Underage drinking in Napa County edging down
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A high percentage of Napa County teenagers continue to drink alcohol, but the number is trending downward, according to the 2009 California Healthy Kids Survey.

Sixty-eight percent of Napa County 11th-graders said they had drunk a full glass of alcohol at least once in their lifetime, while 41 percent had consumed alcohol within the previous 30 days.

Both figures were 2 percent lower than in the 2005 survey, said Jennifer Stewart, coordinator for the Catalyst Coalition, an organization under the Napa County Office of Education that works to fight underage drinking in Napa County.

In the survey’s most encouraging finding, 90 percent of local 11th-graders agreed that people risk harming themselves by using alcohol, Stewart said.

Four years earlier, only 68 percent of Napa County 11th graders recognized the risk, she said.

“We’re doing something right,” Stewart said. “First you have to change knowledge, then you change behavior.”

The 2009 survey found that local teens were drinking at a slightly higher rate than the statewide average. It’s unclear why underage drinking rates tend to be higher in Napa, Stewart said.

Though wine is part of the local culture, teenagers don’t generally drink it, she said.

It’s likely that media, culture and general societal attitudes about alcohol play a role in alcohol consumption among young people, Stewart said. “Kids absorb everything around them, their entire environment,” she said.

Alcohol use among underage youth can have a host of negative consequences, Stewart said. Alcohol can play a role in car crashes, teen pregnancies and violence, she said.

Teens are five times more likely to abuse substances as adults if they drink alcohol before age 15, according to the National Longitudinal Alcohol Epidemiolgic Survey.

“There’s going to be a huge issue down the road if we don’t focus on prevention,” Stewart said.

At Napa High School, the number of students suspended for alcohol use at school appears to be declining, said Luis Munguia, dean of students. Generally, officials see more problems with marijuana, he said.

But it’s no question that alcohol is prevalent during nonschool hours, he said.

“We’re no ostriches,” Munguia said. “We don’t have our heads in the sand. Students do drink.”

Those who are caught with alcohol are often tight-lipped about where they got it or who else was involved, Munguia said. “Usually students don’t want to incriminate anybody else,” he said.

He believes Napa’s small size and limited activities for youth may be part of why students turn to alcohol.

“I’ve had a couple students in the past share, ‘Well, we get bored. There’s nothing to do,’ or ‘It was there so I wanted to try it,’” he said.

The Catalyst Coalition is working with law enforcement, schools and other organizations to prevent minors from drinking, and the improving numbers show it is having an impact, Stewart said.

One area of focus has been on strengthening laws that hold accountable people who host parties where underage drinking is occurring. Parties are generally where teens drink alcohol, Stewart said.

There is also a program called TRACE under the Alcohol Beverage Control that conducts investigations into where minors obtained alcohol. Once identified, the business that sold the alcohol or the adult who gave it to a minor can face fines of $550 to $1,000.

If a crime or injury occurs on the property during a party, the host can be held criminally liable.

Napa city has new requirements that people who serve alcohol at special events must receive training on how to decline service to people who are showing signs of being under the influence.

Another local program, Friday Night Live, sponsors social events where abstinence from alcohol is promoted.

At Napa High, health classes cover the risks of alcohol consumption and teachers of other classes discuss it when appropriate, Munguia said. The school resource officer works closely with freshman to prevent underage drinking.

Any students found to have a problem are referred to community agencies such as the Wolfe Center, he said. They also inform parents so they can be involved.

In the past five years since the coalition started, the numbers have been edging downwards, Steward said.

“We’re definitely rolling, but there’s a lot more to do,” she said.
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