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On Thursday night, April 2, 2010, the SCHLHC met at 5:30 p.m at 730 Devine Street in Columbia, SC.  Throughout the meeting, members and guests ate, addressed various business items of the organization, and participated in a question and answer discussion with a panel of three experts regarding the evening’s theme.  The main focus of the meeting was to address the issue of substance abuse in the Hispanic and Latino community in the Columbia area.  


To begin the evening, attendees enjoyed a tasty meal and comfortable discourse among one another as people continued to arrive until about 6:00.  Once everyone had finished eating, the meeting was opened by addressing a few matters of organizational business, continuing into the introductions of the three guest panelists.


The first panelist, Socorro White, serves as an interpreter and translator with DAODAS (Department of Alcohol and Other Drug Abuse Services), serving eight counties in the state of South Carolina.  White was born in Puerto Rico but moved to the U.S. as a girl where she was raised in New York City.  She learned English while living in New York, but spoke Spanish in the home.  Now White works with DAODAS to provide translation services for Spanish-speaking clients.


The second panelist, Hannah Bonsu, is the lead Bridge Coordinator for DAODAS.  Bonsu was born in England and then moved to Gana, West Africa, at a young age, returning to England to attend college.  She now works here in South Carolina with DAODAS, focusing her attention and efforts on juvenile justice, working primarily with young people and their issues with substance abuse.


The final panelist for the night was JM, a representative from local chapters of Alcoholics Anonymous (Alcohólicos Anonimos).  JM is originally from Mexico, and he shared how Alcoholics Anonymous played a dynamic role in getting his life back on track after struggling with alcohol and drug addiction for many years.  He now works with hispanic groups of Alcoholics Anonymous in the midstate and helps to provide those services to Hispanics/Latinos in the area.


The panelists were first asked to identify any specific problems with substance abuse in the Hispanic/Latino communities and to give any reasons as to why problems with alcohol and drug abuse do exist in the communities.

White began by saying that there are cases of domestic violence frequently reported in the Hispanic/Latino communities, and that the majority of these instances are related to drug or alcohol use.  


Bonsu added that there exists a great problem with obtaining sufficient data in the Hispanic/Latino community.  According to her, many people - especially juveniles - do not want to identify themselves as Latino when being questioned or counseled.

JM also pointed out that social drinking is often a normalized experience in the Hispanic/Latino community.  Alcohol use can begin at a very young age as children and teens observe family members drinking at gatherings and parties, and are often permitted to try it themselves.


The second question asked the panelists:  “What are some specific concerns within the Hispanic/Latino community regarding alcohol and drug abuse?”

According to White, a great deal of DUI’s (Driving while Under the Influence) are charged against members of the Hispanic/Latino community.


Bonsu added that the issue of DUI’s in the Hispanic/Latino community lies in the fact that many individuals simply do not understand the laws.  Many hispanic/latino individuals do not have drivers licenses and are unaware of the rules.  According to Bonsu, an effort needs to be made to educate the Hispanic/Latino community on just how dangerous driving under the influence truly is.


JM also stated that many driving accidents occur because of substance abuse, but that many work-related accidents are also being reported due to alcohol use.  Beyond the dangers that alcohol can present on the roads and in the workplace, JM said that substance abuse causes family disintegration and heightened numbers of premature deaths.


The panelists were next asked to explain how they specifically reach out to the Hispanic/Latino communities.


JM explained how Alcoholics Anonymous’ mission is to “take the message to the streets.”  They constantly place fliers and pamphlets about Alcoholics Anonymous, local meetings, and the effects of alcohol use in local hispanic stores and in the local courts and hospitals.  Individuals can contact representatives of Alcoholics Anonymous directly, and all Alcoholic’s Anonymous meetings are open to the public.


Bonsu stated that their organization specifically allots money for translations of educational literature regarding substance abuse for the Hispanic/Latino community.  To this particular community, family is extremely important.  For this reason, they find it effective to cater material toward entire families and community groups.  They (DAODAS) are also making great efforts to educate hispanic/latino women about the effects of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, which may occur when a mother drinks alcohol while pregnant.


White publishes a newsletter each month in both Spanish and in English.  She also makes an effort to visit churches and pastors.  Since church attendance and religion tend to be very important in Hispanic/Latino communities, the church is a great place to reach individuals about issues regarding substance abuse.


Next, the panelists were asked if any real barriers existed in trying to reach the Hispanic/Latino communities.

According JM, these barriers are not material, but rather of the mind or of cultural perspectives.  People often do not want to realize or to admit that they have a problem.  JM says that, since alcoholism is truly a sickness - officially defined as a mental illness - people do not want to identify themselves as having such.  As far as barriers regarding lack of insurance or illegal status, JM said that none exit with Alcoholics Anonymous.  Participants are only required to have a strong and sincere desire to quit drinking.


Bonsu stated that, since most of their funding comes from the federal government, DAODAS can not discriminate against clients for any reason.  New clients are first given a financial assessment to see what they are able to pay, and then their payments are handled on a sliding scale - they simply pay what they can and the rest is provided by the organization.  Bonsu also stated that alcoholism and drug addiction should be treated as a disease.  She also said that the first step in helping people is establishing trust.  Without trust, nothing can be accomplished.  Also, those who are struggling need to know that there is no cure for alcoholism or drug addiction.  Instead, the person must go through a recovery process - one that truly lasts for their entire lives.


Once the panelists answered these questions, the meeting was opened up for questions from anyone present.  According to the tree well-informed panelists, there now exist many opportunities locally for members of the Hispanic/Latino community to receive services in Spanish.  Although it is still a struggle to provide these services to all that need them, people such as the three panelists are working every day to make Spanish translation services more accessible.


If you know someone who is struggling with alcohol or drug abuse, contact Alcoholics Anonymous.  The organization is open and receives calls from 8 - 9:30 p.m., Monday - Saturday.
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