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A recent alcohol compliance check by the Buffalo Police Department proved enlightening as all 17 establishments that serve or provide alcohol in the city passed, and that is a first for Buffalo.

“It’s been a great process to see,” said Community Resource Center preventionist, Bill Hawley. “From nothing happening in 2007, to these different strategies coming together to prevent underage sales is great.”

The first round of compliance checks in 2009 saw a 75 percent failure rate, generating a chorus of disapproval.

The Substance Abuse Prevention Coalition, along with the Buffalo Police Department, worked together to resolve the situation.

“I started offering retailers a very brief version of responsible alcohol service,” said Hawley. “I’ve bartended and served. I have that side of the whole liquor sales dynamic, which I think gave me a little credibility with retailers.”

During Hawley’s one-hour class, he discusses responsible alcohol service and the legal liability of underage alcohol sales.

Municipal Court Judge Mary Hupy started giving retailers who failed compliance checks the option to take Hawley’s one-hour class for a reduced fine.

“When the community works together through various agencies, that’s how positive community change comes about,” said Hawley. “There was some momentum being built, and the next round of checks was better.”

Through a collaboration of local agencies, Training for Intervention Procedures, TIPS, classes were offered. TIPS is a skills-based training program intended for employees of establishments that serve alcohol, on and off premise. During the training, participants are provided with the information they need to recognize and handle potential alcohol-related problems.

“We’ve trained right at three-quarters of the establishments,” said Hawley. “We’ve trained nearly 70 individuals. It’s been very well accepted.”

James Eklund, owner of Century Club, has taken the TIPS class himself and had several of his employees do the same.

“All of my employees are pretty diligent,” said Eklund. “If we don’t know someone, we’ll card them.”

Eklund said the TIPS class has been beneficial for his employees.

Hawley said the success, in large part, is about creating relationships and having conversations with liquor stores, bars and restaurant owners.

“It’s really a two-fold success story,” said Hawley. “One, it shows that our alcohol retailers have a real heightened sense of awareness in the importance of carding consistently and the knowledge to prevent underage sales. The second part is really the bigger hurrah. Through this process, a liquor license alcohol ordinance was established.”

That ordinance holds the owners of the liquor license responsible for failed compliance checks and other alcohol violations. 

According to Buffalo Police Chief Michael Chapman, before the ordinance passed, the employee who sold the alcohol to the minor was cited. Until the ordinance was passed, there were no consequences for the business owner.

“We felt that the owners certainly had a responsibility to offer training to their employees,” said Chapman.

Chapman said the first step to conducting compliance checks is finding a 19 or 20-year-old individual who doesn’t necessarily look a lot older than that.

“This person goes in to where they are selling alcohol and asks to buy. They use their real ID that has their correct date of birth,” said Chapman. “If they sell to them, the individual comes back outside, and the officers go in to issue a citation for selling to a minor.”

The Buffalo Police Department was issued a grant from the Sheriff and Police Association.

“They provide the money to do this,” said Chapman. “They pay for the officers’ salaries to do it and the salary for the underage person.”

Chapman said all establishments that offer liquor in the city are checked. Compliance checks are conducted twice a year.

“I like to think that my role is engaging people respectfully to be involved and do things that are for the good of the community,” said Hawley. “Underage drinking is near and dear to me. It’s about creating conversation and talking about these different things.” 

By Jennifer Burden, jennifer@buffalobulletin.com
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