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Social host ordinance enforcement kicks into high gear

By BOB GIBBINS Press Staff Writer

TAHLEQUAH — Three Tahlequah residents received the city’s first social host ordinance citations last Fri-
day, nearly two years after the measure went on the books.

Tahlequah School Resource Officer Bryan Swim said the citations were issued at a residence where a NSU
fraternity was hosting a party on Oklahoma Street. Pete Heist, an agent with the state’s Alcoholic Beverage
Laws Enforcement Commission, said a group of law enforcement officers sent an underaged person into the
party, and the young person was given beer.

Swim and Val Dobbins, Tahlequah BEST (Bringing Everyone’s Strengths Together) Community Coalition
coordinator, blamed the delay in enforcing the ordinance on a lack of knowledge.

“It was a lack of awareness of the ordinance by the law enforcement community and the community as well,”
Dobbins said.

Swim and a 2M2L (Too Much To Lose) club drafted a proposed social host ordinance and submitted it to the
city council in May 2008. Dobbins said the students advocated for the measure because similar regulations
have met with success in other communities in curbing underage drinking.

“Our city council has been very supportive of the ordinance, and it was easily passed,” Dobbins said.

Swim said plans are in the works to have in-service training with the local law enforcement community.

He said the three tickets for the social host violations were issued to people who had the property on Oklahoma
Street rented, and they will be prosecuted in municipal court, along with recipients of nearly 20 other citations
issued for minors in possession of beer.

“They [renters] had control of the residence,” Swim said.

Police Chief Clay Mahaney said stores and persons hosting parties in Tahlequah can rest assured this will not
be the only time they’ll see officers at their doors checking for compliance on city and state alcohol laws.

The social host ordinance provides some stiff penalties for violations.

A maximum $500 fine is possible, along with a 60-day jail sentence. It also allows law enforcement, firefight-
ers and other emergency response personnel to recoup response costs, including salaries and benefits, the cost
of any medical treatment needed for an emergency responder’s going to a scene, and the cost of repairing any
city equipment damaged.

Swim said no response costs will be sought in the initial enforcement because city officers were working on an
overtime alcohol enforcement grant.



“The social host ordinance is a way to deter people from hosting parties where underage youth are drinking,”
Dobbins said. “It penalizes those hosting who provide the location or premise where kids under 21 are drink-
ing alcohol.”

She said controlling access to alcohol and the location where minors are drinking has been a proven strategy in
many communities.

“More than 45 percent of Tahlequah 10th- through 12th-graders say they’ve used alcohol in the past 30 days,”
Dobbins said. “Three-quarters of them tell us someone over 21 provided the alcohol, and 80 percent said they
drink at parties.”

Dobbins said the recent saturation operation by law enforcement presented the perfect opportunity to test the
ordinance. She said officials hope law enforcement personnel and the community will embrace the ordinance

and continue to support its enforcement.

She explained Tahlequah’s BEST will work on raising awareness about the ordinance and support law en-
forcement in their continuing efforts to enforce it.

Staff Writer Josh Newton also contributed to this report.
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