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The first American Canyon Prevention Partnership town meeting was held June 29 at 2185 Elliot Drive. The meeting was sponsored by the American Canyon Family Resource Center, the Catalyst Coalition, Napa County Health and Human Services and Napa County Office of Education. These groups seek participation from the community to help stop substance abuse in local teens.

The 20 attendees of the prevention meeting included representatives from alcohol and drug agencies, youth organizations, law enforcement, government officials, faith representatives and concerned parents.

The Catalyst Coalition is a group of community leaders who use collaborative efforts to combat substance abuse in Napa County and implement strategies to prevent and reduce substance abuse in teens. The group is funded by a five-year, $500,000 grant from the Federal Substance Abuse Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA).

Catalyst Coalition and American Canyon Family Resource Center are working together to create a prevention team in American Canyon. The team will assess their community, create local prevention goals based on the community's specific needs, and work with teams from other cities throughout the county to create a county strategic prevention plan by the end of this year.

"Our plan is to create a strong group of community members who can connect American Canyon with the programs and services needed to prevent substance use. I hope that the group will eventually include parents, service providers, city officials, schools, youth, churches, and an entire cross section of the community," said Jennifer Stewart, project coordinator for Catalyst.

The Family Resource Center has been designated to be the city team leader for American Canyon. The FRC will work closely with the Catalyst Coalition to convene meetings and participate in the development and implementation of the final action plan.

The next steps will be to convene a parent group, targeted for late July, and a youth group to provide additional information for the plan. The FRC will also work with the outreach and education component for the families and community. The group will have an information booth at Friday Nights at the Plaza.

"Commuter Culture"

And Other Concerns

Attendees of the first meeting felt the main reason American Canyon had a problem with youth substance abuse was because of the "commuter culture" and parents being away from home. When kids are left alone they tend to get into more trouble. According to a recent survey conducted by Pastor Morris Curry Jr. "Eighty-seven percent of American Canyon parents work outside of the county."

Another main reason for substance abuse is not being connected, whether not having access to other programs or activities (no ride), or not joining youth activities, sports, church, student clubs, peer groups, internships, school functions or youth service clubs.

"Kids that are connected to schools, homes and communities are less likely to engage in negative behaviors such as drug and alcohol use, violence etc.," said Shirin Vakharia, acting administrator of alcohol and drug programs with Napa County Health and Human Service.

Another reason people felt there was alcohol and drug abuse in the city had to do with the fact that there was no high school in town. "Not having a high school, a place to go a rally around leads to more socializing and partying at home," said executive director Jason Weiss of the Boys and Girls Club of Napa Valley.

Vakharia asked the panel what they thought of teens driving back and forth from American Canyon to Napa after partying. Student Resource Officer Wendy Daniels shared how the teens were "well educated about DUIs. They are assigning designated drivers and are getting much wiser - although they sometimes do (drive under the influence)," she said.

Daniels also commented on drug use in the city, "I don't think we have a bigger problem than Napa, but kids are experiencing drugs at an earlier age as many have older siblings. And there is a problem as parents are unaware of drinking and drugs."

One gentleman commented that he sees a problem of kids moving from outlying areas being more knowledgeable and street smart about gangs and drugs coming to the city - he used Richmond as an example. The representative from the probation department concurred.

Another discussion had to do with parent examples and role models of living in the wine county. What kind of message do we send our kids having alcohol at functions, barbecues, and parties?

Heather Johnson, evaluation research assistant from Catalyst and with the Napa County Office of Education, will be requesting 2005 information from the American Canyon Police Department and other agencies. Some data of interest are: the number of youth arrests involving alcohol or drugs; a community survey that measures alcohol and drug issues that respondents are aware of in their own neighborhoods; number of domestic violence incidents that have alcohol or drugs involved; number of unplanned pregnancies related to alcohol or drugs; number of sexually transmitted diseases related to alcohol or drug use and the number of school suspensions related to alcohol or drugs.

The researchers will break down those scenarios by neighborhoods, types of drugs, ethnicity, gender and school, if applicable.

In addition to teams in the county's four largest cities, Johnson would also like to establish a fifth focus group of Spanish speaking representatives from Napa County in the future.

The group addressed other concerns including no teen center or place for older kids to go, not enough after-school programs, not enough consequences for actions, too few educational/awareness classes about drugs and alcohol, and lack of parent awareness of gang involvement.

"It takes the community to nurture a child and help a family grow; many families in need often don't have the resources. This project is about how we can all work together to strengthen our families and support our community," said Sherry Tennyson, executive director of the Resource Center.

Good Choices Class

This fall the Family Resource Center will offer a Guiding Good Choices class.

"This parent class is designed to improve family relationships and reduce the likelihood that children age 10 - 14 will develop substance abuse and problem behaviors in adolescence. We will also offer parents one-to-one support and refer them to community resources," said Tennyson

Vakharia used a specific example of why action needed to be taken now to help prevent substance abuse in teens: "Forty percent of children who start drinking before the age of 15 will become alcoholics at some point in their lives. Delaying the use of alcohol until the legal age helps avoid many of the associated problems. If the onset of drinking is delayed by five years, a child's risk of serious alcohol problems is cut in half."

The American Canyon Showcase on Napa Public Access TV, Channel 28, will broadcast the taped June 28 focus group. The program will air Friday nights at 7:30 p.m. and Saturday mornings at 10:00 a.m. the entire month of July. For more information contact Jennifer Stewart of the Catalyst Coalition at 259-5949 or Sherry Tennyson of the American Canyon Family Resource Center at 363-0058. The Eagle will publish the next town Prevention Partnership meeting date when it becomes available.
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