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Prologue
Snapshots Of Alcohol Harms In Bridgewater

The conf ined 
space 
Name the trauma and he’s seen it: 
fires, car crashes, accidents. He’s in 
the business of saving lives and most 
people see the value in that. They 
thank him and his colleagues for 
the care they get. It makes him feel 
appreciated. But it’s not always 
like that. Especially if they’ve been 
drinking. That’s when the anger 
comes out, the aggression.

It’s hard, working on someone if you’re worried they’re 
going to reach up and punch you. Kick you when you 
turn around. There’s not much room to duck in the back 
of an ambulance. Here you are, helping someone and 
they’re showering you with verbal abuse, insults and fists. 
Sometimes a police officer will ride along in the back to 
help him. He doesn’t let it get to him – it’s a part of his job. 
He consoles himself with the knowledge that most people 
aren’t like that.

The mystery
If we put alcohol in a dropper and squeezed it in our eyes, could 
we get drunk?

The first rule in working with teenagers is to never show 
your shock. So he keeps his eyes and voice neutral and 
answers the question the best he can. He’s worked with 
teens for years and they never cease to amaze him. On the 
one hand, their ingenuity is remarkable. On the other hand, 
it’s frightening.

He thinks back to a high school dance he was working a few 
months back. Standing at the door, looking the kids in the 
eye as they came in, telling them Good evening. He never 
had a problem figuring out which ones had been drinking: 
bloodshot eyes, unsteady gait, slurred speech. And the 
smell. Always the smell. But that night was different. The 
kids seemed off. Glazed over eyes, unsteady on their feet. 
But he couldn’t smell a thing.

“Are you OK?” he asks them. One says he has a 
stomachache. The police officer scratches his head. It 
doesn’t add up.

A few weeks later he hears what happened. A group of 
teens – boys and girls – soaked tampons in alcohol and 
inserted them rectally so they could “drink” at the dance 
and not get caught. Mystery solved.

 
 

The
labels
It makes her want to 
scream. 

She sees the kids she works with as bright, adorable, and 
unique. Lovers of cupcakes.  Tellers of tales (some true, but 
others – depending on how badly they need attention – are 
not). 

But she knows that from the minute they walk in her door 
– maybe even from the day they were born, these kids are 
labeled. Because of where they live, who their parents are, 
the way they’re dressed, the after-school activities they 
can’t do, the clothes that may not be washed, the lunch 
that isn’t there.  These are the social factors that shape their 
health and their future.

It’s what she hears that bothers her the most. The questions 
the kids ask. They want to know why their parents left 
them home alone for the entire weekend. They want to 
know who that strange man was coming out of their 
mom’s bedroom. And then there are the things she hears 
about second hand: the violence, the sexual abuse, and the 
traumas that happen while their parents are passed out and 
can’t protect them.

Later, they may start drinking themselves – it happens as 
early as age 12. Getting drunk helps to obliterate the pain. 
And that attention they were always looking for? They find 
that too.
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The stories you have just read about the impact of alcohol in Bridgewater were 
collected during the summer of 2011 as part of an innovative project designed 
to understand and illuminate alcohol-related harms in three Nova Scotia 
municipalities.

A growing body of research paints a disturbing picture of alcohol use in 
Nova Scotia and across much of the world. 

Per capita alcohol consumption in Nova Scotia rose 9.5% over the last 10 
years.1  Nova Scotia Liquor Commission sales have grown 56% in the past 
decade to hit $579.4 million in 2010, driven in part by the addition of 47 new 
stores over the last five years.2  Nova Scotian men and women consistently 
drink more heavily than their Canadian counterparts.3   About one in five 
Canadians drink amounts that exceed recommended low risk drinking 
guidelines.4  Alcohol ranks second behind tobacco for burden of disease, and 
it is widely known to contribute to trauma and social problems in high income 
countries like Canada.5

So what do these numbers look like on the ground in Nova Scotia 
communities?  That’s the question at the heart of the Municipal Alcohol 
Project, or MAP.

MAP has its roots in a May 2010 provincial forum that offered profound 
insights into the complex relationship that Nova Scotians have with alcohol. 
Discussions inspired by the forum clearly identified the need for municipal 
engagement in better understanding and reducing alcohol’s harmful impacts. 

Three municipalities volunteered to put themselves under the microscope: the 
Mayors of Bridgewater, Antigonish and Wolfville agreed to work together to 
document alcohol-related problems and explore opportunities for municipal 
solutions. 

The courage and cooperation of these communities puts them at the 
forefront of best practices in preventing alcohol harms. The crucial role 
municipalities can play in reducing the negative impacts of alcohol has been 
well documented.  In painting a compelling picture of what alcohol-related 
harms look like in Bridgewater, the Municipal Alcohol Project can encourage 
municipal governments and local communities to explore and implement 
effective policies that reduce harms and support moderate alcohol use.

The Mayor of Bridgewater and an Addiction Services staff member engaged 
10 key informants in focused, in-depth discussions about the impact of alcohol 
on their lives, jobs and communities.  Key informants included representatives 
from clergy, law enforcement, health care, family services and education. Our 
goal was to engage community members to paint an honest, unflinching 
picture of the alcohol-related harms in their communities.  The Municipal 
Alcohol Report: Bridgewater reveals our findings.

The Municipal Alcohol Project
An Overview

1. Statistics Canada, CANSIM Table 183-0019
2. NSLC Annual Report 2010
3. Canadian Community Health Survey 2001-2010
4. Canadian Medical Association Journal.  Alcohol 

in Canada: Reducing the toll through focused 
interventions and public health policies.

5. Ibid.

Bridgewater Fast Facts

• Population: 7,944
• Largest employer: Michelin Tire Plant
• Other major employers: Abitibi Bowater, 

Davis & Henderson Call Center
• Median family income $49,583
• Known as the “Main Street of the South 

shore,” Bridgewater is the primary 
shopping center for Lunenburg County.

Source: Town of Bridgewater website
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Many informants told us that alcohol is a part of Nova Scotia’s culture. Enjoying an 
occasional drink rarely poses problems for individuals or communities. There have been 
growing concerns over the past decade in public health about the harms related to 
alcohol consumption.  Those concerns are still relevant today. In 2010, for example, there 
were 21 alcohol-related fatalities on provincially-maintained roadways.   While overall 
rates of motor vehicle collisions have been declining for more than ten years, fatalities and 
serious injuries associated with alcohol impaired driving in Nova Scotia have remained 
relatively consistent. 

There are many reasons people drink harmfully – sometimes to cope with social and 
economic pressures. Alcohol affects people from all walks of life, and, as we learned, affects 
our entire community. The following section provides first and second-hand accounts of 
alcohol-related harms in Bridgewater.

A. The people most affected: Children and Youth

“It’s out of control.” 

Few people in Bridgewater are unaffected by alcohol, key informants told us. The social, 
criminal and health harms related to alcohol use affect the community as a whole, including 
the municipality’s adult men, women and seniors. However, key informants most often 
expressed concerns about the impact of alcohol on the town’s youngest, and arguably, most 
vulnerable population: its youth.

Some of Bridgewater’s children and youth are experiencing significant harms related to 
alcohol use. For some, the impact begins before birth. Several interviewees expressed 
concern over prenatal exposure to alcohol and described cases in which young pregnant 
women may consume as many as six drinks in a sitting. While these women do not seek to 
intentionally harm their unborn children, key informants pointed out that binge drinking, 
combined with an unplanned pregnancy, can result in unintended harms. 

Key informants discussed at length the harmful and long lasting effects of harmful drinking 
in the home on the physical and emotional well being of young children. According to the 
World Health Organization, parental drinking can affect the environment in which a child 
grows up through financial strain, poor parenting, marital conflicts and negative role models. 
A large number of studies have reported a variety of childhood mental and behavioural 
disorders to be more prevalent among children of heavy drinkers than others. What’s more, 
the risk of child abuse is higher in families with heavy drinking parents.  The Nova Scotia 
Advisory Council on the Status of Women attributes more than one-third of all domestic 
violence in the province to alcohol or other drugs.

We heard stories of children as young as five or six who are left home alone while their 
mother or father parties at local drinking establishments. We heard stories about children 
who were sexually abused by non-family members while their parents were intoxicated, or 
by a parent who was intoxicated. The lasting impact of such childhood experiences is grim. 
One informant described it this way:

The inability of an intoxicated parent to protect (a child) from others that may be looking 
to abuse them. Not having enough food because alcohol is purchased first. Growing 
up and not knowing what life could be like without alcohol. And when that happens to 
children, my experience is they just give up and go with the flow – drugs or alcohol.

The Impact of Alcohol in Bridgewater

6. Lapointe, B. Fatality Statistics. Nova 
Scotia Department of Transportation 
and Infrastructure Renewal. 2010.

7. Child Maltreatment and Alcohol, 
World Health Organization
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Key informants also expressed serious concerns about what they perceive to be a “culture 
of alcohol” in Bridgewater and its impact on youth. Kids are losing the ability to have fun 
without alcohol. That’s pretty scary. 

Youth drinking: Parents and Caregivers

Parents play a role in supporting Bridgewater’s culture of alcohol, in some cases adopting 
blasé attitudes toward underage drinking, key informants told us.  This happens in one of 
two ways. 

First, key informants expressed concerns over some Bridgewater parents allowing their 
teenaged children and friends to drink at home, which creates problems when the parties 
get unruly, or spill out into the streets and affect the entire neighbourhood. 

A second way in which parents support youth drinking is by helping their children avoid its 
legal consequences. Two years ago, Bridgewater police began cracking down on underage 
drinking. They did this in response to a growing number of interactions with repeat 
offenders – youth who were caught drinking and causing disturbances at high school 
dances, at house parties, out on the streets. Unlike in the past, where the police would often 
let school or parents deal with the youth, police began arresting repeat offenders and taking 
them through either the restorative justice and other youth criminal justice processes. Many 
young people took the charges seriously and changed their ways. But not everyone. 

There is a growing number of them that think it’s just a joke…some kids are being 
supported by their parents saying, ‘You know what. This is too much to go through in 
the restorative justice process.’  The parents look at their child and they go, ‘We’d be 
better off just paying the fine.’

Key informants say the backlash against the police crackdown on repeat offenders is 
especially strong among well-to-do families.

They may be on a sports team or they’re an honour student. And the expectation is, 
“Well, these are good kids.” But more and more often we are seeing good kids getting off 
on the wrong path and coming in front of us two, three, four times, with alcohol at the 
root cause of things.

Several key informants reported a perceived increase in binge drinking among youth in 
Bridgewater. Both police and emergency health services workers say they are responding 
on a more frequent basis (sometimes as much as once per week) to calls on behalf of youth 
who have consumed too much alcohol and require medical attention. They don’t seem to 
know when to stop…whether it’s a lack of experience, or that they want to show that they’re 
acceptable to their friends, they pound it back.

Evidence shows binge drinking rates among young girls has risen in Nova Scotia and is now 
on par with young men.8  In Bridgewater, key informants told us these habits are evident and 
are having serious consequences.

It seems to go hand in hand with the new vision of sexuality...young girls tell us about 
being involved with several sexual partners at the age of 12 and 13, sometimes more 
than one in a night and alcohol is normally involved in all that.

Key informants expressed concerns over the long-term prospects of Bridgewater children 
and youth affected by either parents or their own alcohol consumption: The town may end 

8. Nova Scotia Student Drug Use 
Survey, 2007
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up struggling with individuals losing their life potential and productivity.  
 

B. Alcohol and Crime in Bridgewater

It is at the root cause of most of the issues we deal with here in Bridgewater. Marijuana is a 
close second, but alcohol will always be king because it is readily available and in a lot of 
ways culturally acceptable.
   
As much as 40% of crimes committed by federal and provincial inmates in Canada are 
attributable to alcohol use. In 2002, the percentage of alcohol-related crimes and charges 
attributable to alcohol in Nova Scotia was 67.6%, compared to 66.2% for the rest of Canada, 
costing the province $78.09 million for alcohol-related crimes.9

 
The average member of the Bridgewater Police will deal with a number of alcohol-related 
crimes or disturbances each shift. Crimes range from common assault, domestic violence, 
causing a disturbance (including noise and verbal abuse), sexual assault, unruly 
behaviour, mischief, vandalism, property damage, theft, robberies and home 
invasions.

In the past, alcohol-related arrests tended to be most common on Thursday 
and Friday nights, but one key informant said “it’s becoming harder to see a 
pattern to it.” For example, during the most recent Bridgewater Exhibition, 
the police had “people locked up for intoxication at 3:30 in the afternoon.”

Another alcohol-related concern for the Bridgewater police is so-called “bush 
parties”, during which Bridgewater youth congregate in one of a number of well-known 
wooded areas and consume alcohol. Police have responded to crimes resulting from these 
parties such as sexual assault and forest fires. 

As noted in an earlier section, there are growing concerns among key informants about 
a perceived rise in underage drinking. Police describe instances in which parents who are 
frustrated over their teenager’s unruly behaviour ask police to “keep” their kids. The result? 
Police officers – many of whom have their own families and numerous other work priorities, 
“end up spending the night in the drunk-tank,” to monitor their charges.

The prevalence of disturbances outside Bridgewater’s drinking establishments forces police 
to make tough choices. For instance, key informants told us police “know there are a lot more 
impaired drivers out there; it’s having the time to catch them.” While the police do set up 
checkpoints and institute random checks, they don’t do them as often as they’d like. You’re 
constantly having to keep an eye on the drinking establishments because the likelihood of 
there being a disturbance outside is good.

These disturbances result in fights, property damage to businesses along King Street and 
noise problems for residents living along Scotia and Prince Streets.  The disturbances also 
contribute to a sense of fear in the community, particularly among senior citizens. 

The local B&B down on King Street had their sign vandalized because some drunk 
walking past kicks the crap out of it. It’s those little things, annoying little things that 
wear away at people’s feeling of safety and well being in their community.

C. Alcohol and Work in Bridgewater

Alcohol-related harms in the workplace include reduced effectiveness and productivity, job 
loss, and physical injury. 

9. Rhem J, et al. The costs of substance 
use in Canada 2002. Ottawa: 
Canadian Centre on Substance 
Abuse. 2006
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For key informants whose work brings them into direct contact with people who have been 
drinking, especially police or medical workers, there is also a threat of physical injury or harm. 

D.  Alcohol and Health in Bridgewater

“...so many people falling down stairs, who have gotten into car wrecks, who have gotten 
into a fight, who have been drinking and decide to take a bunch of pills…there have been so 
many instances that over the years it starts to blend a little bit…”

Informants cited numerous negative medical and health-related consequences related to 
alcohol consumption. Most often, these references were related to physical harms: vomiting, 
blackouts, falls, self-harm and accidental death or death by suicide. 

Several informants related accounts of near-fatal hypothermia caused by excessive drinking. 

There was a chap coming back from the lounge, a young chap in his early 20s. He damn 
near froze to death on the Centennial Trail, just was so intoxicated he passed out and I 
actually thought he was dead. I couldn’t believe he could be that cold, that stiff, and still 
be alive.

Fetal alcohol syndrome, self-medicating and depression were also cited by informants as 
medical alcohol-related harms. 

Alcohol use also exerts a negative impact on the medical system in Bridgewater. For 
instance, it is not uncommon to have multiple health and law enforcement professionals 
involved in the care of a single intoxicated person.

If you have someone who is intoxicated, belligerent, maybe seriously hurt, that ends up 
requiring paramedics to be around longer. It usually requires a larger number of nursing 
staff to maintain the safety of the environment and also to care for the patient. And it 
usually requires more resources from an investigation point of view to make sure you’re 
not missing things that may be disguised by someone telling you where to go. That all 
takes time and resources and keeps other people who may be waiting for an X-Ray in 
the waiting room, because we can’t get a reliable history from them.

E.  Alcohol and Individuals in Bridgewater

“We forget how much of an impact alcohol has, especially on young kids.”

Our informants described a range of serious harms Bridgewater residents experience in 
their personal lives as a result of alcohol. In earlier sections, we have outlined the impacts of 
alcohol use in the home on young children.

Key informants highlighted a range of other negative effects including impulsivity and dis-
inhibition, risky sexual behaviour, STDs and pregnancy. Key informants related accounts of 
youth trading sex and oral sex for alcohol. 

Inappropriate spending of household income on alcohol instead of food or bills was discussed 
by several key informants.  Key informants also discussed the negative impact of alcohol on 
decision-making abilities and general productivity in moving forward with one’s life.
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Who drinks?
Under-age drinkers – children and youth under 19 years 
old, were the most commonly referenced group, followed 
by male and female adults, pregnant women and the 
elderly.

What?
Informants rarely discussed what type of alcohol is being 
consumed, although some key informants noted the 
mixing of drugs and alcohol.

Where?
High school and college dances were referenced the 
most, followed by consumption at private house parties. 
Consumption at licensed bars and bush parties was 
discussed next, followed by consumption at festivals 
and events, particularly the Bridgewater Exhibition. 
In addition, drinking by youth at The Plaza was also 
identified as a problem.

Alcohol Consumption in Bridgewater
An Overview

How?
Binge drinking was most frequently discussed.

When?
Thursday and Friday evenings as well as weekends were 
cited as problematic times for drinking. Summers and 
holidays when students return from university were also 
discussed.

Why?
Bridgewater residents drink to fit into social groups. They 
drink to self-medicate  for current and past traumas and 
also because alcohol is readily accessible at multiple retail 
outlets.
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Our key informants put forth a range of ideas on how to address harmful alcohol use in Bridgewater.

Ideas on Community Action

The vast majority of our informants discussed 
the need for early and ongoing education on 
alcohol consumption and harm to individuals 
and society. Further, they noted the need for 
ongoing education on and enforcement of, 
alcohol-related laws. 

Many informants said partnerships, collective 
action and increased financial resources are 
required to address alcohol-related harms in 
Bridgewater.  

Informants stressed the need to provide 
additional support programs in the community, 
particularly for youth. This would include set 
space and programming for youth, as well as 
the need to provide positive role models for 
youth, both within the family and external to it.

Educate Partner

Support

Our informants suggested controlling alcohol 
advertising both in stores and at community 
events.

Control
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Alcohol is part of Nova Scotia’s culture. Many of the key informants we interviewed told us 
they drink socially and enjoy a glass of fine wine or beer as much as the next person. The 
issue, they told us, is not that Nova Scotians drink alcohol – it’s how we drink alcohol.

A growing body of research has painted an unsettling picture of increasing alcohol use, 
and a disturbing pattern of alcohol-related harms and injuries. To put it simply, Nova Scotia 
has a drinking problem and if the trends continue, it’s only going to get worse.

Talking about the problem is the first step. In reaching out to key informants in Bridgewa-
ter, our goal was to determine if the trends we’re seeing provincially and nationally hold 
true in our town. 

The answer? A resounding yes. 

The stories we’ve presented in this report saddened and sometimes shocked us. We heard 
stories about community members whose sense of security has been eroded by alcohol-
related harms. People told us about the frustrations of business owners and homeowners 
who deal with property damage, vandalism, noise and disturbances. Alcohol harms affect 
the entire community. But there is one group of people our key informants told us bear 
the brunt of the harms: Bridgewater’s children and youth.

From domestic violence and sexual abuse to underage drinking, risky behaviour and prob-
lems with the law, young people – from all walks of life – are being affected by Bridgewa-
ter’s culture of alcohol. Denormalizing alcohol  use among underage youth and protecting 
children and youth from the harms of alcohol is a priority, we heard.

In the future, we hope to gain a clearer picture of how alcohol affects other cross-sections 
of the community not represented in this report. Not everyone’s voice was heard.  

So where do we go from here?

Community problems require community, provincial, national and global solutions.  Ac-
tion is required on each level. Our municipal governments can play a role in addressing 
alcohol related harms in Bridgewater. This report provides us with a useful tool to spur 
more conversations. 

A large body of research points to the need for strong policies around alcohol pricing, 
access and marketing, as necessary to reduce harms overall. We see the provincial govern-
ment as one of our many partners in moving ahead with these and other best practices. It 
is our hope that we can build community-based, collaborative strategies that will change 
the culture of alcohol use in Nova Scotia. 

Our community depends upon it.

Conclusions
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