this is unrealistic and impractical.  Rather, educational interventions should promote the responsible use of alcohol.    
There is a need to differentiate between alcohol use and alcohol abuse.  In Mediterranean countries, it is perfectly acceptable for young people to enjoy a glass of wine with their parents.  Attempting to enforce complete abstinence until the age of eighteen, after which there are no limits on alcohol use, is confusing.  Alcohol use does not necessarily indicate a problem.     
It should also be noted that whilst middle class young people are able to socialise in pubs, those from disadvantaged communities are unable to do so, due to both cost and lack of access.  The subsequent high visibility of this group can result in an exaggerated perception of the extent to which this group uses alcohol.
Alternatives. 
Young people need alternatives to the alcohol culture.  This involves the provision of appropriate, accessible premises and facilities, where the young people are involved and have a sense of ownership.  This entails far more than simply providing a building.  This is a particular issue for young people in rural areas, where facilities are scarce, and inadequate transport places significant restrictions on their ability to participate in other activities.    
Targeting.  
Educational interventions need to target young children, whereby alcohol education and decision making skills are built in to both formal and informal programmes from a young age.  
Outreach workers have an important role to play, in identifying and making contact with detached young people, and so linking them in with other services.  For some practitioners, working with young people while they engage in alcohol or drug use creates a dilemma, in that they do not wish to appear to condone the behaviour, yet are anxious to target those most at risk.  Of course, a more fundamental issue relates to the difficulty of engaging in a meaningful way, with individuals who are under the influence of alcohol.              
Support and education of parents is also crucial, particularly in relation to raising awareness regarding the importance of adequate supervision of their children, and in relation to limiting access to alcohol.       
Alcohol Industry.
The alcohol industry has an important role to play in preventing the misuse of alcohol by young people.  Off licenses have a duty to check the age of anyone whose age is uncertain, and all carrier bags should be marked with the name of the off license, so that alcohol sold to under age young people can be easily traced.
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