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Just in time for spring break and the prom party season, Anheuser-Busch is pushing a new line of malt liquors called Spykes. At 12 percent alcohol, they'll pack a wallop when you mix them with a beer, as the company suggests, and even by themselves they'll deliver a pretty good buzz for less than a buck. Oh, and the liquor's pretty bright pink, green and mango colors can match your daughter's prom dress.

Consider it one of the mixed messages we continue to send teenagers about underage drinking. It's time we all got serious about this threat to young lives.

The statistics are sobering. In Hillsborough County, one-fifth of the high school students participating in the Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey admitted binge drinking, which is five or more drinks in a single sitting. The good news is that Hillsborough students drank at a lower rate than their peers around the state.

These declines have come through the hard work of the Tampa Alcohol Coalition, the Hillsborough County Anti-Drug Alliance and local law enforcement. It shows that a consistent message and tough enforcement matters - but they can't do it alone.

Some state laws still need to be tightened. The industry needs to stop pushing products such as Spykes and other flimsily disguised efforts to lure underage drinkers. The industry advocates responsible drinking, but such promotions undermine its message. And there's no discounting the role of parents, many of whom exacerbate this problem with a wink or, worse, supplying the booze themselves.

The state Legislature has made it clear this year it has no intention of giving cities the ability to curb drink specials, which had been sought by some Tampa leaders. But that doesn't mean lawmakers are off the hook - they could start by banning those under the drinking age from getting into or working in nightclubs. 

Currently, it's legal for 18-year-olds to be admitted to night clubs or hold jobs there. On some college campuses, like at the University of Tampa, students are inundated with slick solicitations to nightclubs even though they are too young to drink legally.

It's too hard to enforce the drinking age once the teens are inside, where it's easy for their friends to slip them drinks because they're working as bouncers, bartenders or waiting tables

That doesn't mean that teenagers can't get into restaurants that also serve alcohol. But businesses which exist solely as drinking establishments ought to be off-limits. And Florida then needs to enforce the underage drinking laws it has on the books, which means establishments that serve underage patrons ought to lose their liquor licenses. 

Drinking underage is a misdemeanor and having a fake Florida identification can be a felony, so start prosecuting those who flaunt the law.

No single law will do the trick. But the state won't dissuade teenagers from drinking if it continues to make it easy for them to belly up to the bar

