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Social Host Ordinances (SHO) come in many forms.  Some impose criminal penalties, others are civil in nature (imposing fines or cost recovery – 
discussed below).  They may exempt certain types of property owners or property types, have distinct definitions of what constitutes a party, 
require differing levels of fault in terms of the offender’s involvement in the party, and provide differing defenses and penalties. 
 
Variable 1: Civil and/or Criminal  

 Option - Criminal ordinances require a relatively high degree of host culpability 
 Option - Civil ordinances are prosecuted through an administrative agency, which are typically easier to prosecute -- penalties are limited 

to fines and cost recovery  
Variable 2: Number of and Action by Underage Guests 

 Option - civil ordinances: Possession, consumption, or unruly behavior with a two-person, one minor requirement. 
 Option - criminal ordinances: Possession or consumption with a two-person, one minor requirement. 

Variable 3: Property Type  
SHOs will vary in terms of the type of property that can trigger a violation.  Private residences (including apartments) are typically included as the 
primary locale of underage drinking parties.  The ordinances may also include other types of property, including: (a) outdoor property; (b) 
outbuildings (e.g., studios, garages, barns); (c) community halls and other meeting spaces. 
Variable 4:  Types of Hosts 
Typically, SHOs include anyone in control of the property where the party occurred as potential violators (e.g., owner, renter, and lessee) and the 
person who organized, supervised, or controlled the party.   
Variable 5: Knowledge Standard  
SHOs establish varying requirements related to the actions and knowledge of the host:  Overt Act: The host must have actual knowledge of the 
party and commit an act that contributes to its taking place. Knowledge: The host must have actual knowledge.  Recklessness: The host may not 
have acted with actual knowledge but must act with intentional disregard of facts or circumstances that would have alerted him/her to the party’s 
occurrence. Negligence: The host knew or should have known of the event's occurrence (in legal terminology, "constructive knowledge" – what a 
reasonable person would have known in like circumstances). Strict liability: No requirement of knowledge or culpability.  The fact that the party 
took place on the host’s property is sufficient. 
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Discuss the benefits of a Social Host Ordinance, address any concerns, 

and encourage the support of Key Stakeholders 

 

David F. Sears, MPA:  David Sears has a Bachelor of Science Degree in 

Criminal Justice Administration and a Masters in Public Administration from 
California State University, Hayward. He is currently working on his Juris 
Doctorate Degree.  
 
David Sears has worked for 25 years as a professional law enforcement 
manager and leader in developing and implementing public policy. He has 
worked for the City of Benicia, California, as well as the City of Petaluma, 
California, where he retired as a Police Captain. He has worked with local 
businesses and community groups to enact policies to help curb alcohol abuse 
and excessive underage drinking. He was successful in having an immediate 
impact on reducing social host incidents as well as other associated crimes. The 
success has expanded to other local cities that have asked for assistance in 
implementing policies to reduce excessive and underage drinking in their 
communities with Social Host Ordinances.  David has participated with advisory 
boards to advance policy changes to address cultural problems around alcohol 
and under-age drinking. As an advisory board member he completely 
understands the responsibilities to provide valuable input including data 
collection protocols and analytical metrics, technical assistance, and training 
needs for local coalitions to engage local law enforcement, analyzing data and 
their results, as well as sharing data with other coalitions or law enforcement 
agencies.  

 

 

 

Dylan Ellerbee, MPM:  Dylan Ellerbee holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree 

from Beloit College and a Masters in Political Management from George 
Washington University. He has been working in the field of youth substance use 
for more than a decade.  He is currently a Research Associate at Wake Forest 
School of Medicine where he works on multiple studies and implementation 
projects to prevent underage and excessive drinking in North Carolina and 
nationally.  Dylan has coordinated North Carolina’s preventing underage 
drinking initiative for 8 years; he serves as treasurer on the US Alcohol Policy 
Alliance Board of Directors; and serves on the Board of the North Carolina 
Alcohol Policy Alliance.  Dylan has spoken and trained at numerous national 
conferences on alcohol and public health and was nominated in 2012 for the 
Robert Wood Johnson “Young Leaders in Public Health” award.   
 
 

 

Mark Wolfson, PhD, Wake Forest School of Medicine Professor, 

Department of Social Sciences and Health Policy:  Dr. Wolfson's research 
focuses on (1) the forces shaping public policy on alcohol and tobacco use, and 
(2) the implementation and impact of alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drug policy 
and prevention programs. He is an expert on underage drinking laws and can 
speak about the best or most promising practices for increasing the 
enforcement of underage drinking laws and the incidence of alcohol-related 
problems among young adults.   
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Variable 6: Preventive Action Negates Violation 
Some SHOs exempt hosts who take preventive action once they become aware of the party, e.g., call law enforcement or act in good faith to end 
the party.  The preventive action can be part of the definition of the violation (i.e., the prosecutor must show that the host did not take preventive 
action) or be an affirmative defense (i.e., the host must show he/she took the preventive action to avoid liability).  Preventive action requirements 
make it more difficult to prosecute SHO violations thereby reducing the certainty and swiftness of the penalty. 
Variable 7: Penalties 
Penalties can include imprisonment, fines, and cost recovery.  Cost recovery requires the host to pay the costs of law enforcement, fire, medical 
and other emergency response providers as a result of the party.  Civil ordinances cannot include imprisonment.  In general, subsequent offenses 
within a set period of time should be subject to more severe penalties.  Penalties vary by the severity of the offense (for example, parties that 
result in bodily harm may involve stricter penalties) or type of host (landlords may have lighter fines and only receive notice and warning for first 
offense).  Recommendation, civil ordinances: Small fine or warning for first offense with heavier fines for second and subsequent offenses by same 
person at same property within a one year period. Cost recovery permitted after warning and a second response is required within one year.  
 

Where in California are there social host ordinances?   
Increasing numbers of counties and cities across California have enacted local social host ordinances.  While these municipalities use 
somewhat different legal frameworks, their intent is the same:  to discourage gatherings where underage drinking occurs.  
 

   Social Host Ordinance In the State Of California (Partial List) 
Agoura Hills         Encinitas      Manhattan Beach   Oxnard   San Rafael 

Anderson   Escondido   Marin County   Palo Alto   Santa Barbara  

Bakersfield   Fairfax          Merced   Petaluma   
Santa Barbara 
County 

Baldwin Park   Fillmore   Milpitas   Poway   Santa Clara County 

Barstow   Fresno     Mill Valley   Port Hueneme   Santa Cruz 

Belvedere   Fresno County   Mission Viejo   Rancho Cucamonga   Santa Cruz County 

Berkeley   Gilroy                  Modesto   Redlands   Santa Maria 

Benicia   Hemet   Mono County   Rialto   Santa Paula 

Camarillo   Hayward   Moorpark   Riverside County   Santa Rosa 

Carpinteria   Huntington Park   Moreno Valley   Rohnert Park   Santee 

Ceres                   Imperial Beach   Morgan Hill   Ross   Sausalito 

Chico   Irvine   Napa     Sacramento   Simi Valley 

Chula Vista   Laguna Beach   Napa County   Salinas   Sunnyvale 

Clearlake   Laguna Hills   National City   San Anselmo   Thousand Oaks 

Contra Costa  
County      La Mesa                Newman   

San Bernardino 
County   Tiburon 

Corona   La Puente              Norco   San Diego County   Turlock 

Coronado   Larkspur   Novato   San Diego   Vallejo 

Corte Madera   Lemon Grove   Oceanside   San Jose   Ventura City 

Davis   Los Altos   Ojai   San Leandro   Ventura County 

Dublin   Los Gatos        Ontario   San Luis Obispo   Vista 

El Cajon       Mammoth Lakes        Orange   San Marcos   Waterford 

 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  Yucca Valley 

Social host laws/ordinances are designed to give law enforcement a tool to hold individuals legally accountable for parties and 
gatherings in residential settings or other private property.   What evidence shows SHO work?  

 In communities where social host ordinances have been enacted, law enforcement officers report that the law is a useful 
tool in addressing underage drinking parties.   

 The vast majority of citations for violations of social host ordinances are issued for first offenses.  
 Passage of a social host ordinance results in fewer calls for service for law enforcement, over time. 
 Communities with social host ordinances have fewer large underage drinking parties.   

 
Benefits of Civil Social Host Ordinances (SHOs) 

Civil SHOs with strict liability require a lower burden of proof than criminal ordinances ■ Civil SHOs can make enforcement more 
flexible and efficient ■ Focusing on deterrence not criminalization is an effective community tool ■ Civil SHOs can keep cases out of 

the court system ■ Civil SHOs focus on the home party setting and associated problematic activities ■ They do not focus on an 
adult’s intention to provide or furnish alcohol to a person under the legal drinking age ■ Strong civil SHOs provide a powerful 

enforcement tool and fill an important legal gap 


