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Parents will face fines for underage boozers 
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Parents and young folks take note: Mom and dad will be held civilly liable if underage kids are caught drinking, even at home.

On Tuesday night, after citing several incidents of underage drinking in Calistoga that have caused near-fatalities, the Calistoga City Council joined the rest of the county in passing a new “Social Host Ordinance.” The ordinance decriminalizes underage drinking, but makes parents and the young drinkers financially liable for damages by underage drinkers done at parties of two or more people.

Calistoga Police Chief Jonathan Mills explained the ordinance that seeks to reduce access of alcohol to teens. The ordinance 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 issues 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 Napa County Health and Human Services, 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 people. If law enforcement determines that underage people 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 told the Calistoga City Council.

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 six-month period, the responsible party may be billed for all public safety response costs associated with responding to the complaint. This could include costs for the sheriff’s deputies, fire, ambulance or other emergency 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 more common than getting alcohol by using fake IDs (which was about 1 percent of responding kids’ indications), stealing from stores (picked by 2 percent) or asking someone already drinking for a sip of their drink (about 1 percent).

Additionally, some 50 percent of Napa County 11th-graders say finding alcohol is “very easy” and 26 percent indicate it is “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, higher than the statewide rate of 46 percent.

Napa County District 3 Supervisor Diane Dillon was at Tuesday’s city council meeting to support the city’s decision to join the rest of the county in bringing continuity to the countywide issue of underage drinking.
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