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Costs are High for Drinking While Pregnant

By Kathryn Shea
The average American would probably find it frightening to know that the United States spends an estimated $5.4 billion each year treating Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), the most medically identifiable and most serious of the Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD).  FASD is an umbrella term describing the range of effects – including physical, mental, behavioral and/or learning disabilities – that can be caused by prenatal exposure to alcohol. 

The cost of FAS isn’t startling merely because of the price tag it carries or for its impact on affected individuals, their families and society.  It is startling because this exorbitant amount of money is spent treating a disorder that is 100 percent preventable. If women abstain from alcohol while pregnant, their babies will not be born with FASD.  Period.  

In addition to the monetary costs associated with FASD, there are also shocking social costs.  FASD affects an estimated 40,000 infants each year, more than autism, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, cystic fibrosis, spina bifida and sudden infant death syndrome combined.  Today, nearly 3 million people in the United States have a physical, mental, behavioral and/or learning disability because their mothers didn’t know the consequences of drinking during pregnancy. 

Thankfully, Florida is doing something to help shine the spotlight on this serious public-health problem.  The Florida Center for Early Childhood is coordinating “Florida Fights FASD,” a public awareness campaign to reduce FASD in Florida. The goal of the campaign is to educate Floridians that there is no known amount of alcohol safe for consumption during pregnancy and no safe time to drink during pregnancy – a message that is shared by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) and the March of Dimes.
How can we make a difference, reduce the prevalence of FASD and protect Florida’s future generations?  We must share the message of prevention with friends, family members, spouses, loved ones and neighbors.  Prevention is key and will not only help support the birth of healthy babies, but also will help reduce the prevalence of an array of social problems, including learning disabilities, juvenile delinquency, school drop-outs, homelessness, unemployment, mental illness and crime. 

I urge you to join us in the fight against this growing, preventable disorder by becoming a torchbearer for the Florida Fights FASD campaign. As a community advocate, you can introduce FASD prevention and education activities in your local community. Together, we can make a difference by sharing this message: there is no safe amount of alcohol that can be consumed during pregnancy.  

To learn more about FASD or to become a community torchbearer for the Florida Fights FASD campaign, please visit www.FASD-FL.org. 
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Kathryn Shea is the president and CEO of the Florida Center for Early Childhood.  She may be contacted at (800) 587-1387, (941) 371-8820 or Kathryn.Shea@thefloridacenter.org.
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