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SPONSOR STATEMENT 
House Concurrent Resolution No. 6

HCR 6 recognizes both Mother’s Day week of May 11-17, 1997 and 
Father’s Day week of June 15*21, 1997 as Alcohol-Related Birth 
Defects Awareness Week.

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) related birth defects include 
permanent growth retardation, physical malformations, and 
permanent central nervous system damage, including 
developmental delays, learning disabilities, behavioral problems and 
mental retardation.

• FAS is the number one known cause of mental retardation in the 
United States, and one of the three leading causes of birth 
defects.

• Each year over 40,000 Amorican children are born w ith defects
because their mothers drank alcoho' during their pregnancies.

• The effects o f FAS never go away People with FAS live with their 
disabilities for their entire lives.

• There is no known safe amount of alcohol for a pregnant 
woman. When a woman drinks, the alcohol passes directly 
through the placenta to the baby.

• It is estimated that the lifetime cost per FAS birth in Alaska is $1.4 
m illion

• Fathers have an equal responsibility to prevent FAS children from 
being born. HCR 6 encourages them to remain sober during the 
pregnancy, as well.

Today we have the opportunity to make an impact in the area of FAS 
by both improving quality of life and by promoting cost effective 
prevention. Fetal Alcohol Syndrome is 100% preventable. Let’s work 
together to send a mossago to the public about the dangers of 
drinking alcohol during pregnancy

I strongly urge you to support HCR 6
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TO: Representative Ivan Ivan, Chair
House CRA Committee

FROM: Representative Irene Nicholia

DATE: February 3. 1997

RE: Scheduling of HCR 6

I respectfully request a hearing for HCR 6. ‘Relating to 
Alcohol-Related Birth Defects Awareness Week," In the 
House Community and Regional Affairs Committee. Attached 
you will find the necessary support m aterials for th is 
Resolution.

As you arc aware, this program has been going on for the past 
several years, and it Is time again th is year to lend our 
support to the Departm ent for their education and .awareness 
program. Thank you for your support.
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Position Paper 
HCR 6

Alcohol Related Birth Defects Awareness Week

The intent o f  this House Concurrent Resolution is to encourage widespread 
involvement and participation in Alcohol Related Birth Defects Awareness 
Week. By proclaiming May 11 - 17, 1997 as the Mother’s Day Campaign and 
the week following Father’s Day June 15 - 21, 1997 as the designated 
awareness weeks, we acknowledge the role o f both parents in preventing the 
nation’s leading known cause o f preventable birth defects.

The impact o f this Resolution is to increase community understanding and 
awareness o f the preventable nature o f  fetal alcohol syndrome and fetal 
alcohol effects. Pregnant women who drink alcohol risk having children with 
permanent developmental delays, learning disabilities, and behavioral 
problems. These children arc often unable to live totally independent lives.

This Resolution also recognizes that the sobriety o f fathers is important to the 
well-being of their children and the healthy functioning o f their families. This 
recognition o f the role o f fathers is should be strongly endorsed in this years 
public awareness campaign.

The two designated weeks is an opportunity to bnng an important message to 
the members o f our statewide community. It can also serve as a spnng board 
for families, churches, agencies, and communities to take positive action 
against the further incidence o f the State’s leading preventable birth defect.

The Department o f Health and Social Services strongly supports House 
Concurrent Resolution 6 to designate these two weeks as Alcohol Related 
Birth Defects Weeks.

Recommended

and Dnig Abuse

Approved by
Karen Perdue, Date
Commissioner

Loren A. Jo n $ , Date
Division o f Alcoholism

\ U l2 -



FETAL ALCOHOL SYNDROME: 
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

W h a t  is Fetal A lcohol S y n d ro m e  (FA S)?

FAS is a cluster o f  physical and mental birth defects common in babies whose mothers 
have consumed alcoholic beverages during pregnancy. Babies bom with FAS have 
growth deficiency, central nervous system damage (permanent brain damage), head and 
facial deformities, and severe behavioral problems. Other body organs may also be 
affected, for example, heart defects occur in about half the cases o f FAS.1 FAS is now 
the leading cause o f mental retardation in the nation and the only one that is 100% 
preventable. * The diagnosis o f  FAS is a very difficult one to make and therefore must be 
done by a qualified and experienced physician, usually a dysmorphologist.

W h a t  is A R N D ?

Alcohol Related Neurological Defects (ARND) (a term now being recommended to 
replace Fetal Alcohol Effects (FAE)] is used to emphasize physical and behavioral 
defects attnbuted to prenatal alcohol exposure such as small head size, abnormalities in 
the structure o f  the brain, poor motor skills, hcanng loss, and poor eye-hand 
coordination. A disruption in behavioral and/or cognitive patterns oAcn seen in these 
individuals can manifest themselves as learning difficulties, poor school performance, 
impulsivity, poor social interactions/'skills. difficulty in understanding, comprehending 
and expressing language, poor capacity for abstraction, poor math skills, and problems in 
memory, attention, and judgment. ARND is inclusive o f FAS and provides a category for 
those whose binh defects do not fully meet the FAS case definition. Most individuals 
who have ARND do not have the facial deformities and therefore appear normal. The 
earlier the identification and intervention for these individuals the greater their potential.'

W h y  a n d  how docs a lcohol affect th e  fetus?

Alcohol is a teratogen. A teratogen is the agent which causes deformities in the fetus 
dunng pregnancy. Alcohol consumed during pregnancy is IN cause of FAS and ARND 
Alcohol readily crosses the placenta barncr and is distnbuted throughout the fetus* body 
It is absorbed by the water in the cells o f  the fetus* tissues and is found in the ammotic 
fluid which surrounds the fetus. Fetal tissue, with a high water content, is the brain, liver, 
pancreas, kidney, lung, thymus and hean. The fetus is too immature to metabolize the 
alcohol by itself. The fetus must therefore rely on its mother for the elimination o f the
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alcohol. During this process the fetus absorbs the alcohol which the mother consumes, 
voids alcohol into the amntotic fluid where it is ingested again by the fetus, and waits for 
the alcohol to be eliminated from its system by the mother. Therefore, the concentration 
o f  alcohol in the amniotic fluid is often two times higher than in the mother. This means 
that the alcohol remains in the cells o f the fetus twice as long as in the mother’s which 
insures longer exposure to the teratogen which in turn increases the risk o f further 
damage to that fetus.4

H ow  m uch is too m uch alcohol?

There is no known safe level oTalcohol consumption during.prcgnancy, Women are 
advised to abstain from alcohol (and other drugs including over-the-counter medications) 
when planning a pregnancy, during pregnancy and while breast-feeding. What may be 
co ’sidcrcd a casual drink by the mother may become a lifetime disability for her child.3

Docs FAS ever go aw ay  o r  get b e lte r?

NO! FAS is not reversible. Individuals with FAS do not catch up mentally or physically 
to normal people. The ;ooncr the identification o f  FAS/ARND is made, however, the 
more opportunities there arc to assist the individual to realize his/her full potential.6

C an  FAS be passed from  one gen era tio n  to the nex t?

FAS cannot be passed from one generation to the next because it is not a genetically 
linked birth defect. It is caused by the m other’s consumption o f  alcoholic beverages 
during pregnancy. Women who have themselves been identified as FAS do not produce 
FAS children unless they also drink dunng their pregnancy.

How m any babies a re  b o rn  in A laska  w ith  FAS?

At this time there arc no reliable statistics which reflect the incidence o f FAS in the state 
o f  Alaska. We do know that there arc babies being bom with FAS, but the exact figures 
arc not available. Since FAS has recently been made a reportable condition in Alaska 
accurate and reliable surveillance data will be available in the future.1

W h a t  is the econom ic im pact  o f  FA S?

A former Alaskan senator estimated the cost for a lifetime o f services to just one FAS 
child at 1.4 million dollars. The exact figures are almost impossible to determine at this 
time, however the more information researchers arc able to gather about FAS in Alaska 
the clearer our understanding o f  the costs involved become. No matter what the costs are



these expenditures could be eliminated entirely if women did not consume alcohol 
(luring  pf.egnaiKYi

What happens when tin FAS infant reaches adolescence or adulthood?

As the FAS child grows up the facial deformities become less pronounced, but the 
individual usually remains short in stature and often has a small head size. The average 
FAS adolescent has an IQ in the mildly mentally retarded range. However, they also 
have a wide range o f functioning from severe retardation to intelligence within normal 
limits. These individuals eventually reach a plateau academically and in daily 
functioning, but problems grow more serious as attention deficits, poor judgment, and 
impulsivity create obstacles to employment and stable living. These individuals are 
described as innocent, immature, and easily victimized. They are at risk for serious life 
adjustment problems, including depression, alcohol abuse, and pregnancy.

What role do men play in FAS/ARND?

It is the m other’s alcohol consumption during pregnancy which causes FAS/ARND. 
However, men do play an active role in the health o f their offspring. Scientists arc 
finding that when certain drugs (including alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, and cocaine) enter 
the testicles through the bloodstream, 0 a man’s sperm count in lowered and the sperm’s 
motility or ability to swim is diminished.11 Damaged sperm can cause a pregnancy to 
end in miscarriage. Drugs can interfere with reproduction by changing the process by 
which sperm arc selected for fertilizing the egg. The drugs in a man’s system may lead to 
lower birth weight, birth defects or serious illnesses for the child after birth.1* Even 
smoking a half a pack o f cigarcttci a day can reduce the sperm count by as much as 
twenty percent (20% ).13 A father's smoking before conception may result in lower birth 
weight and an increased risk o f life threatening diseases such as leukemia, lymphoma, 
and brain cancer. There is also an increased risk o f  fathering a child with a cleft lip, cleft 
palate, watcr*on-the-brain. or heart dcfects.N The use o f  cocaine by men may be linked 
to some mental problems in their offspnng. A new study reported in the June, 1996 issue 
o f the Journal o f the American Acadcmy_QlChild and Adolescent Psychiatry suggests 
that alcoholism in fathers increased their offspring’s risk o f both alcoholism and mood 
disorders-in  particular major depression and bipolar depression. Sperm can also be 
adversely effected by environmental and hazardous maicnals often encountered in the 
workplace and home. If you arc anticipating either starting or continuing a family sec 
you doctor if  you work around hazardous m aterialsl!

Men arc adviscdJo stQD_uiin£.akQhoJ JtttLoihcJLdniiisJiUcait liirccjHOtilhsJicfuu: 
auciDplingJcrUllzailoDi..lLimcuiiimtiidjctlJliaiJiiciiJCHtaiiLalcQjiQl/dt:ui».frcc 
lIiM udiQUQlicprct:iiaiicyiajupportJilJ]uLi'.uniaii!j_cIfQrLLlQ->taiLalcQhoUdrui^



Who can I call for m ore inform ation and resources?

For more information and statewide resources call the FAS Coordinator. Division o f 
Alcoholism and Drug Abuse at 1-800-478-7677.

O th er resources:

Access Alaska (907) 248-4777 TTY/TDD Machine Access (907) 248-0639
Disability Law Center at 1 -800-478-1234
FAS Statewide Parents Support Group 1-800-770-5437
Mental Health and Developmental Disabilities (or your local Community Mental Health 

Center) (907) 561-4247 
PARENTS, Inc. I-800-47S-7678 
Stone Soup Group at (907) 561-3701
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