Wasted teens: What parents need to know 
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Interlock device draws MADD criticism 
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Alcohol poisoning  

Brenda Nguyen was a 13-year-old Phoenix girl who had dreams like many girls her age. She wanted to be a model, or maybe a doctor. She was described as a good student, someone who may have tried alcohol like others her age, but didn't have a lot of experience with alcohol.  

But in February 2007, Brenda and a girlfriend left their homes for several days and ended up drinking with some young adults in an apartment. Police say an 18-year-old man kept pouring liquor for Brenda. It's estimated she drank a fifth of vodka in less than an hour.  

Soon she was unconscious. The adults did CPR and revived her, but never called 9-1-1, allegedly because they were afraid they would get in trouble for giving alcohol to underage girls. Instead, they fell asleep. When they woke up hours later, Brenda was dead.  

The medical examiner says she died of alcohol poisoning. Her blood alcohol level was .43. The legal limit for drivers is .08. Brenda, who weighed less than 100 pounds, had overloaded her body with alcohol.  

The adults who were with Brenda when she died all did plea bargains on charges ranging up to manslaughter. Their sentences ranged from 1.6 years to seven years.  

Brenda's mother, Thuy Nguyen, who emigrated from Vietnam, still has a hard time believing alcohol killed her oldest daughter. Thuy says she had never heard of alcohol poisoning. Neither have many other parents. But it's a very real risk for teenagers or college students who consume alcohol at parties or bars.  

A coalition of agencies, including the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism gives a detailed explanation of alcohol poisoning. The Mayo Clinic also has helpful information for parents and teens.  

Party season for teens, worries for parents  

In this season of prom and graduation parties, parents are looking for ways to protect their kids from the risks of alcohol abuse. Fortunately, they have options.  

Some parents think they're doing the right thing by making it possible for their teens to drink without driving, perhaps hosting a party in their home or facilitating one at another location. But safety advocates point out, there are legal penalties for hosting a party for underage drinkers or supplying their alcohol.  

The public education effort called "Draw the Line" is aimed at curbing teen alcohol abuse. It involves the Arizona Department of Liquor License and Control, and several other state and grassroots organizations. Their website includes advice for parents during graduation season. It also has fact sheets on legal penalties for serving alcohol to young people and new research on how alcohol physically damages a young brain, in different ways than it affects an adult.  

Ignition interlock devices - not just for DUI offenders  

With some of the toughest DUI laws in the country in Arizona, a growing number of parents of teenaged drivers in the Valley have decided to take a drastic step in the name of safety. According to Smart Start Arizona, a company that installs and monitors ignition interlock devices, more parents are voluntarily installing the devices on their teens' vehicles.  

An ignition interlock device measures a person's breath alcohol before allowing the vehicle to start. If the breath alcohol is above .05, the vehicle will not start, and a record of the failed test is stored in the unit's memory. Interlocks are mandatory for anyone convicted of a DUI in the state of Arizona. Smart Start manager, Frank Bobadilla says dozens of parents have had the device installed in their teens' cars in the last few months. "I guess a lot of them are remembering what they were doing when they were young," says Bobadilla. "And the way that the laws are now in the state of Arizona, they're not willing to take that chance."  
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Drivers blow into a handheld unit for six seconds before they are given a "pass" or "fail" message. That data is stored in a black box and downloaded once a month. The monthly reports are then emailed or faxed to the parent. A driver is given a number of points for failed tests before the device is either reset, or locks the car from being driven.  

Ericka Espino of Mother's Against Drunk Driving says M-A-D-D has a zero tolerance policy regarding teens and alcohol, and says interlocks are not the answer. "It sends, sometimes, the wrong message," says Espino, "that, to a teenager, drinking may be okay... but just drinking and driving is not okay." Espino says that M-A-D-D supports interlock devices, but only for those who have been convicted of a DUI, and says awareness is a better way to handle teen drinking. "We would like to see more education begin at home about the dangers of alcohol... about the dangers of drinking and driving."  

The people at Smart Start say parents are asking them to install interlocks for the extra peace of mind. "At least you know that if something does happen, or somebody else decides to take that vehicle," adds Bobadilla, "that it's not going to get started if somebody's been drinking in that vehicle."  Click here for more information on interlock devices and Smart Start Arizona  

Click here for the MADD website, and advice on teaching kids about the dangers of alcohol 
