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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Based on a variety of socio-demographic factors, Marin County is thriving; its population is relatively 
affluent, well-educated, and healthy. However, its environment with regard to alcohol places its residents, 
particularly youth, at risk. Marin County is saturated with alcohol, and the resulting harm is a major public 
health concern with significant health and economic impacts.

Outlet density rates in Marin County are higher than the state average and exceed the California Department 
of Alcohol Beverage Control’s maximum recommended concentration. With 924 licensed sales outlets, 
there is one location selling alcohol for every 280 residents, and one location for every 67 youth under 
the legal drinking age. Nonetheless, additional alcohol licenses are approved every year. 

Cheap, youth-friendly alcohol products are sold at a majority of food outlets. Both adult and youth  
consumption rates are higher than the state average. Marin County also experiences a great deal of 
alcohol-related harm, including the following:

n Admissions for treatment for alcohol as a primary substance and alcohol-related emergency 
room visits are higher in Marin County than statewide averages.

n One out of ten motor vehicle crashes and 37% of crash fatalities in Marin County are  
alcohol-related.

n Each year, the estimated economic cost experienced by Marin County is $214.7 million, 
including $92.2 million in direct costs to government. 

In order to reduce problems in its alcohol environment and alcohol-related harm, Marin County must 
employ evidence-based policies. These include limits on alcohol outlet density; increased enforcement 
of underage drinking laws; local levies to fund enforcement, treatment, and prevention; and bans on 
sales of dangerous, youth-oriented beverage products such as alcopops (i.e., flavored malt beverages). 

We hope this report will prove helpful in establishing the need for, and motivating movement toward, 
adopting specific alcohol policies to reduce excessive consumption and alcohol-related harm. It is 
intended to provide useful, current data for policymakers, community organizations, parents, educators, 
elected officials, and anyone with an interest in the health and safety of Marin County residents with regard 
to alcohol. Please contact Jorge Castillo, Alcohol Justice Advocacy Director (jorgec@alcoholjustice.org), 
if you are interested in reducing alcohol-related harm in Marin County.
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 INTRODUCTION

Marin County, California, is considered by many as an idyllic place to live, and has consistently ranked 
as the healthiest county in the state on a variety of physical and socioeconomic factors.1 Marin County 
is affluent, with a median household income of $96,580. It has a low poverty level, with 8.4% of the entire 
population and 9.5% of children under 18 with income below the poverty level.2 Marin County residents 
are also well-educated: 94% of its residents are high school graduates and 55% are college graduates. 

A notable exception to Marin County’s reputation of overall health is its high rates of risky alcohol use 
among adult and youth residents. Between 2006-2012, the excessive drinking3 rate among current adult 
drinkers in Marin County averaged 22%, compared to 17% statewide, ranking Marin County 44th out of 
51 counties. Forty-one percent of high school juniors in Marin County reported consuming alcohol in the 
past 30 days, and 30% reported binge drinking.4 An estimated 59,680 youth under the minimum legal 
drinking age of 21 live in Marin County, comprising 23% of the total estimated population.

Marin County’s high drinking rates are located within an over-concentration of places selling alcohol, 
and ubiquitous access to cheap, youth-oriented products, creating an environment that surrounds youth 
with risk of alcohol-related harm. Harm resulting from alcohol use is a major public health concern in 
Marin County, with significant health and economic impacts. Environmental factors such as the number 
of alcohol establishments in an area (outlet density), the amount and types of alcohol advertising, and 
the price of alcohol, strongly influence both drinking behaviors and resulting harm. 

Enacting, maintaining, and enforcing evidence-based policies are the most effective steps to creating an 
environment that supports health and reduces harm. The most effective alcohol policies include: limits 
on access to and availability of alcohol, including restrictions on outlet density, hours, and days of sale; 
increases in the price of alcohol through taxes; enhanced enforcement of underage sales laws;5 and 
restrictions on alcohol advertising and promotion.6, 7, 8  There is also evidence to support limiting specific 
problematic products such as single-serve alcoholic beverages and alcopops.9, 10  

Strengthening alcohol policies and their enforcement, with community-based support and a focus on 
youth, would create a safer environment for public health and safety and could have a significant impact 
on consumption and related harm in Marin County.

 THE ALCOHOL ENVIRONMENT IN MARIN COUNTY

OUTLET DENSITY

Areas with higher concentration of licensed alcohol outlets experience more alcohol problems, including 
higher rates of consumption, violence, drunk driving, alcohol-related collisions, and youth access to  
alcohol.11 The California Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC) specifies that the general ratio 
of on-sale outlets such as bars, nightclubs, and restaurants should not exceed one alcohol outlet for every 
2,000 county residents, and for off-sale outlets (retail sales such as liquor and grocery stores), one beer and 
wine license and one general off-sale license for every 2,500 population.12 Yet in Marin County, the ABC 
and local governments have allowed alcohol outlet density at rates four times more than the ABC specifies 
for on-sale licenses, and exceeding the ABC-recommended maximum of off-sale licenses by 16%. 
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As of January 2015:

n The ratio of active on-sale licenses to Marin County residents was one license to 379 
residents; for off-sale licenses the ratio is one license for 1,074 residents, the maximum 
authorized by the ABC. 

n There were 241 off-sale active and pending licenses in Marin County, a concentration of 
1.16 per 1,250 residents; California’s rate is .97 per 1,250 residents. 

n There were 683 active on-sale licenses, for an overall on-sale outlet density concentration 
of 5.28 outlets for every 2,000 residents in Marin County, compared to California’s 2.97. 

n Most of the Marin County on-sale licenses are eating places (488); 83 are bars, clubs, or 
pubs; and 112 are other types, including catering and instructional tasting licenses. 

n In 2012-2013, over half of those arrested for DUI in Marin County described their last 
place of drink as a bar or restaurant.13

RETAIL ENVIRONMENT

The retail environment for alcohol includes promotions, advertising, location, placement, amount, and 
types of alcohol products available inside and outside of stores. An oversaturated retail environment 
increases exposure to messages promoting alcohol as well as the products, and increases the risk of 
excessive consumption, particularly for youth:

n A 2014 survey of 122 stores in the county found that 61% sold alcohol; of those, 75% sold 
alcopops (sweet, youth-oriented, flavored malt beverages); 33% had alcohol ads near 
candy or toys, or below 3 feet high; and 36% had exterior alcohol advertising.14

n A 2012 Alcohol Justice pricing survey of 7-Eleven stores in Marin County found that 
supersized alcopops, some containing the equivalent of 4.5 beers in one container, 
were cheaper per standard drink than beer and non-alcoholic energy drinks.15 
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 ALCOHOL-RELATED HARM 

DEATHS, INJURIES, AND ILLNESSES

From 2008-2012, between 24 and 35 alcohol- 
attributable deaths occurred each year in Marin 
County. The average rate per 100,000 popula-
tion was similar to the statewide rate: 11.47 in 
California, and 11.26 in Marin County.16, 17  

From 2009-2013, Marin County saw an average 
of 1,244 alcohol-related non-fatal hospitalizations 
each year, and 2,129 emergency department visits. 
Over the five-year period, average rates of non-fatal hospitalizations were slightly lower than in California. 
However, the average rate of non-fatal emergency department visits was 22% higher than the state-
wide rate.18 

ADMISSIONS FOR ALCOHOL TREATMENT

Average substance abuse treatment admission rates for alcohol as a primary substance were higher in 
Marin County than in California; however, when all alcohol-related admissions were considered, the 
rates were comparable. The Marin County five-year average adult treatment admission rate through 
2013 for alcohol as a primary substance was 104 adults per 100,000, compared to a four-year statewide 
average though 2012 of 87 adults per 100,000.19 The adult treatment admission rate for alcohol as a 
secondary substance in Marin County was 49 adults per 100,000 compared to the statewide rate of 67. 
For the combined admission rates of alcohol as primary and secondary substance, the average Marin 
County rate was 153 adults per 100,000 compared to 154 statewide.20, 21, 22 

MOTOR VEHICLE CRASHES

Marin County has fared slightly better than the state in terms of overall rates of alcohol-impaired motor 
vehicle crashes, injuries, and deaths. Even so, one of every ten motor vehicle collisions, and an average 
of 37% of traffic fatalities in Marin County, is alcohol-related. Between 2009 and 2013: 23

n Alcohol-related crashes averaged 270 per year, including one to five fatalities and an 
average of 124 injuries each year. 

n The average annual rate of alcohol-related crashes per 100,000 residents was 106.3 in 
Marin, slightly lower than California at 113.6.
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ALCOHOL-RELATED ARRESTS

Alcohol is a contributing factor in an estimated 40% of violent crime, and approximately 36% of convicted 
offenders were under the influence of alcohol at the time of their crimes.24 At the community level, arrests 
for crimes specifically involving alcohol violations help indicate the level of enforcement and add context 
to estimates of consumption. Between 2009 and 2013, arrest rates for drunkenness and liquor law 
violations, and for DUI arrests, dropped precipitously in Marin County and statewide. It is unclear whether 
the drop is due to changes in enforcement, drinking patterns, other factors, or a combination of factors.25

For drunkenness and liquor law violations per 
100,000 adults age 20 and older, Marin County 
dropped from 497 to 367, and California from 
424 to 333. Among youth age 10-19, the 
Marin County rate decreased from 1144 to 
194; statewide, from 417 to 223.

For felony and misdemeanor DUI arrests 
per 100,000 population adults age 20 and 
older, Marin County decreased from 760 to 
626; California from 756 to 557. For youth 
age 10-19, the Marin County rate dropped 
from 295 to 113; statewide, from 205 to 115.  

ECONOMIC COSTS

Excessive alcohol consumption costs California a conservatively estimated $31.9 billion in economic harm 
each year, a per capita cost of $874.26 These figures include a direct cost to government of $13.7 billion, 
including costs for health care (e.g. alcohol-attributable 
injuries, deaths, treatment, illnesses, and fetal alcohol 
syndrome), crime prevention, and criminal justice costs. 
Lost productivity includes costs for alcohol dependence, 
incarceration, and absenteeism. 

Based on the California cost figures and the Marin 
population, the estimated economic cost experienced by 
Marin County is $214.7 million annually, including $92.2 
million in direct costs to government. 
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 ALCOHOL PROBLEMS AND MARIN YOUTH

Reducing alcohol consumption among youth is critical. Drinking is a major cause of death from injuries 
among underage youth, and the early onset of drinking increases the risk of alcohol-related problems 
later in life.27 Alcohol consumption among Marin County youth is high, and higher than the state average. 

In the 2013-14 academic year: 3, 28  

n Marin County 9th-graders reported drinking at approximately the same rates as 9th-graders statewide. 
However, 11th-grader consumption exceeded the average state rates for past 30-day consumption 
and binge drinking. 

n Forty-five percent of 11th-graders in Marin County said they had been very drunk or sick after drinking 
alcohol, compared to 40% statewide.

n 11th-graders in Marin County were more likely to obtain alcohol in a social setting than any other 
manner. While 43% said they did not drink alcohol, 23% got it from parties or events outside of 
school; 17% got it from friends or another teenager at their home; and 3% got it at school or school 
events.

n 9th- and 11th-graders in Marin County were more likely to say that obtaining alcohol is “very easy” or 
“fairly easy” than 9th- and 11th-graders from the entire statewide sample.
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 CONCLUSION

The alcohol environment in Marin County puts both youth and adult residents at high risk for alcohol- 
related harm. To help stem the dangerous consumption and resulting harms described in this report, 
communities can enact policies that positively and effectively change the environment. Such policies 
include reductions in access and availability to alcohol; limits on advertising and promotion; and  
increased enforcement of underage drinking laws.

Specifically, the following policy recommendations may be considered: 4, 29  

n Limits on new alcohol licenses, including conditional use permits, zoning restrictions, 
deemed approved ordinances, and mandatory local rules on findings of public convenience 
and necessity;

n Funding for increased enforcement of underage drinking laws;

n Enforcement of retail compliance with advertising, promotion, and other city, county and 
ABC codes;

n New ordinances to prohibit sales of dangerous or problem products, such as alcopops, 
single-serving beverages, and malt liquor; and

n Local taxes on alcoholic beverages to fund enforcement, prevention, and treatment. 
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 WAYS TO GET INVOLVED: 

n Contact your local prevention coalition (listed on following page) to find out more about efforts to 
improve alcohol policy and enforcement in Marin County.

n Support local retailers enforcing legal drinking age laws. Report violations to the California ABC and 
local police.

n Ask local retailers in Marin County to voluntarily stop selling youth-oriented alcohol products such as 
alcopops/flavored malt beverages, malt liquor, supersized and single-serving containers. 

n Support resolutions to make Marin County an Alcopop-Free Zone, such as those already passed by 
the Marin County Board of Supervisors and the City Councils in San Rafael, Novato, and Tiburon. 
More information is available at alcoholjustice.org and alcopopfreezone.us.

n Contact Youth for Justice for more information about youth involvement in prevention at:  
jorgec@alcoholjustice.org, (415) 257-2488.

n Contact Youth Leadership Institute for information on other youth involvement and empowerment 
activities such as Friday Night Live, at http://www.yli.org, (415) 455-1676.

n Learn more about evidence-based prevention of excessive alcohol consumption and related harm. 
Visit The Guide to Community Preventive Services, www.thecommunityguide.org.
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 LOCAL RESOURCES

MARIN COUNTY ALCOHOL AND DRUG ADVISORY BOARD

http://apps.marincounty.org/bosboardsandcomm/boardpage.aspx?BrdID=4
(415) 473-3020

MARIN COUNTY HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES

https://www.marinhhs.org/substance-use-services 
https://www.marinhhs.org/prevention-hub
(415) 473-3030

COMMUNITY PREVENTION COALITIONS

San Rafael Alcohol and Drug Coalition (Jorge Castillo) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 257-2488
Healthy Novato  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 493-4322
Novato Blue Ribbon Coalition for Youth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 899-8200
Ross Valley Coalition (Bridget Clark) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 454-4404
San Rafael Alcohol Compliance Team . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 473-4230
The West Marin Community Coalition for Healthy Kids . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .(415) 488-8888 x251
The Southern Marin Healthy Community Coalition  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 383-1370
Twin Cities Coalition for Healthy Youth  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 927-5150
Communities Mobilized for Change on Alcohol  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (415) 455-1676
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