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AMERICAN CANYON -- Providing alcohol to minors will be a potentially expensive proposition if a proposed public safety ordinance is passed. 

The so-called "social host" ordinance would allow fines to be levied against anyone hosting an event at which alcohol is served to minors. Parents would be held responsible for liquor provided at their homes, for instance, even if their child is providing it without their knowledge, Police Chief Jean Donaldson said Tuesday. 

Though not historically a big problem in American Canyon, underage drinking could increase with the opening of American Canyon High School, Donaldson said, and officials hope "to stay ahead of the curve." 

It's already a misdemeanor to give alcohol to minors, Donaldson said. It's punishable by up to six months in jail, community service or probation and/or a maximum fine of $1,000. 

The new ordinance adds civil fines of up to $1,000. 

"The hope is to reduce youth access to alcohol, the public's burden of unruly teenage gatherings and the harmful consequences of high-risk alcohol use," Donaldson said. 

He noted that Napa County has had success with a social host ordinance it adopted in the 1990s. 

It's not always possible to know who is supplying the alcohol when underage drinking is discovered at an event, the chief said, which leads to no one facing criminal charges. 

"Now, all we'll have to do is find out who's hosting the party," he said. 

Napa County's Health and Human Services 





Division, with the Catalyst Coalition of the Napa County Office of Education, "recently revised the ordinance to make it more useful for law enforcement," spokeswoman Stevie Dalby said. 

"We made it a civil ordinance, eliminating a lot of red tape," Dalby said. "It's less punitive but easier to enforce, and that's the key." 

The ordinance's suggested graduated fine system is $550 for a first offense, $750 for the second and $1,000 for any after that, she said. 

And for any call to police after the first one, a host could get slammed for "cost recovery" -- meaning "all associated resources required to break up an underage drinking party -- police time, ambulance, transportation and other expenses," Dalby said. 

Recent statistics show that underage drinking is a particular problem in Napa County, she said. 

Based on the latest California Healthy Kids Survey, "The percentage of underage drinking here is significantly higher than the state average, and that's why we're trying to get this ordinance passed countywide," Dalby said. "And alcohol is the leading contributor to death of people under 21 -- from crashes, falls, drowning, fights and other violence. 

"We have to show people that it's too easy for our kids to access alcohol," she said. 

The Napa County Board of Supervisors adopted the ordinance about a year ago, and similar ones have since been adopted by Calistoga and St. Helena. 

Dalby said ordinance proponents also hope to spread the word outside Napa County. 

"We'd like to be able to get the message out to Vallejo as well, since when it comes to the kids, there is no line between American Canyon and Vallejo," she said. 

According to the study, 28 percent of Vallejo City Unified School District high school juniors report using alcohol in the past 30 days, Dalby said. 

Vallejo Police Department spokesman Jeff Bassett said Vallejo has a similar ordinance that permits fining hosts for enforcement costs, though Fighting Back Partnership's Mark Mora said it's proven to be unenforceable. 

"Vallejo passed a 'teen party ordinance' in the 1990s, but its wording makes it hard to enforce," Mora said. "It hasn't really been enforced since it was passed. We're working on a revision," Mora said. 
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