Strengthen St. Helena's social host ordinance  
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When police are called to unruly parties at private homes, one of the first things they try to determine is whether under-age drinking is taking place. Routinely, when the cops show up, the kids run away.

In the mid-1990s, many cities, including St. Helena, began fining parents for the misdeeds of their children. Unfortunately, St. Helena’s fines are too small to be effective deterrents. Some parents who allow kids to drink alcoholic beverages in their homes would just as soon pay the $100 fine. The police, responding to neighborhood complaints, return over and over, and the problem persists.

The problem is that under-age drinking is against the law and leads to alcohol-related problems such as drunk driving, sexual assault, vandalism, fights, injuries, truancy and disturbing the peace. It also costs taxpayers money to keep sending police out to the same residence.

St. Helena is especially affected by under-age drinking, according to a 2009 St. Helena Unified School District survey in which 46 percent of 11th grade students reported using alcohol in the prior 30 days, 25 percent drove after drinking and 41 percent obtained alcohol primarily at parties or other events outside school.

With the backing of the Napa County Catalyst Coalition, the St. Helena Partnership on Underage Drinking Prevention, the Rev. William McIlmoyl, Loraine Stuart and Frank Sotille, St. Helena Police Chief Monty Castillo presented the city council with a proposal last month to strengthen the city’s social host ordinance.

The first component of the new ordinance is directed at under-age drinking. It would impose a civil fine of $550 for a first offense, $750 for a second offense and $1,000 for a third offense.

A second component of the new ordinance would allow the city to recover the public cost of responding to unruly parties, whether or not there was under-age drinking.

At the request of Councilmember Sharon Crull, the second component of the ordinance is being held back so that the under-age component can be approved first.

She said a separate ordinance may be necessary to legislate the second component, holding adults responsible for police costs associated with repeat complaints, regardless of age.

The two components have been merged into one ordinance by Napa County, Calistoga and Yountville. Napa and American Canyon are considering similar proposals.

St. Helena should adopt both components — one for minors and one for all ages — because the cost of repeated police calls should be borne by the responsible “parties,” not St. Helena taxpayers at large.

A strong social hosting city ordinance that matches the county ordinance sends a clear and consistent message to students and parents alike that there are serious risks and consequences to underage drinking. This ordinance complements the good work of our school district’s leadership to unequivocally discourage a culture of acceptability and tolerance for underage “partying.”

Whether that requires one or two ordinances is not the issue. Protecting St. Helena youth — and St. Helena taxpayers — is the issue.

The council should waste no time getting both jobs done.
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