Alcohol sales in Petaluma

What’s the problem?
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I started reading the article in last week’s paper about the concentration of alcohol sales locations in downtown Petaluma and thought, “Here’s a problem”.  But, by the time I finished the article I was asking myself, “What’s the problem”?

This is another instance of nanny government seeking a problem to solve to show it’s looking out for the public good.  The problem here isn’t stores selling bottled spirits, wine or beer, it’s those few businesses we’d classify as bars or drinking establishments.  There are already several city regulations or ordinances which allow the police to actively patrol these establishments.

Since 9/11 we’ve been manipulated by governments using selected data to make us fearful and amenable to additional government regulation.  Whether it’s international terrorism or local gangs, we’ve been made to be afraid.  This is all in the nature of Chicken Little and her message, “The sky is falling” and the boy who cried wolf.  It’s also about those 27 activists for any cause trying to regulate how we live.  

First of all, it’s easy to miss what kind of establishments fall into the definition of what is an alcohol sales outlet.  Well, it includes “stores selling alcohol”.  This means right away that Petaluma Market is part of the problem because it sells alcohol. Do you think so?  It also includes just about every food service business in downtown.  Let’s identify the 6 or 8 establishments (bars) that are the cause of 99% of the problem and decide what should be done to further regulate their operations.

What about the data showing how many alcohol outlets there are in Petaluma?  The table shows the number 358 to allow comparison with the state and county numbers.  You might overlook the fact that this number isn’t the number in Petaluma but the number per 100,000 population.  As our population is only 56,000 that means our specific number should be 200.  

The box with the map showing the location of the alcohol on-sale establishments notes there are 108 (not 358 or 200) in Petaluma, of which 45% (or about 48) are located downtown.

Perhaps the number of establishments we have isn’t even excessive considering we actively promote ourselves (our city) as a tourist destination and a gateway to the wine country.  We have a city funded program to encourage people to come to Petaluma for touring and leisure.  Might it be normal that a tourist oriented, wine country community would have more eating establishments where alcohol is served than would a city where another industry was the community’s focus?  And locate those establishments in the area tourists would most likely be interested in visiting?

It may seem I’m overreacting on this issue, but, being an engineer, I hate to see numbers confuse rather than inform.  Before we go off half cocked, perhaps the City Council should ask the Police Department to quantify the problem as they see it.

This may be more about creating a new revenue producing ordinance to fund the Police Department than it is about the implied massive alcohol problem.

A simple solution to any real problem with heavy drinkers downtown would be to have an exceptionally heavy police presence (perhaps including county and CHP officers) from 11PM to 3AM for two or three weekends.  Once word got out that the police in Petaluma will apprehend drunks, the bar business in downtown would dry up.  I’ll bet bar owners would be quick to clean up their acts to prevent such a reputation for enforcement from coming into being.

How about locating the DUI spot check program to a downtown location and kill two birds with one stone?

Let’s not panic before the facts are in.

