Social Host Ordinance
Frequently Asked Questions

Why Does Napa County Need a New Policy?

Napa County residents are at greater risk than other communities in California for alcohol-related deaths, injury and related problems.  The following data illustrates the current statistics of our county and uncovers the need to address community-wide alcohol problems through proven practices, such as policies that prevent underage drinking.  

· 29% of Napa’s 11th graders report binge drinking within the past month.  Almost half of all Napa County 11th graders (48%) have ever been drunk or sick after drinking, a higher rate than California students
.
· The binge drinking rate (drinking five or more drinks in a few hours) among adult Napa County residents is 34.6% 
.  The statewide average is much lower, 29.7%.  

· 49% of 7th graders report being in a car with someone who has been drinking alcohol
.  Both of these statistics are higher than both the state and national averages.  

· Of a dozen available answers, 9th and 11th graders overwhelmingly chose “parties or events outside of school” as their #1 source of alcohol.  This response was far greater than fake ID’s, stealing from stores or shoulder tapping
.  
	Has using alcohol, marijuana, or other drugs ever caused you to have any of the following problems?

	9th Grade Responses
	11th Grade Responses

	Problems with emotions, nerves, mental health
	9%
	11%

	Trouble or problems with the police
	7%
	10%

	Problems with school work
	5%
	8%

	Fight with other kids
	4%
	6%

	Physically hurt or injure yourself
	5%
	7%

	Unwanted or unprotected sex
	3%
	6%

	Forget what happened or pass out
	8%
	15%

	More than one problem
	11%
	19%


Community efforts to prevent underage drinking are commendable.  Prevention programs, school-based support programs, youth and family counseling, excellent treatment and intervention programs, and strong enforcement efforts have all helped individuals make positive decisions.  However, our prevention efforts have not addressed the environments where alcohol is served.  A Social Host Ordinance is a community-based policy that helps reduce youth access to alcohol, and has been selected as an important addition to the efforts already in place in Napa County.  
What will a New Policy Do?

A Social Host Accountability Ordinance is a civil fine, imposed upon the host of a loud or unruly underage drinking party. Local laws that hold adults responsible for loud and unruly gatherings have been demonstrated through research to reduce alcohol related problems; improve public safety; and reduce underage drinking.  The proposed Social Host Ordinance will provide an effective tool for our community.    

Implementation of this ordinance does not require an arrest or involvement in the court system, but rather a significant fine which acts as a deterrent.  The ordinance will not result in a civil fine or citation when a true emergency occurs at a gathering and emergency responders are called to deal with that situation. Enforcement of the ordinance begins when law enforcement receives a complaint of a potentially unruly gathering. Officers can apply the ordinance and issue a citation to the party host.
A Social Host Ordinance holds accountable, through stiff civil fines, the host of any gathering where alcohol is being served to, consumed by, or in possession of minors. Specifically, ANYONE who hosts such a gathering will be cited and subject to a fine, and possibly civil cost recovery fees, under the ordinance. If the host of such a gathering is 17 years old or younger, the parents of that minor will be held jointly responsible with their teen and subject to a fine and fees, even it they were not aware of the gathering. The purpose of a Social Host Accountability Ordinance is to deter host from creating or allowing dangerous and illegal situations involving minors, and cut down on the nuisance such gatherings inflict on the community.

A Social Host Ordinance that is legally based on best practices, adopted among all cities and towns in Napa County, reinforces the message that underage drinking will not be tolerated anywhere in the county. A Social Host Ordinance that is legally binding also reduces confusion about the rules among parents and teens; Napa youth travel back and forth between jurisdictions, and do not necessarily see law enforcement borders. Jurisdictions that impose softer penalties may be unduly burdened by more parties and increased alcohol consumption by minors. Napa County has an opportunity to create a movement addressing underage drinking, sending a consistent message that Napa County cares about the health and well being of its young people.
Why is my community trying to tell parents what to do with their own kids?
This ordinance in not intended to address family gatherings, such as family dinners, religious observations or other intimate events that do not disrupt the greater community. The purpose of this ordinance is to hold accountable host who allow unruly gatherings where underage youth obtain and consume alcohol, and to deter potential hosts from holding or allowing underage drinking parties.
Why should parents who were out of town be held responsible for the actions of their kids?

In most cases, until a child turns 18, parents are responsible for the child’s actions, regardless of whether they involved underage drinking. For examples, is a 15-year-old vandalizes private property, his parents will likely be responsible for paying the damage, or if a 17-year-old causes an auto crash, both the teen driver and parent will face auto insurance increases. This ordinance in consistent with this principal and helps ensure that when parents are away from home, young people do not host parties where alcohol is consumed, endangering their lives and the lives of their friends.
Don’t we already have laws that do the same thing?
Current state law regarding underage drinking is limited and applies only to parents / guardians and only if the underage person is:

·   Under 18 years

· Blood Alcohol Content of 0.05 percent or greater

· Was permitted to drive a vehicle, and
· Was found to have caused a traffic collision driving.

Most communities in California adopt an ordinance to fill this gap.  Social host ordinances close unsafe loopholes in current law by:

· Holding any adult accountable for providing alcohol to anyone under age 21

· Providing law enforcement with enforcement authority to hold adults accountable for minors consuming alcohol on public or private property

Social Host ordinances help to address the problem at the source – by preventing and reducing the number of house parties that will occur and holding those accountable that host the party. 

Most Napa County jurisdictions enacted Social Host Ordinances in the late 1990’s.  Since then, national research and studies of effectiveness have improved upon the ordinance design.  Ventura County, Marin County and Sonoma County, for example, have documented improvements in enforcement and underage drinking patterns as a result of their updated ordinances.  Regional and national prevention research partners have constructed ‘best practice’ language for the ordinance, which is widely used across the nation as communities look to adopt new, or replace their outdated Social Host Ordinances. 
What happens when a citizen appeals or does not pay the fine?

Each ordinance includes an appeals process description.  If a person does not pay and does not file an appeal, the city/town can file a small claims complaint at minimal cost. The municipality also has the option to levy late payment fees.  Neighboring counties have experience to help train communities in this process.

Where the ordinance is criminal in nature and a violation is either a misdemeanor or an infraction, fines are limited by Governmental Code sections 36900 (for cities) and 25132 (for counties). This ordinance is NOT criminal; therefore the California Governmental Code does not apply.
Why are civil penalties better than criminal penalties?

Civil penalties hold youth accountable without criminalizing them. They also address the problem at the root: Adult responsibility for access to alcohol. In fact, criminal penalties would make it more difficult for your community to enforce the ordinance against parents, since a criminal ordinance requires parental knowledge of a party where alcohol is served, whereas the civil penalty does not.
How Much Will this Cost our Community?

Other communities provide valuable insight to the question of cost.  A fine or fee structure is an important source of income for the program, offsetting the costs for law enforcement to uphold the ordinance.   

Most importantly, the community will see a reduction in underage drinking and related problems and accidents, both of which cost taxpayers thousands of dollars per year for emergency response, prosecution and jail time.  
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