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Seminar draws leaders and parents, but few students

Kids discuss underage drinking 

 By John Waters Jr.
Editor Napa Valley Register | Posted: Thursday, May 27, 2010 12:00 am |  





John Waters Jr./The Weekly Calistogan Police officer Roman Montanez (left) and Calistoga Police Chief Jonathan Mills give different sobriety checks to Friday Night Live members Carla Escalona and Lucas Marne, who hosted a program to discuss the issue of underage drinking on May 20. Marne is wearing glasses that mimic the visual effects of being under various levels of the influence of alcohol. Marne is finding it tough to walk the straight line taped to the ground. 

A club of three students, Friday Night Live, tackled one of society’s toughest subjects May 20 — that of underage drinking and what can be done to prevent it and the tragedies drinking can cause.

It was informative, fun and challenging, according to some of the 60 people who attended.

“All too often we give so much attention to young people who excel in sports,” said the night’s guest speaker Lydia Ruiz, of Calistoga. “We give less praise to those students to excel academically, and even less to kids who really try to do something that will make a difference in society — these three young people are the unsung heroes of their community, and have formed a club that focuses on raising the awareness of underage drinking and what can be done to prevent it.

“They are to be highly commended,” she said.

Echoing Ruiz’s remarks at the meeting were a number of adults — including Katie Keating, from the Napa County Department of Health and Human Services — who were especially impressed by the news that the fledgling Friday Night Live club at the Calistoga High School currently consists of only three members: Lucy Vigil, Carla Escalona and Joey Marne.

With the help of a few of their friends, the students’ focus is to prevent alcohol use among their peers for a host of reasons, not necessarily limited to just sobriety. They collected printed materials and information sheets, promotional water bottles, stickers,

stapled purple ribbons to grocery bags stamped with the Friday Night Live logo — and fortune cookies.

“These are not simply fortune cookies,” said Madelyn Parker, the Calistoga High School club’s advisor. “Instead of containing fortunes, they actually contain messages on teen alcohol use.”

One message was, “Alcohol use can lead teens to make poor decisions, including fights, drunk driving, and unprotected sex.” Another: “Juveniles who drink alcohol before age 15 are four times more likely to suffer from alcoholism.” Messages were in Spanish and English.

Carla Escalona, the host of Thursday’s program, kicked off the night with a short film about Casey Goodwin, a teen active in fighting under-aged drinking as a member of Friday Night Live at her high school in Exeter. Ironically, in 2003 Goodwin was killed by an 18-year-old drunk driver.

Another short video of a young Calistoga man, Alex Ruiz, who would be 23 today, was ushered in by his mother, Lydia. She spent several minutes talking about the tragedy that hit several families the night an underage drinker got behind the wheel of a car after police broke up a party where he was drinking. He bought more alcohol, Ruiz said, and continued driving, eventually colliding with Ruiz’s car and taking Alex’s life.

Another of the night’s ironies — Alex Ruiz always discouraged others from driving under the influence, and was the sober, designated driver the night he was killed.

“I think there are a lot of things we can do in our lives to change the culture, modeling, showing kids that there are ways they can have fun without alcohol,” Ruiz said. “The power of parents is most important — you’ve got be involved in the lives of your children.”

Social host ordinance
Calistoga Police Chief Jonathan Mills explained something called a social host ordinance to reduce the access of alcohol to teens. The ordinance basically creates a civil penalty for parents and adults who make alcohol accessible to minors, but it also gives law enforcement a more speedy means to deal with any issue or event related to teen alcohol use.

“We know that the greatest access teens have to alcohol is at social gatherings,” Mills said. “With this new social host ordinance, we’ll be able to shut down these parties more efficiently.”

Currently, a social host ordinance is winding its way though the cities of Napa County in order to create a uniform county-wide program to get a grip on teen alcohol use. Napa County and Calistoga have ordinances to address youth access to alcohol on private property. The process of holding teens and parents culpable in minor offenses can take more than a year in some cases, Mills said. The proposed ordinance repeals the current county and city ordinances and replaces it with one that is better aligned with best practices.

According to the Napa County Health and Human Services Agency (HHS), the current ordinance is limited to gatherings where alcoholic beverages are being consumed by persons younger than age 21. It does not impose civil fines for individuals found to be in violation of the code but rather, treats it like a misdemeanor. It also allows for cost recovery for law enforcement only when a party hosts a loud and unruly gathering where alcohol is used possessed by minors.

The proposed ordinance has two components for violations.

The first addresses loud and unruly gatherings where alcohol is used by underage persons. If law enforcement determines that underage persons are being served or allowed to consume alcohol they can be fined $500 for a first offense, $750 for a second offense and $1,000 for a third offense, Mills said.

The second component addresses loud and unruly gatherings on private property whether or not alcohol is served. A warning will be given the first time law enforcement comes to a property where there is a loud and unruly gathering but no evidence of underage drinking. If law enforcement is called to the same property again for a loud and unruly gathering within a 6-month period, the responsible party may be billed for all public safety response costs associated with responding to a complaint for a loud and unruly gathering. This could include costs for the Sheriff’s deputies, fire, ambulance or other emergencies services.

HHS says underage drinking in Napa County is illustrated by several statistics.

For example, some 30 percent of Napa County ninth and 11th graders report obtaining alcohol at parties or events outside school. This response was one of a dozen options kids surveyed could choose to identify, and was far greater than getting alcohol by using fake IDs (which was about 1 percent of responding kids’ indications), stealing from stores (picked by 2 percent) or by asking someone already drinking for a sip of their drink (according to about 1 percent of respondents).

Additionally, some 50 percent of Napa County 11th-graders say finding alcohol is “very easy” and 26 percent indicate “fairly easy” for students in their grade to get access to alcohol.

Also, some 29 percent of Napa County’s 11th-graders report “binge drinking” over any previous 30 days. Almost half of all Napa County 11th graders (48 percent) have “binged,” or gotten drunk or sick after drinking, according to HHS, a higher rate than 46 percent of California students overall.

Workstations
Following Mills’ presentation and a short question and answer session, the FNL kids asked those present to break up into groups to discuss and consider solutions to the issue of underage drinking, and actually experience the distortion of reality caused by excessive alcohol use by wearing sets of goggles designed to alter perception to varying degrees of intoxication.

Most of those, from teens to mature adults, who tried the goggles were considerably impressed by the effect of the goggles.

“It’s amazing, said Edie Englehard. “It’s really kind of scary, too, to think people are driving around like that.”

At the conclusion of the workshop, the FNL students asked participants to sign contracts vowing to prevent alcohol abuse.
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