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“IT’S LIKE DROPPING A STONE in a calm pond. The rip-
ples in the middle are big and affect the people closest – you and 
your immediate family,” says Mick Jones, who manages the Alberta 
Impaired Drivers Program (AIDP) for AMA. “But as the ripples 
reverberate out, they affect more people.” 

This ripple analogy is commonly used in addictions counselling to illustrate that when it comes to risky 
behaviour, such as impaired driving, many people are affected along the way. The first ripple involves the 
offender in the form of an arrest, fine or impounded vehicle. Few are inconvenienced and the price to pay is 
small, but eventually others will be touched by the ripples – children, extended family and employers. The 
price becomes higher, and the intangible costs become harder to measure. In the worst case scenario, families 
could actually lose a loved one to impaired driving. Most recent collision stats for Alberta report that in 2013, 
80 people needlessly died in collisions where alcohol was involved, and 1,100 individuals sustained major or 
minor injuries in collisions. “The ripple affects many people along the way,” says Jones. 

For the past 30 years, AMA has delivered the 
AIDP on behalf of Alberta Transportation to motor-
ists convicted of impaired driving offences. In 2014, 
5,500 people convicted attended one or more of the 
three mandatory courses – Planning Ahead, IMPACT 
and Crossroads. Regardless of the course, the over-
arching goal is to create safer Alberta roads by helping 
motorists make better choices, namely separating 
drinking from driving altogether. “We’re not there to 
make judgments. That’s done by the courts,” says 

Jones. “We’re not saying to people, ‘don’t drink.’ 
We’re saying to people, ‘don’t drink and drive.’ ” 

Which course an individual takes depends on 
how much alcohol was found in their blood and 
whether it’s a first offence or repeat.

Those caught for a second time with a blood alco-
hol concentration* (BAC) between 0.05 and less than 
0.08 must attend Crossroads, among facing several 
other penalties, including a 15-day licence suspen-
sion and seven-day vehicle seizure. At the start of the 

course, many participants share similar experiences 
about how they ended up in the classroom. “It’s 
many of the same stories about how they were 
unlucky, helping a friend, didn’t have a choice or it’s 
the first time they’ve driven impaired,” says Jones. 
“This only reinforces the underlying themes of the 
program – bad choices and the need to have an 
action plan when drinking.” 

By the end of the half-day course, participants 
learn how alcohol and drugs impairs their driving 
skills and come to fully grasp the risks of driving 
impaired. They walk away with the tools to avoid 
impaired driving. 

Not all who drive impaired are alcoholics, but 
those who are repeatedly convicted tend to engage in 
risky behaviours and lifestyle choices. Getting to the 
root of these problems and understanding the 
effects of alcohol and drugs on one’s driving ability is 
the goal of the one-day Planning Ahead Course for 
those convicted for the first time of driving with a 
BAC over 0.08. 

It’s a peer learning environment where partici-
pants actively engage in group sessions. Without 
judgement, participants share their personal experi-
ences with alcohol and drugs and vocalize what led 
them to get behind the wheel while they were drunk. 
“We ask a lot of questions that are very pointed, very 
challenging. We ask if this was the first time they 
have driven impaired. How many times have they 
done it and not been caught?” 

Sadly, many AIDP participants admit that 
they’ve driven impaired dozens, if not hundreds of 
times, before being caught. Drinking or using drugs 
can be habitual. For 10, 20, 30 years, they’ve always 
taken their car when going out, never used a taxi. 
They don’t see why they should change now, espe-
cially since they’ve never been caught or been in a 
collision. They like the status quo.

For many Planning Ahead participants, it’s the 
first time they’ve connected the dots and realized 
they may have a problem separating drinking or 
drugs from driving. In class, they collaborate on 

CHANGE OF PLANS

DRIVING

EACH YEAR SEVERAL THOUSAND ALBERTANS CONVICTED  
OF IMPAIRED DRIVING ATTEND A MANDATORY ALCOHOL 

TREATMENT PROGRAM ADMINISTERED BY AMA – THERE, THEY 
LEARN TO SEPARATE DRINKING FROM DRIVING AND LOOK  

AT THE RISKS OF THEIR BEHAVIOUR 

 By Janet Gyenes

Blood alcohol  
concentration (BAC) 

refers to the amount of 
alcohol found in 100 millilitres 
of blood. In Alberta, it is illegal 
to drive with a blood alcohol 

level exceeding 50  
milligrams.

AMA  
recommends not 

drinking at all before 
driving. Remember, 
impairment begins 
with the first drink. 

Plan for a ride home if 
you’re heading out for 
drinks. To find a designated 
driver service in your com-
munity, go to ama.ab.ca/
DesignatedDriver

No matter where you are 
in Canada, you don’t need 
to know the phone number 
for a taxi. Dial #TAXI and 
you’ll be connected with 
the next available 
company line that’s free.

“WE’RE NOT SAYING TO 
PEOPLE, ‘DON’T DRINK.’ 

WE’RE SAYING TO 
PEOPLE, ‘DON’T DRINK     

   AND DRIVE.’ ” 

Mick Jones manages the 
Alberta Impaired Drivers 
Program (AIDP) for AMA
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Federal Criminal Code fine $1,000

Legal fees $5,000

365% increase in annual auto insurance rate $5,235*

Ignition interlock, includes monthly monitoring fee installation, installation fee,  
application fee and removal fee $1,460

Loss of income as a result of mandatory one-day attendance of Planning Ahead $300

Personal transportation costs due to immediate license suspense – i.e., taxi fare,  
bus fare, personal driver  $300

Planning Ahead, mandatory alcohol education course for first-time offenders $250

Reinstatement of licence $208

Three-day vehicle seizure, includes tow hook-up fee, towing kilometre charge and storage fee $197

TOTAL COST $13,950 
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PAY THE PRICE
The next time you’re umming and ahhing about shelling out money 
for a taxi ride home, consider the additional costs of driving with a 
blood alcohol level above 0.08. All of a sudden, a measly $30 for a 
cab home seems like a cheap ride, doesn’t it? 

ideas and make a plan to change their behaviour, 
which can be as simple as committing to leaving 
their vehicle at home, and take public transit or a 
taxi instead. 

For some, actually making those changes to their 
behaviour may be easier said than done. Your third 
offence above 0.05, and second time if you have a 
BAC over 0.08, lands you in IMPACT, an intensive 
drug-use assessment and pre-treatment course at a 
secluded location. It’s an opportunity for partici-
pants to step outside their daily routines to take a 
good, long look in the mirror and make some life-
style decisions. At this stage, participants may have 
a serious problem with alcohol and drugs and coun-
selling is needed. 

Over the course of three days, participants start 
to understand the impact of their actions and how 
they create the situations they find themselves in. 
Through small group sessions with experienced 
addictions counsellors, social workers or psycholo-
gists, IMPACT really gets to an individual’s relation-
ship with alcohol or drugs.

In the 20 years Mick Jones has worked in addic-
tions, he’s counselled people from all walks of life – 
young, old, blue-collar workers and white-collar 
professionals. “There is no such thing as a stereotypi-
cal drinker. They’re social drinkers who can’t manage 

to keep drinking and driving separate,” he says.
One thing that’s certain is how little people know 

about the physiological effects of alcohol and drugs. 
“Alcohol affects the part of the brain responsible for 
reasoning,” he says. Different intolerance levels, 
metabolism and even gender (one in five impaired 
drivers are women) all muddy the waters and lead to 
misunderstandings about how much alcohol is too 

much. “There’s no safe amount of alcohol or drugs 
(over-the-counter, prescription or illegal) you can 
ingest and be 100 per cent sure you’re not affected.” 
Lack of sleep, fatigue and stress impair judgment 
and ability to drive responsibly as well.

“You’re trying to change years of behaviour and 
knowledge handed down from generation to genera-
tion,” says Jones. “We have to change the way people 
think – publicly and en masse.” Perhaps one day with 
enough public education, the ripples will stop and 
the water remain calm. W

“WE HAVE TO CHANGE THE WAY PEOPLE 
THINK – PUBLICLY AND EN MASSE.”
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