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‘Common Ground’ helps change, image of URI as top party school
By SOPHIE OLSEN

NARRAGANSETT’ - Ever since the University of Rhode Island was voted the number one party school in the nation by the Princeton Review in 1993, 1994, and 1995, URI has been on a mission to reverse its repu​tation; and they are doing it.

In 2003, URI received a $3 .5-million grant from the National Institutes on Health to fund Common Ground, a five​ year, community-based program designed to pioneer scientific information for new collabora​tive and community-based approaches for the reduction of problems related to college drinking.

URI Psychology Professor Mark Wood is the principal investigator for the project. In a recent interview, he said the long-term goal of common Ground is to develop a model of change that can be used by other universities across the nation.


“We want to change the infrastructure and the environ​ment,” said Wood. “We seek to change policies, the ways in which the laws are enforced, and student access to alcohol.”

Another goal of Common Ground is to build alliances with the communities surrounding the university, including realtors who rent to students, property owners, neighborhood organiza​tions, local police, taverns, and liquor stores.

In 2000, the Narragansett-​URI Coalition was formed and currently works hand in hand with URI’s Common Ground to build a community of “mutual respect.”

Tuesday night the Narra​gansett-URI Coalition held their last meeting of the semester at Town Hall, where members of the coalition summarized the work that has been accom​plished over the last year, and the initiatives they hope to bring to fruition in the coming year.

Wood told the Coalition that Common Ground worked over the year to educate stu​dents that there is support for stronger enforcement of alcohol policies.

In a survey conducted by Common Ground last fall, students overwhelmingly favored the implementation of tougher policy and enforcement strategies.

Out of 511 students surveyed, 93 percent said they would like to see an increase in alternative transportation in town, including cabs, buses, and safe ride programs. And 83 percent said they would like to see both increases in the enforcement of drinking and driving laws, and the training of bartenders to cut off intoxicated patrons.

Armed with this somewhat startling infor​mation, Common Ground set to work publi​cizing current laws and policies.

“We sent e-mails to all students, set up table tents in the union, made public service announcements on the college radio station,” said Wood. “We have also worked closely with the Greek community.”

Wood said that the Greek communities are striving to return to their traditional activities that at one time centered on philanthropy leadership, and charity.

In February, a student safe ride program known as Rhody Rides was started, and offers students the option of a ride home from the bar by a sober driver on call, instead of choos​ing to drive home after a few drinks them​selves.

“In the ten weeks that Rhody Rides operat​ed they provided 230 rides to URI students,” said Wood.

Along with providing rides to students from bars to their residences, drivers also col​lected data for Common Ground by adminis​tering Breathalyzer tests.

“The average alcohol level was .98 per​cent,” said Wood. “And all those people were not on the road.”

Common Ground also helped pass the responsible beverage service legislation last June, and has signed numerous taverns in the area into the “Cooperative Tavern Agreement” that commits local establishments to practic​ing responsible beverage service.

Narragansett Police Chief J. David Smith noted at the meeting that since the com​mencement of Rhody Rides in February, the department has seen a 67 percent reduction. in the issuing of DUIs this winter.

Smith asked if Rhody Rides could extend their services beyond providing rides home from bars at night, by providing rides to and from campus daily in “a bigger sense. It would reduce traffic, speeding tickets, and be good for the environment,” said Smith. “There are a lot of reasons to look at this as a possibility.”

Paula Santos, coordinator of the coalition, agreed with Smith that alternate forms of transportation would be worth investigating as something the coalition and Comma Ground could work on in the future.

“Maybe we could form an ad hoc group to look at this,” said Santos. “It would improve the quality of life, get cars off the road, and improve the air quality.”

While the transportation issue is not directly linked to alcohol abuse, it is a example of how dedicated both the university community and neighboring communities are to improving all aspects of the town 

“We are in this together,” said Wood. It is a collaborative effort.

“Our goals for the next year are to continue all projects already in effect on can pus,” he continued. “We also want to pay continued attention to needed legislation, make repeat assessments, fundraise for Rhody Rides, and continue to make assessments of the quality of life in Narragansett. 

