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n a region experiencing rapid growth, such as the eastern area of San
Diego County, communities are at risk of becoming oversaturated with
bars, liquor stores and other locations where alcohol can be purchased.

If controls are not imposed, such

conditions can threaten public health and
safety and reduce the quality of life in
surrounding neighborhoods. This issue
briefing details the problems associated with
high alcohol-outlet density and the power of
local municipalities to mitigate them by adopting
stronger prevention policies.

The effects of outlet density on a community

Until recently alcohol-related problems were viewed
as the result of individual behavior. However,
about 15 years ago researchers began to look at these
problems from a new perspective, taking into account
the context in which they occur. There is now a large
and growing body of evidence showing that the negative
consequences of alcohol use are strongly influenced by
environmental factors. Foremost among these factors is
alcohol-outlet density

Many studies establish direct correlations between high
alcohol availability and increases in drunken driving,
sexual assault, crime and violence, underage drinking,
health problems and economic decline. Moreover, the
relationship between these problems and outlet density
is statistically significant, regardless of socioeconomic
and other demographic factors. (See enclosed Research
Summary.}

For these reasons, the California Department of
Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) has established

guidelines for the acceptable level of
alcohol outlet density in a given census
tract. If the numbei of alcochol retailers
exceeds the number recommended, that
census tract is considered to be
oversaturated (detailed information is
available on the ABC Web site: www.abc ca gov).

Using Public Convenience or Necessity (PCN)
as a tool to control oversaturation

n 1994, the California State Legislature adopted the

Caldera bill, which
authorizes local
municipalities to control
the number of bars and
retail outlets in their
communities. These rules
apply to ABC license
requests in areas that are
already oversaturated and/
or areas that have high
crime rates. Under the
statute, high crime is
defined as an area that
exceeds the city’s average
crime rate by 20 percent
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“If the local
authority
denies a PCN
waiver, then
state law
requires the
ABC to honor
that decision
and deny the

alcohol
Under such conditions, .
ABC must deny the license . | IC..e ns ;e’
application unless there is a app lication.

finding of need, termed




“Public Convenience or Necessity” (PCN) in the statute.
Depending on the type of business requesting a license,
the finding of “Public Convenience or Necessity,” is
determined either at the state or local level.

The State Department of Alcohol Beverage Control has
sole authority over restaurants, hotels, motels and other
lodging establishmenits, but local governments have
discretionary power over bars and liquor stores. If, in
these cases, the local authority does not find a need, state
law requires the ABC to honor that decision and deny
the license application.
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The Burden of Proof

Despite the authority of local municipalities to
control outlet density, many of the census fracts in
San Diego County, including the Fast Region, have
reached or surpassed saturation levels (see map below}.

Part of the reason may be that local governments are
seeking to support small business and they are unaware
of the problems that inevitably come with high outlet
density. As such, governing authorities may lean toward
approval of new
applications unless it
can be demonstrated
that the license in
question will result in
escalated crime or
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some other negative
consequence to the
surrounding area.

But this is a flawed
standard that is
contrary to the intent
of state law. When
dealing with high-crime
and oversaturated
areas, local residents
and health advocates
should not be required
to establish the
potential for harm
Instead, the burden of
proof should be on the
applicant, to show that
there is a need for
another alcohol outlet or,
at a minimum, the outlet
will be of benefit to the
community.

The Need
for Public
Involvement

In some cities, PCN-
related decisions
are made by an
administrator such as
the city manager or
planning director.
However, such a
procedure does not
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allow for any
community input on
the issue. A preferable
approach would be to
hold a public hearing,
so the effect on local
neighborhoods could
be assessed.

An ideal process would
solicit input from a

variety of stakeholders.
In addition to local law
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enforcement and
planning department
staff, community
members, health and
emergency care
providers, and
representatives from
other community
agencies would be
asked to participate,
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commission is ofteni a
good venue for this
kind of hearing.
Under such a system,
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the board would have
the power to make a
final decision, but if it
were contested, it
could still be appealed
to the city councll for a
final resolution. (See
model procedure at
right.)

Establishing PCN
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Criteria: How and Where to Draw the Line

State law does not mandate a set

of criteria to be used

to establish PCN. Instead, that decision is left up to
the local elected officials, so they can take into account
characteristics unique to their respective comimnunities.
To aid them in making this declsion, prevention experts

have developed two sets of criteria.

The first set is ‘Mandatory” criteria; conditions under

which att application automatically

will be denied. The

second set is “Discretionary” criteria; conditions that
may disqualify an application based on a risk-and-benefit
assessment. 1t should be noted these two are not meant
to be mutually exclusive. To the contrary, using a
combination of hoth is recommended, as that would
afford the highest level of protection. (See next page,
taken from: Public Convenience or Necessity: A Guide for
Local Government, produced by the EMI Group and
funded by the California Department of Alcohol and
Drug Programs.y
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Ma rv Criteri

The following factors are examples of those that might

be used as the basis to reject a PCN waiver in an area of

undue concentration or high crime:

* Targeted law enforcement areas, i e. regions already
drawing excessive amounts of law enforcement
resources.

+ Flevated rates of alcoholrelated erime (ie.,
disturbing the peace, public intoxication,
prostitution, vandalism, graffiti, etc.)

* ILong-term levels of undue concentration (20 percent
higher than the state average).

» Proximity to sensitive land uses (i.e , schools,

churches, residences, parks, areas designated for
economic development).

Discreti r iteri

Under this model, the decision-making body conducts a
risk and benefit analysis, with the benefits being
considered first. Here the applicant and/or those
supporting the application have an opportunity to
present the merits of the proposed outlet and explain
what value it will bring to the community. If no tangible
benefits can be demonstrated, no waiver would be
granted. If there are discernable benefits, then the risks
are examined.

Benefit Analysis .

» Net employment gain, especially of local residents
+ Various business taxes

» Unique business addition

* Upgrading an area and its usage

* Positive cultural or entertainment value

* Longterm econormnic development goals

Risk Analysis

» Law enforcement calls for service (20 percent higher
than the average)

* Ratio of all police calls to alcohol-related calls

* Level of law enforcement capacity

¢ Health indicators, alcohaolism rates, homelessness

¢ Percentage of youth in the immediate vicinity

* Alternative business uses available

* Duplication of existing services

*» Business operations (i.e, percentage of alcohol vs.
other items sold, late- b e
night sales, underage
staff, sale of inexpensive
or fortified wines, eic.)

“The burden

of proof
Since the dens1t.y of . should be
alcohol outlets in a given
community can have a on the
significant impact on app i iC ant to
public health and safety,
local governments should show that
have policies and having a

procedures in place to
prevent oversatuiation.
Establishing a strong set of
PCN criteria and applying
them to new applications

new alcohol
outlet will be
of benefit

as part of the planning to the
process is a fair and commuhn ity_”
reasonable way to meet

this goal EEEEEEEERE SRS

is issue briefing was produced by the Institute for Public

Strategies, a nonprofit organization advancing public
health through changes in policy and community norms. For
more information, call (619) 296-3311, email
info@publicstrategies org or visit www publicsirategies org

Funded by County of San Diego Health and Human Services Agency, Alcohol and Drug Services,
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Evaluating the Impact of Outlet Density on Crime

hile much of the crime data police collect may not appear to be related to alcohol

consumption, much less the density of alcohol outlets, the research tells a different

story. As demonstrated in the studies below, crimes such as domestic violence, assault,
burglary, grand theft and others are linked to the availability of alcohol in a community. It would
therefore be a mistake to minimize the relevance of such data when making decisions about
whether to permit additional alcohol outlets in a neighborhood

Violence and Crime

The relationship between alcohol outlet density and violent
crime has been well documented. Communities with 100 or
more alcohol outlets and a population of 50,000 or more can
expect an annual increase of 2.5 violent crimes each year for
every alcohol outlet added in the area *Criminologists
studying the distributjon of violent crimes have found on- -
site alcohot outlets such as bars and restaur ants wet'e amorng
the “hottest” of the “hot spots” for such incidents.” In one
large U S. city, researchers found city blocks with bars had
higher rates of assaults, robberies and rapes than other
blocks, even after the analysis accounted for the effects of
unemployment and poverty.

Researchers also found these so-called “wetter
neighborhoods have higher levels of public drunkenness
and disturbing the peace violations' along with calls for
police services " Further support for the causal relationship
comes from research showing violence and other problems
decrease when alcohol availability goes down ** ¥

Increased homicide rates also are prevalent in regions with
high densities of off site alcohol outlets such as liquor
stores." ® One study of urban neighborhoods in New
Orleans found a 10 percent higher outlet density was
associated with a 2 4 percent higher homicide rate
According to the researcher, this was true even after
considering other factors such as the percentage of
unemployed, black, young male residents and the number
of households headed by unmarried people *

Domestic Violence and Sexual
Assault

New findings suggest domestic violence and sexual assault
in a neighborhood may rise as the number of liquor licenses
inthe area increases Even after accounting for
sociceconomic factors that could influence domestic
violence, a study in Maryland showed that a doubling of the
density of liquor stores was associated with a nine percent
increase in the rate of reported domestic violence. While
alcohol is certainly not the only factor in domestic violence

and sexual assault. researchers concluded that reducing the
incidence of domestic violence in certain areas may be as
simple as spreading out the stores that are allowed to sell
alcohol ™

Several studies of college students also found a correlation
between alcohol use and sexual assault Specifically, the
studies showed an increased likelihood of victimization
among drinking and intoxicated women * In a study of 52
women bar drinkers, 85 percent of the women reported
some form of nonsexual physical aggression. Thirty-three
percent reported an attempted or completed rape occurred
after drinking in a bar** The risk of nonsexual victirnization
was not greater for wornen who went to bars frequently, but
the 1isk of sexual victimization increased.

Alcohol-related collisions

The most frequently reported consequences of high outlet
density are alcohol-related collisions Accordingtoa study of
72 cities in California, for every one percent increase in

_outlet density there was a 54 percent increase in alcohol-

related crashes. Thus, if a city of 50,000 had 100 alcohol
outlets, the residents would experience an additional 2.7
crashes for each new bar or liquor store ! Some studies
indicate the rate of crashes can be reduced by responsible
beverage service training programs, but the level of risk still
is high when outlet density exceeds the acceptable levels of
saturation ™®

This is of special concetn in cities such as E1 Cajon and La
Mesa, the two most populous cities in the East County
region, where there is high outlet density and most of the
alcohol outlets are located along major roads and highways.
The presence of so many bars and restaurants, closely
packed together near major intersections, tends to increase
the chances of alcohol-related traffic crashes According to
data from the California Office of Traffic Safety (O 'S} many
of these incidents take place at night, as bars are closing and
highways become crowded with patrons who have been
drinking * This is confirmed by the Place of Last Drink
survey data, which indicates about half of drunken driversin
San Diego County are coming from bars and restaurants ™




Underage Drinking

A study of three cities in Northern California showed
communities with high outlet density have significantly
higher levels of underage drinking as well as gang-related
behavior, drug sales and sexual promiscuity among youth.
According to the authors, if alcohol outlets define the
physical and social environment for youth, then they are
more likely to engage in such activities. '

A sirong correlation was established between the age of a
young person’s first drink and a variety of personal and
social problems These include getting involved in fights,
suffering personal injury, unprotected sexual activity and
drinking problems later in life.* * [t can be especially
problematic when young people grow up in an environment
with alcohol advertisements on every street corner.

Economic Decline

According to city planning departments . the most common
complaints regarding alcohol outlets are related to noise,
traffic or loitering These problems may seem minot, but
over time they change the character of a neighborhood. Asa

result, those who regularly visit may change their routines;
and even those living nearby may start to avoid the area ™

This phenomenon is consistent with research showing over-
concentration of alcohol outlets often is part of a
neighborhood’s broad economic and social disintegration.
Wherr an area becornes oversaturated with bars and liquor stores, it
Iooses its economic base as well as its diversity and becomes less
attractive to residents and potential retafl customers ™ Accordingly,
a proliferation of alcohol outlets can be considered a
symptom of economic decline and a factor that worsens such
decline

Conclusion

In light of this research, appeals by community organizations

* and residents to limit and/or decrease the number of

alcohol outlets in their neighborhoods should not be
construed as anti-business ‘To the contrary, crime and over
concentration are barriers to attracting new businesses and
commercial enter piises that can promote economic
revitalization and development Any new license
applications in oversaturated areas should be considered
with caution * = '
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