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Talk of a serial killer in La Crosse throwing young men to their deaths in the Mississippi River has trailed off since an autopsy put the blood alcohol count of the most recent drowning victim, 21-year-old Jared Dion, at a hefty 0.289. 

But the hard truth is that there is a serial killer in La Crosse, and in other Wisconsin communities, but it's no Jeffrey Dahmer or Ted Bundy. No one's going to sell a true crime thriller or made-for-TV miniseries about this killer because, quite frankly, our culture doesn't want to admit our tolerance of this glorified, feel-good, known killer: alcohol. 

I know what you're thinking: Here comes another temperance rant. To which I say: Hardly. Let's just look at the facts. That's one thing we do have plenty of when it comes to alcohol: data. 

Take young Dion's drowning death in the river near the UW-La Crosse bar district. The level of alcohol found in his blood is roughly the average of the reported BACs found in the other six drowning victims there since 1997: 0.27, 0.31, 0.23, 0.22, 0.24 and 0.42. 

La Crosse bartenders and heavy-drinking customers take note. A BAC of more than 0.28, with a river nearby, means the person has had way too much to drink. In fact, it'll kill you - and has killed seven people in La Crosse already. 

There are plenty of other numbers that measure Wisconsin's liquid serial killer. 

Ever wonder why so many snowmobile drivers seem to die every few days when the fun starts and the snow flies? The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources has posted on its Web site the summaries of all 25 fatal crashes involving snowmobilers during the 2003-04 cold weather season. 

Guess what? Alcohol was involved in 16 of 25 crashes. Eight of the victims had BACs above 0.20. And you can take a look at past data collected by the Wisconsin Department of Transportation to see that alcohol-related fatalities in snowmobile crashes are a relatively constant: Beginning with 2002, and going back 10 years, here are the alcohol-related death totals: 6, 10, 12, 22, 12, 13, 24, 12, 17, 13. 

If a serial killer with a handgun was haunting the North Woods every winter, murdering this number of people, there would have been a major outcry. There'd have been town meetings, demands for action, offers for rewards, and maybe even a call for martial law - but it's only alcohol, so it's more or less tolerated that every week or so a very drunken snowmobiler will drive his machine into a tree or open water at speeds up to 100 mph. 

When you get around to reading about alcohol-related traffic deaths, the numbers are mind-numbing. 

From 2002, counting backward for 10 years, the official numbers are staggering: 292, 304, 301, 270, 282, 309, 295, 282, 278, 297. The numbers are down somewhat since the 1980s, but in the last 10 years nearly 3,000 people have died on state roads, and another 90,000 or so have been injured in alcohol-related accidents. 

And think about costs to law enforcement, the legal system, our hospitals, the workplace, plus the property damage and the incalculable personal costs: At that point the statistics and the pain defy absorption. 

At the end of 2003, the federal government announced that it had been studying drunken driving trends and reported that between 1998 and 2002, most states had seen a decline in their alcohol-related driving death rates - but Wisconsin had ranked fifth among the 19 states that had seen an increase in the rates. 

Pretty sobering numbers for sure. 

It's clear that some people in Wisconsin are trying to do something about it. Look no further than dedicated law enforcement officers who save lives every day and night in Wisconsin when they pull over suspected drunken drivers. 

In 2002, they arrested 37,775 people on Wisconsin roads for drunken driving. The next time you see a police officer, thank him or her for making traffic stops that keep the carnage from being worse. 

The state Legislature did reduce the standard for legal intoxication on the roads to 0.08 from 0.10 - but not without the feds forcing the state's hand by threatening to take away some highway money away if Wisconsin wouldn't make the change. If the so-called hospitality industry had had its way, the standard would still be at 0.10, and roads would be less hospitable. 

Of course it is up to individuals - drivers, boaters, snowmobilers, partying college kids - to make good choices and drink responsibly. And while we repeat the mantra of personal responsibility, how about extending it to bar owners and their servers? 

They need to make better choices, too, whether they are serving tipsy college kids in La Crosse who might wander off a riverbank and drown or sponsoring "games" like April's World Belly-Flop contest at a Beloit bar that led a man to take a fatal plunge off a bridge for a $300 prize. 

Friends of the victim said he was a non-swimmer and had been drinking. 

Ideally the state's chief law enforcement officer would be the person most suited to lead a campaign against alcohol's serial killing in Wisconsin. There's a pretty tall bully pulpit in the Attorney General's Office, a high moral ground from which to lead and organize. 

In Wisconsin the person with that opportunity - that obligation - would be the incumbent AG, Peg Lautenschlager. But Lautenschlager's recent refusal to submit to a blood alcohol test after a late-night traffic accident, followed by a drunken driving conviction and a host of related troubles, puts her more in the denial camp than the problem-solvers'. 

And that's the loss for the state. We don't want any more Jared Dions, and we don't want any more alcohol-fueled divers and drivers. And we certainly don't need more denial about how many drinks we really had before we got behind the wheel. 

What Wisconsin needs is leadership when it comes to honestly facing and reducing the serial havoc that alcohol wreaks here. 
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