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Valpo ready to battle drug abuse

City will put $100K toward new Life Skills Training program
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 JON L. HENDRICKS | THE TIMES Valparaiso Mayor Jon Costas announces the city's

Life Skills Training Program on Tuesday at the Porter County Administration Building. The program's

goal is to combat drug abuse in the schools and other parts of the community. The city plans to use

$100,000 from its share of the county's economic development income tax to start the program.



VALPARAISO | The city is committing $100,000 toward a program to combat drug abuse on multiple

fronts in the schools and each segment of the community.

Mayor Jon Costas explained the program at a Tuesday afternoon news conference at the Porter County

Administration Center, and he said the program has the support of Porter County officials like

Commissioner Bob Harper.

Costas said he plans to form a task force in the next 30 days to help carry out the program, and the city

is partnering with faith-based organizations, businesses, nonprofits and Porter-Starke Services in addition

to the schools.

The Times is one of the partners in the effort. The newspaper will help by featuring parenting articles

that correspond to the Life Skills Training Program, which will be introduced in the schools starting Jan.

16. It will be introduced at the sixth-grade level the first year and be expanded to the seventh grade

during the 2010-11 school year and the eighth grade the following year.

"Valparaiso is a great community in which to live and raise your kids, but we have to be honest about

our problems," Costas said in a meeting with The Times editorial staff. "We have limited resources, but

we do have some, and the focus of the program will be education."

The city plans to use $100,000 from its share of the county's economic development income tax to start

the Life Skills Training Program, which has been successful in other areas of the country in reducing

marijuana use and smoking among youths by up to 80 percent, studies have shown. Costas said grants

will be sought to try to reduce the city's overall cost or to support the program in the future.

"We've been working on this for the last six months," he said. "We want to go beyond being a fit city to

being a healthy city. It's a work in progress, but it's a work in earnest."

He told the large crowd of officials, health professionals and others at the conference that, "It's time for

all hands on deck to get the message out that this is a problem and we are going to solve it."

Harper said, "I've seen a lot of good ideas that will get started here today."

He listed the efforts the county made over the past three years and warned that "not everything worked

for us, but you have to keep going."

County Councilwoman Karen Conover said, "For the last 13 years we've been sounding the alarm to this

problem, and it has gotten worse. We need to change the message to our youth because the current

method is not working."

Actions the city plans to take include increasing the part-time officer position at Valparaiso High School

to a full-time one in fall 2010; making the fire station at Vale Park and Cumberland Roads a drop-off site

for unused prescription drugs; requiring all vendors doing work for the city on contracts more than



$75,000 have a drug prevention and testing program; and stepping up enforcement of compliance by

alcohol and tobacco retailers.

Porter-Starke will provide the training for those going into the schools and the community to teach the

Life Skills Training Program. In the schools, it involves 30 sessions over three years and includes things

like learning how to resist peer pressure to try drugs or other illicit substances. Elliott Miller, Porter-

Starke's marketing and development specialist, said every dollar spent on the program saves $11 in costs

for law enforcement, rehab and other problems connected with drug and alcohol abuse.

The program also provides parenting skills and has components for training for day care, recreation and

others who deal with youths. While taking a "clean up our own house first" approach, Costas said the

city is meeting with leaders in other communities to see if they would be interested in taking on the

program to spread it throughout the county.

Valparaiso will work with the Porter County Community Foundation to set up a fund managed by the

foundation to be used to support the preventive activities outlined in the plan.

The introduction of the program was inspired in part by the fact Porter County has the highest per capita

death rate from drug overdoses in the nation, and ambulances in the county are called upon to treat or

transfer people suffering drug-related emergencies an average of once each day during the year.
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