St. Helena Partnership battles youth substance abuse  
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The St. Helena Partnership for Youth Substance Abuse is planning to increase its visibility in St. Helena.

According to Shirin Vakharia, prevention coordinator for Napa County Health and Human Services, the partnership plans to explore how minors obtain alcohol and how to more effectively prevent that access. The organization also hopes to expand the St. Helena presence of Friday Night Live, an after-school program that provides minors with a positive, alcohol-free environment.

In addition, the partnership is organizing a campaign in which adults and children would develop anti-drug pledges together, a process that the partnership hopes will facilitate discussions between parents and children about drug and alcohol abuse.

The St. Helena Partnership for Youth Substance Abuse was founded in 2004 by community members, school and law enforcement officials, and county service providers in an attempt to address the growing concern of youth substance abuse. The organization conducted focus groups exploring the substance abuse-related attitudes and habits of St. Helena High School students.

Since that planning period, the St. Helena partnership has continued to fight youth substance abuse, co-sponsoring with Big Brothers and Big Sisters a program called Friday Night Live mentoring, in which high-school students mentor elementary school students.

In another promising development for the St. Helena substance abuse prevention movement, the Wolfe Center, which fights youth substance abuse throughout the county, has recently begun providing services at the St. Helena Family Center, and is hoping to work with the St. Helena Unified School District in the near future.

The St. Helena Partnership has been active in the past year as well, working with teens to create a film festival featuring teen films. The festival gave teens the chance to be involved in not only filmmaking, but also event planning and organizing. The partnership also hosted a brief intervention training, which taught participants how to work with mild to moderate substance abuse in adolescents. The intervention is now being conducted at the Angwin Teen Center through the St. Helena Family Center.

In addition, the partnership participated in the nationwide effort to hold local town hall meetings on youth substance abuse during the last week in March. During the meeting, the partnership discussed how alcohol and other drugs affect the developing brain, and provided parents with tips on how to fight underage drug abuse.

Since the formation of the group, other Napa County cities have joined the battle. The Napa County Office of Education received a grant through the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration to conduct similar processes in Calistoga, American Canyon and Napa. The various city teams have banded together under the umbrella of the Catalyst Coalition.
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