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Approximately 30 concerned parents and St. Helena residents gathered Monday for a town hall meeting hosted by the Catalyst Coalition-St. Helena Partnership to discuss the issue of underage drinking and drug use in the community, and ways to alleviate the problem.

The meeting came on the cusp of Tuesday’s 5-0 vote by the Napa County Board of Supervisors to adopt a strengthened, county-wide social host ordinance.

The town hall meeting, held at the St. Helena Boys and Girls Club and moderated by Sara Cakebread, had three main purposes: to share the latest local underage alcohol and drug abuse statistics with the public; discuss the proposed amendments to the existing social host ordinance; and educate parents on how to recognize and deal with teen drug and alcohol abuse on an at-home level.

Speakers included Mayor Del Britton; Shirin Vakharia, prevention coordinator for the Napa County Health and Human Services Agency; St. Helena police officer Todd Heald; Napa County Supervisor Diane Dillon; and others.

Shocking stats

The 2009 Healthy Kids Survey statistics shared by Coalition members and local and school officials surprised and alarmed numerous attendees.

St. Helena equals or, in many cases, outranks Napa County in several categories, including teen abuse of alcohol within the past 30 days, onset age of alcohol and marijuana use, binge drinking, and ease of access to alcohol or marijuana.

Seventeen percent of St. Helena seventh graders surveyed stated that they had used alcohol in the past 30 days, compared to 13 percent county-wide.

By 11th grade, those numbers rose to 46 percent for St. Helena students, compared to 41 percent county-wide. Binge drinking rates (defined as consuming five or more drinks in a two-hour period for males, and a three-hour period for females) hovered at 31 percent for St. Helena 11th graders, and 29 percent county-wide.

“So many people think that we don’t have these problems because we’re in St. Helena,” said Cakebread. “But it’s here.”

Sarah Carpenter, St. Helena Student Assistance Program coordinator, pointed out that the Napa Valley’s wine-based economy does not correlate with the rate of underage drinking.

“They’re bingeing, but it’s not on wine,” said police officer Heald. He noted the unique difficulty in finding drinking parties in the St. Helena area because teens often host parties on the large, isolated properties in the hills, or smoke marijuana in isolated vineyards.

Vakharia spoke about some St. Helena parents’ choice to be present or provide alcohol to minors in a closed home setting — so-called “social hosting” — believing that a supervised setting is preferable to one in which teens may drink and drive, or drink unsupervised.

“But there are more consequences (to teen drinking) than just drunk driving,” said Vakharia, pointing out the increased risk of sexual assault, sexual activity, suicide, fights, alcoholism and death.

Law is changing

The attendees’ consensus was that one step toward reducing the teen alcohol and drug abuse problem is strengthening the existing St. Helena Social Host Ordinance.

The current ordinance bans providing alcohol to minors in a gathering of five or more people, with criminal fines of $100 for a first offense, $200 for second violation within one year, and $500 for subsequent violations within one year.

The new ordinance introduced by county supervisors on Tuesday with an intent to adopt the uniform county-wide ordinance on May 4, redefines “gathering” as two or more people, and punishes violators with civil, not criminal, fines of $500 for the first violation, $750 for the second violation and $1,000 for the third or subsequent violations. There is no time limit on the violation time, and counties could also pursue cost recovery.

“This gives law enforcement and parents another tool to help with the issue of youth substance abuse,” said Dillon.
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