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In March, we used our weekly "Cheers & Jeers" editorial to congratulate 10 Casper liquor stores, bars and restaurants that refused to sell alcohol to a minor during an undercover check by police. The sting results were impressive, especially since a similar operation about 18 months before found that roughly half of the employees sold to an underage buyer and were issued citations.

But only two months later, we're backsliding on this important issue. Twenty Casper businesses were checked during a two-day period last week, and seven failed the test. For the record, they were employees of South Sea Chinese Restaurant, Botticelli Ristorante Italiano, On the Border, Red Lobster, Guadalajara Family Mexican Restaurant, Szechwan Chinese Restaurant and the Fire Rock Steakhouse.

A separate sting was conducted at 17 Natrona County establishments, with the Sheriff's Office citing six liquor sellers at Alcova Lakeside Marina, Sloanes General Store, the Prairie Schooner Bar, Midway Liquors, the Rimrock Bar and the Goose Egg Inn.

Together, that's 13 businesses out of 37 in the city and county that sold alcohol to minors, or about 35 percent. The results indicate that either efforts to train employees about the law are falling short, or the businesses themselves aren't taking the problem of minors in possession of alcohol seriously enough.

We don't understand why the penalties for employees are more lenient in Casper than they are in the rest of Natrona County. In Casper, employees who sell liquor to minors can be fined up to $360 by a municipal court judge. For a second offense within a year, the penalty is increased to up to a $510 fine and five days in jail.

In the county, the penalty for employees is the same as for any adult caught making the same mistake: a $750 fine and up to six months in jail. The disparity doesn't make sense.

Youths will continue to get alcohol from a variety of sources, including friends and older siblings. But according to a 2008 report by the Wyoming Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs, 37 percent of minors charged with alcohol possession obtained it from retail establishments. Improved training for employees and businesses establishing a firm policy of carding patrons up to a certain age could greatly reduce the problem.

In Casper, the City Council can issue demerit points to a business that sells to minors, which could jeopardize its liquor license. That, in turn, could lead to a liquor establishment's closure or sale. We encourage the council to make certain that the demerit system is enforced and having its intended effect. If it's not, then the council should consider some type of additional monetary penalty against businesses whose employees repeatedly violate the law.

Minors certainly have the primary responsibility to obey the liquor laws, and can be fined and/or sent to jail for violating them. But parents who either condone drinking by their children or look the other way are also a major part of the problem. It will take parents, businesses, law enforcement and youth groups working together to make a positive difference. Educating those under 21 about the dangers associated with drinking may be the best weapon society has to reduce the problem.

But consistent penalties and making sure businesses have a real incentive to train and monitor their employees would certainly help.
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