[image: image1.png]oo g o




The Problem with Park Parties

	In our last newsletter, we touched on the “keggers” that take place at public parks in our community. These parties can draw up to 300 teenagers who gather around kegs and drink the night away.

According to our recent survey, 96% of parents in our community agree/strongly agree that police should break up teen parties that occur in outdoor locations, such as parks, when youth are drinking alcohol.
But Seattle Police Department (SPD) Officer and Prevention Works in Seattle member, Kipp Strong, says putting a stop to these popular events isn’t as easy as it sounds. 
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The ins and outs of park parties
Officer Strong has been patrolling the parks for these underage drinking events for awhile. He says he’s broken up parties of 5-6 to upwards of 300 teenagers. 

“Middle school, high school and even college students gather together at these parties,” says Strong.

When asked where the popular places are for these gatherings, Strong lists numerous parks in our community.

“Magnuson Park, Golden Gardens, Laurelhurst Playfield, Carkeek Park – if you go to pretty much any park you’ll probably find teens drinking,” Strong says.

He mentions that the weather has a lot to do with the frequency of these parties. The “high season” is right now, spring going into summer, and then the parties die down a bit during the winter when everyone moves indoors to avoid the cold. 

But this time of year he says, on average, it’s likely the SPD will find a party every 2-3 weeks.

Underage drinking isn’t the only danger
Aside from the obvious danger of the negative effects alcohol has on the adolescent brain, these parties pose an array of dangerous behavior and criminal activity.

“What I’ve encountered at these parties really runs the gamut – misdemeanor property damage, dui, car thefts, assaults, sexual assaults, rape – the list is endless,” recalls Strong.

Prevention Works in Seattle community coordinator, Inga Manskopf comments, “It’s inevitable that this kind of crime happens when kids are drinking. People don’t think clearly when under the influence and with hundreds of teens drinking together, there’s bound to be trouble.”
Breaking up is hard to do

Putting a stop to these parties may seem like an easy task, but Strong says the challenge is in pure numbers. 

“You have 300 kids and only 2-3 officers trying to break up the party. We have to balance the safety of our officers with our duty to put a stop to the illegal activity.”

Typically, the SPD, at the very least, tries to get all the alcohol. They make contact with the teens, call parents and write Minor in Possession or Minor in Consumption tickets. That is, for those the 2-3 officers are able to catch. 

But unfortunately, that’s really the extent of what the police department can do. Strong says that juvenile jail won’t take the teens solely for underage drinking – that they can’t even put them in a holding cell. The drinking is only a crime because of their age and the jails are needed for more “serious” offenders. 

And so, the parties continue.

What parents can do to help
Parents in our community clearly want to put a stop to these parties. Some have even suggested starting a Neighborhood Watch program to monitor these parks. Strong appreciates parent involvement but cautions folks about the organization and execution of such a grassroots effort.

“The last thing we want is people confronting kids at the parks. Again, safety is an issue even for our officers. We’ve come across guns and knives at these parties. Eyes and ears out there are great, but then what we want is for parents to call the authorities. Be good witnesses, but don’t interject into the situation.”
Strong says that the best advice he can give parents is to try and prevent your child from attending these parties at all. Talk to your child about drinking and ask them questions about where they’re going and whom they’ll be with. He also suggests discussing family consequences for bad behavior. 

“Change is going to have to come from the families and the kids,” says Strong.

Resources from the Coalition

In response to this problem, the coalition’s Drug Free Homes Parent Pledge was established two years ago to help parents prevent underage drinking parties. It contains information on what parents can do when their teenagers say they are going to a party and how to host an alcohol-free party. 

Another resource for parents is the Guiding Good Choices parenting workshops the coalition provides through Children’s Hospital, University Family YMCA, and Seattle Public Schools. Workshops teach parents how to talk to their children about underage drinking, set consequences and monitor activities. 
For more on strategies to talk to you child about underage drinking, visit http://www.preventionworksinseattle.org/. 
