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THE 2003 PRIDE FESTIVAL AT 
VENTURA STATE BEACH afforded 
|an opportunity for an up-close look 

at the role of alcohol and other drugs in the lives 
of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people. 
Ventura County’s LGBT Coalition conducted a 
survey during the hours of fun and entertainment 
that brought more than 1,000 people to the 
festival.
 The coalition, funded by the Ventura County 
Behavioral Health Department’s Alcohol and 
Drug Services, seeks to reduce the impact of 
alcohol and other drug problems in the 
LGBT community. It is a program of the 
Ventura County Rainbow Alliance.
 Planners of the 2003 Pride Festival 
held last August inaugurated policies 
designed to soft-pedal the role of alcohol 
companies in the sponsorship of the event 
and to curb the underage drinking that 
had proved diffi cult to control in the 
past. (See Prevention File, Ventura 
County edition, Fall 2003). Members of 
the coalition interviewed 186 festivalgo-
ers during the course of the day and invited 
them to take breath tests to determine their blood 
alcohol concentration (BAC). The completed ques-
tionnaires and breath-test results were turned over 
for compilation and analysis to Greg Robinson, 
PhD, of the Social Science Research Center at 
California State University at Fullerton.

Some of the fi ndings
Almost three-fourths (73.2 percent) said they had 
consumed no alcohol up to the time of their inter-
view, and more than half (51.4 percent) said they 
had no intention of drinking any alcohol at the 
festival. About 20 percent reported having had 

one or two beers. Barely 2 percent said they had 
downed fi ve or more drinks, the rate considered 
heavy enough to classify them as at-risk drinkers.
 Breath sensors bore out the fi ndings on self-
reported alcohol consumption. Just over 80 percent 
of those interviewed were found to have a BAC of 
zero. Just under 15 percent had BACs between .01 
and .079, which put them within the legal limits for 
operating a motor vehicle. Eight of the interviewees 
(or 4.5 percent) had BAC levels above the legal 
limit of .08. “Two people decided not to drive 
when their breath tests revealed they were over 

.08,” reported Kim O’Neil of the LGBT 
Coalition. “I think the breath tests helped 
a lot of people get a better understand-
ing of the effect of various levels of 

BAC.”
    Blood alcohol levels of persons attend-

ing public events have serious implications 
for public safety. More than 90 percent 
of those interviewed at the Pride Festival 
indicated they would be leaving by 
private car, and more than one-third 

indicated that they might do more drinking 
before the day ended. The survey indicated 

that interviewees who considered themselves to 
be designated drivers for their group had drunk as 
much alcohol or as little as those who would be 
their passengers.
 Thirty-eight percent of the festivalgoers inter-
viewed said they planned to visit a bar or club after 
leaving the festival. Not as many planned to get 
something to eat; 26.8 percent said their next stop 
would be a restaurant. Others said they planned 
to visit a friend or family member’s home or go 
shopping. 
 Some items on the questionnaire dealt with 
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drugs. About half of the attendees said they used 
some kind of prescription drug regularly. Of these, 
more than 94 percent said they take the drug as 
prescribed, 2.2 percent said they might vary the 
dosage on their own, and 3.2 percent said they 
use prescription drugs recreationally. (Asked if they 
saw anyone at the Pride Festival who appeared 
to be using drugs, just over 10 percent answered 
in the affi rmative. But only two of the interview-
ees—1.1 percent—said they saw anyone actually 
buying or selling drugs at the event). 
 The survey also explored how early in their lives 
the drinkers and smokers in the group fi rst used 
alcohol and tobacco. For drinkers, the median 
age for fi rst use of alcohol was 16; for smokers, 
the median age for the fi rst use of tobacco was 
17. The analysis found there was a moderately 
strong correlation between the age when respon-
dents began their “coming out” process as lesbian 
or gay and the age of their fi rst experience with 
alcohol.
 About one in ten of the festival attendees could 
be categorized as binge drinkers on the basis 
of the number of drinks they said they generally 
have on a single occasion. The survey found that 
females are more likely to fall in that category 
than males. And the younger the attendees, the 
more likely they fall in the heavy-drinking class. 
Those reporting that they have one or two drinks 
per occasion had an average age of 40. Those 
having three or four drinks per occasion had an 
average age of 37, and those saying they had 
fi ve or six drinks per occasion had an average 
age of 30. 

    Almost 90 percent of the drinkers interviewed 
said they did most of their drinking with friends, 
although 38.4 percent said they drank mainly 
with their family. Thirteen percent said their drink-
ing companions were mostly co-workers, while 
2.7 percent said they usually drank alone or with 
no one in particular.
    Marian Novak, director of the San Diego 
Responsible Hospitality Coalition, has been work-
ing with organizers of the San Diego Pride Festival 
since 1995. She says that the information on fes-
tivalgoers collected in the Ventura survey can help 
planners better meet the needs of participants as 
well as protect their health and safety. It also pro-
vides useful information on the GLBT population to 
help with prevention planning.

“The fact that the heavier drinkers in the survey 
had an average age of 30 suggests different 
prevention strategies than those aimed at college 
binge drinkers. The fi ndings also show that the fes-
tival is not necessarily a drinking destination itself 
but may be a prelude to later partying,” she said. 
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PRIDE FESTIVALS LIKE THE ONE 
HELD EVERY SUMMER IN VENTURA 
COUNTY are a far cry from the events 

that first brought crowds of gay and lesbian people 
into public view a generation ago. Those earlier 
street scenes were protests and demonstrations in 
the name of fairness and civil rights. They have 
matured into events of fun and celebration made 
possible by a growing acceptance of alternative 
lifestyles in American society.
 The Pride movement might trace its roots to a 
signal event in the troubled history of the role of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual and transgender individuals in 
modern life. In June of 1969 the so-called Stonewall 
Riots became a turning point in the self-conscious-
ness of thousands of men and women whose sexual 
orientation had kept them from the mainstream 
of national life. What might have been a routine 
police raid of a gay bar in New York City’s 
Greenwich Village—the Stonewall Inn—became a 
defiant show of force by the gay community.
 A sense of identity and pride began to spread 
through the gay community at the same time 
Americans were going public with their feelings on 
many issues. The early 1970s saw the high tide of 
demonstrations against the Vietnam War. The “black 
power” movement was making headlines. “Hippies” 
came to symbolize a widespread rebellion against 
established values in dress and personal relation-
ships. The women’s movement challenged historic 
prejudices in male-dominated areas of public life, 
with lesbians prominent among the organizers. A 

“Gay Liberation Front” made its appearance.
 The word Stonewall entered the vocabulary 
of advocates for the rights of gay men, lesbians, 
bisexuals and transgender people as an emblem 
of resistance to oppression and a demand for 
equality in all areas of life. Ideas that seemed 
radical in the 1960s and 1970s emerged in 
the 1980s and 1990s as part and parcel of 
contemporary America.

 California has been at the forefront of this 
social revolution. A literary movement led by such 

“beat” writers as Jack Kerouac gave a new legiti-
macy to the gay and lesbian lifestyle, especially 
in San Francisco, which was known for a time as 
the country’s “gay capital.” As gays and lesbians 
came out of the shadows—and the closet—there 
emerged the notion of parades and festivals to 
demonstrate their commitment to each other and 
the world they represent. 
 Southern California is the site of several Pride 
festivals scheduled between May and September. 
In addition to Ventura County’s festival in August, 
there are festivals in Santa Barbara, Long Beach, 
Orange County, the Antelope Valley, Los Angeles 
and San Diego. 
 These parades and festivals owe something 
to a tradition associated with Mardi Gras and 
Carnival as community celebrations. Outlandish 
costumes and boisterous behavior are common 
in those Old World events preceding the somber 
season of Lent. Men dressing as women and 
women dressing as men are seen in Mardi Gras 
parades. Heavy drinking also has been part of 
the Mardi Gras and Carnival 
scene, and therein lies the 
concern of public health 
and prevention advocates 
who see high-risk alcohol 
consumption as a dangerous 
by-product of Pride festivals 
and other public events, 
especially in an automobile-
oriented society.
 The alcohol industry has 
taken advantage of the 
opportunity to be a high-
visibility presence at Pride 
festivals, offering financial 
support in return for the right 
to make prominent display 

of its name on banners and posters. One result 
has been to exaggerate the importance of alcohol 
as part of the gay and lesbian scene, creating 
misperceptions of the norm in drinking habits in 
the LGBT community. A survey conducted at the 
Ventura festival in 2003 indicates that the ready 
availability of alcohol is not as important a factor 
in Pride events as the industry would have the 
public believe (see accompanying story). 
 Organizers of Pride festivals in recent years 
have been trying to wean their events away from 
reliance on alcohol sponsorship. The 2003 Pride 
Festival in Ventura County was organized with 
safety in mind, with policies designed to down-
play the consumption of alcoholic beverages as 
part of the celebration. The more than 1,000 men 
and women who attended the 2003 event saw 
a more family-oriented scene, with many children 
playing games and having fun along with the 
adults. It looked like a “mainstream” event—one 
that would have made the Stonewall rioters proud 
to see how well the gay and lesbian community 
has been integrated into community life. 

PRIDE AND ALCOHOL PROBLEM PREVENTION
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 “The sound of our kids’ brain cells hitting the 
floor is neither loud nor violent, but it is devastating 
to their future.”
 Porrata references brain cells because some 
research has found that one possible long-term 
side effect of ecstasy use can be brain damage. 
Other dangers include damage to teeth and jaws 
due to teeth-grinding and possible death from the 
body overheating while high.
 Porrata says hard numbers on ecstasy use are 
difficult to find; but in a 2002 national survey con-
ducted by the Partnership for a Drug-Free America 
11 percent of teens admitted to using ecstasy at 
least once in their lifetime. A 2003 survey of par-
ents by the Partnership found that only 3 percent 
of parents believe their teenager may have used 
ecstasy already. 
 According to Porrata, one way to gauge 
the rising popularity of ecstasy is to “follow the 
money.” Raves have gone from underground 
events to major productions at stadiums and 
fairgrounds. On New Year’s Eve 2000, the Los 
Angeles Coliseum was packed with 52,000 teens 
“raving” until dawn. Fairground events draw from 
5,000 to 20,000 partygoers. 
 These more mainstream events may have more 
medical personnel on hand than underground 
raves, but the fact that they are held at legitimate 
locations may prevent parents from asking impor-
tant questions. Highly organized events also 
may close much earlier than underground raves, 
sending young people to their cars while still 
intoxicated.
 Rave organizers have become corporations 
selling not just the events but lines of products that 
embrace an ecstasy “lifestyle.” Clothing lines have 
been created that contain hidden compartments 
for drugs and use fabric that ecstasy users find 
stimulating to the touch when high. T-shirts and 

RETIRED LOS ANGELES POLICE 
DEPARTMENT OFFICER TRINKA 
PORRATA is standing behind a table 

displaying all kinds of drug paraphernalia. A 
crowd begins to gather—they want to touch, they 
want to see, they want to learn. This scene repeats 
itself over and over as Porrata, a nationally recog-
nized expert on designer drugs, tours the country 
raising awareness about trendy club drugs like 
gamma-hydroxybutyrate (GHB) and ecstasy. 
 On November 12 when Porrata spoke at 
the workshop Trendy Drugs of Abuse in Ventura 
County, close to 700 people were hanging on 
her every word. The audience was made up of 
students, teachers, health officials, drug treatment 
experts, law enforcement, concerned community 
members and more.  
 Her overall message was that ecstasy and 
GHB are here—and people need to know more 
about them. 

Ecstasy
Ecstasy is a common slang for the drug methyl-
enedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) . This is the 
drug so common at teenage “dance parties” also 
known as raves. When teens say they are going 
to an all-night dance party and no alcohol is 
allowed, they are probably telling the truth. What 
they aren’t saying is that most of the people at this 
party will be high on ecstasy.
 Some people may think that ecstasy is a positive 
alternative to alcohol. It’s known as the “hug drug.” 
Users are usually not only nonviolent but overly 
friendly to everyone they encounter when high. But 
Porrata sees a long-term danger.
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stickers use coded symbols and language that 
refer to the drug.
 Selling ecstasy is very profi table. One pill may 
cost dealers $8 but sell for three to four times 
that at an event. The cost pushes some teens to 
engage in risky behavior.
 “Young girls trade sex for it [Ecstasy] or become 
dealers,” says Porrata.
 Despite the nonviolent nature of rave parties, 
Porrata says that ecstasy drug traffi cking is no dif-
ferent than the traffi cking of cocaine or other hard 
drugs. 
 “At the traffi cking level ecstasy it is like any 
other drug ... violent. Bodies in trunks and drive-
bys of ecstasy dealers who went out on their own 
or cheated bosses sent a message; dope is dope 
and bad guys are bad guys.”
 Awareness of ecstasy and other trendy club 
drugs is not where it needs to be, according to 
some local offi cials. Robert Levin, MD, health offi -
cer for Ventura County, sees a real problem. 
 “I think the ignorance about drugs like ecstasy 
in Ventura County is woeful. Very few people 
know anything about these drugs. I’m afraid there 
is little knowledge even among doctors, with the 
exception perhaps of emergency room physi-
cians,” he says.

GHB
GHB use is less common than ecstasy use, but 
Porrata strongly urges people not to underesti-
mate this drug. According to Porrata, GHB use 
is becoming very popular with the rave crowd, 
bodybuilders, strippers, rapists and the gay com-
munity.

GHB is taken in liquid form. It can lead to out- 
of-body experiences, euphoria, sexually oriented 
behavior, vomiting, uncontrollable seizures, deep 
sleep and memory loss.

According to Porrata, it is an ideal drug for 
sexual predators. Because it is liquid, GHB 
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Over 100 parents and youths turned out for the free evening session at the Trendy Drugs of 

Abuse Conference on November 12, 2003. Seventy-three of them responded to a survey 

asking about their beliefs and views about trendy drugs of abuse. 

 
Here is what they said: 

• 86 percent agree or strongly agree with the statement “I believe Trendy Drugs are a prob-

lem within my own community. Four percent responded with “don’t know.”

• When asked if they know of at least one “rave-type party in the last six months where 

illegal drugs were available,” 17 (23 percent) responded in the affi rmative.

• When asked to respond to the statement “Most of the people I know are aware of these 

drugs and their related problems,”16 percent agreed. The majority of respondents (68 

percent) either disagreed or strongly disagreed.

• In response to the statement “Most young people I know (friends, classmates) have tried at 

least one of these drugs,” 49 percent of those surveyed responded “yes.”

 The majority of those at the session (53 percent) expressed a willingness to take action 

and engage in prevention efforts. They said that they are interested in being part of a 

coalition or task force in their area to address these issues. 

For more information on the survey or how to get in involved with prevention efforts, contact 

Dan Hicks at the Institute for Public Strategy at 805/258-7880.

slipped into a drink very easily. Victims may seem 
drunk to others and when the rapist gets them 
alone, victims have no ability to defend them-
selves. Victims may come off the drug hours later 
and remember almost nothing. If they fi nally real-
ize they have been sexually assaulted, it may be 
too late to test for GHB and prosecution may be 
impossible. (GHB stays in the system approximately 
12 hours.) 
 Porrata says that Ventura County may be home 
to the most famous date rape case in the country. 
Max Factor heir Andrew Luster made national 
news after being convicted of using GHB to drug 
and rape several women. Had he not videotaped 
his crimes, a prosecution in that case would have 
been nearly impossible. Porrata believes instances 

of date rape involving GHB are more 
common than people think.
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She says of Luster, “He’s not the only person 
doing that around here” in Ventura County.

Porrata cites other local GHB incidents, includ-
ing the overdose death of a Cal Lutheran student 
and the arrest of a Ventura man selling an analog 
of GHB over the Internet.

GHB is also posing a tremendous danger to 
bodybuilders and athletes. Bodybuilders like the 
drug because it produces deep sleep that helps 
the muscles recover from workouts, thus muscle 
growth and workout potential. Many bodybuilders 
are offered the drug in the gym and have no idea 
they are taking a highly addictive and danger-
ous drug. Many popular and safe bodybuilding 
supplements have similar names (like the supple-
ment HMB), and the consumer may not know 
the difference.

Most users say that GHB delivers everything 
promised in the beginning, then it turns on you. An 
athlete may take it for a while to fall asleep, then 
fi nd his or her body demanding the drug during 
the day. As the body’s need for the drug increases, 
people take larger doses, risking blackouts, sei-
zures and death. 

Porrata has interviewed hundreds of recover-
ing GHB addicts and it scares her. Addicts have 
tremendous issues with depression after they go 
off the drug. She says addicts never seem to fully 
recover. 

“I can’t name one person who has recovered 
100 percent from this drug.”

Porrata believes law enforcement is way 
behind on GHB. People on GHB often appear to 
be under the infl uence of alcohol, so law enforce-
ment offi cials may not test for GHB. Calculating 

She says of Luster, “He’s not the only person 
doing that around here” in Ventura County.

Porrata cites other local GHB incidents, includ-
ing the overdose death of a Cal Lutheran student 

The Trendy Drugs of Abuse workshop was co-sponsored by:

• Ventura County Behavioral Health Department

• Alcohol & Drug Programs

• Ventura County Superintendent of Schools Offi ce - Health Programs Department

• Ventura County Friday Night Live

• La Colonia Safe Haven

• La Colonia Coalition

• LGBT Coalition

• Institute for Public Strategies

• Oxnard College—Addictive Disorders Studies Program

• Oxnard Police Department

• Ventura County Probation Agency 
overdoses is very diffi cult because GHB is not part 
of a standard toxicology screen, yet GHB over-
doses have outnumbered ecstasy overdoses since 
1996. 

Porrata says that the right laws are on the books 
but more education is needed for law enforcement 
and the public. 

Community Action 
Many organizations in Ventura County are taking 
club drugs seriously. Porrata’s presentation in 
Ventura County to hundreds of community mem-
bers didn’t just happen. It was the result of ten 
county agencies and community groups coming 
together to make it happen. And the education 
doesn’t stop with one presentation. The same com-
munity groups that sponsored the presentation (see 
sidebar) engage in educational activities with their 
constituencies.

Prominent offi cials like Brian Back, JD, presiding 
judge of the Ventura County Juvenile Court, are 
stressing this type of community approach.

“I cannot overstate the seriousness of the sub-
stance abuse problem. I am quite sure that almost 
every family in the county has been touched by 
a tragedy that involved drugs and/or alcohol. 
We all need to do a lot more than be aware of 
the problem; we need to do more to solve the 
problem. To be successful it needs to be a team 
approach, and the team consists of everybody in 
the community.

“There are signifi cant segments of society in 
denial regarding the presence and prevalence 
of drugs, right here in Ventura County. We need 
to get real ... we need to educate ... we need 
to deal with accountability and responsibility ... 
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we need to have tough but compassionate and 
appropriate communication with and amongst our 
young people,” said Judge Back.
 Some teenagers may agree. Porrata began her 
presentation to Ventura County with a quote from 
an anonymous teenager who lost her 15-year-old 
friend to GHB. “Every day you tell us about mari-
juana and cocaine … Why didn’t you warn us 
about GHB?”
 Several communities passed ordinances 
designed to regulate raves, while others began 
enforcing laws already on the books to help 
authorities monitor the parties more closely.
 Kathy Staples, manager of the Training, Health 
Promotion and Applied Research Division of the 
Ventura County Behavioral Health Department 
and workshop convener, agrees that education 
is an important component of prevention. “But it 
can’t begin and end with education—we have 

to change the settings and situations that lead to 
tragedy,” says Staples. Some examples of these 
environmental changes include enforcement of 
juvenile curfews, fire codes, health and safety ordi-
nances, and liquor and licensing requirements for 
large public gatherings. Another tactic is to require 
rave promoters to retain at their expense onsite 
ambulance and emergency medical services 
personnel, in addition to uniformed police security.
 “This conference was not just an educational 
event. It marked the beginning of concerted com-
munity efforts to change a deadly reality for 
young people in Ventura County. Awareness 
is good. Local action makes all the difference,” 
Staples says. 
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Do we know the impact of 
drugs like GHB and ecstasy in 
Ventura County? 
A: Kids today don’t live in small towns, but live in 
the World Wide Web, so no area is isolated from 
this problem. And we know that young people 
are pretty mobile, driving rather long distances to 
attend rave parties, for example; and there are 
plenty of those within striking distance for Ventura 
youths. We know these and related drugs are in 
the Ventura area based on arrests and information 
from users and victims. Of course, the Andrew 
Luster case is the most widely publicized, but 
I’m certain he wasn’t the only one using GHB 
personally or to commit sexual assaults. The Kyle 
Hagmann death at CLU campus from GHB brings 
it to light as well.

Do we have the necessary laws 
in place to deal with this issue?
A: California laws are fine regarding GHB. It’s 
a question of education of law enforcement, pros-
ecutors and judges so that they are adequately 
utilized. The GHB analog issue seems to confound 
people, but the wording of our state law should 
cover it quite well. Sometimes there’s a fear of 
taking on a “new” issue. But every state, including 
California, needs to audit its drug laws. DEA rap-
idly scheduled a bunch of growing drugs of abuse, 
like Foxy, Lucky 7, AMT, and so on, but now 
every state needs to come up to speed. I’m sure 
California has some holes there. And laws regard-
ing prescription drug abuse are weak here.

What are some things that law 
enforcement should be doing?
A: Law enforcement is so tied up in dealing with 
“street drug” issues that it doesn’t leave a lot of time 
for the less obvious drug issues, such as prescrip-
tion drug abuse, club drugs (which typically aren’t 
sold in the street, so to speak, but in the malls and 
schools and clubs and parties or, in the case of 
GHB, in the gyms). But we need to make time 

for these issues. Law enforcement agencies need to 
train all their officers, get involved with educating 
the public and especially devote some resources to 
prescription drug abuse. Actually more than half of 
the top 20 drugs of abuse each year are prescrip-
tion drugs. This will likely increase as most would 
prefer pharmaceutical-grade drugs over drugs that 
are made without concern for sanitation. But abusing 
prescription drugs is just as likely to result in problems, 
even death.

What should parents do?
A: Parents truly need to educate themselves on these 
drugs and become more involved with their children. 
For example, they need to know what it means that 
someone is sucking on a pacifier (ecstasy use causes 
teeth-grinding, and sucking on something helps 
reduce that). The biggest difficulty we have nation-
wide is getting parents to attend community sessions 
offering info about current drug trends. When a teen 
is supposedly staying over at a friend’s house, parents 
need to be sure that is really the case. I’ve dealt with 
some after-rave traffic accidents where the parents of 
the victims had no idea where their children were that 
night or who they were with and/or believed they 
were “at a friend’s.”

What research on club drugs 
would you like to see that is not 
being done?
A: I really want to see more research into the poten-
tial damage MDMA (ecstasy) is doing to the eyes of 
young people. They are shining very bright lights into 
their eyes, with pupils dilated by the drug. It has to be 
doing damage. This research is long overdue. And 
we need more documentation and publicity about 
MDMA as a drug of impairment for driving. 
 The bottom line is that we need to realize 
there are no “soft” drugs. MDMA isn’t “kiddy dope.” 
These are all dangerous drugs, all doing damage to 
the future mental and physical health of our youths. 

 

 worked for the 
LAPD for 25 years. During the last 
three and a half years of her service, 
she became a nationally recog-
nized expert on the trendy drugs 
of abuse, such as Rohypnol, GHB, 
ecstasy, Special K and LSD. Since 
retiring, Porrata provides training, 
consultation and expert testimony in 
the trendy drugs of abuse. She has 
worked with federal legislators and 
the Drug Enforcement Administration 
regarding federal legislation to 
control GHB as a schedule I drug. 
She developed a booklet for the 
public, “While You Were Sleeping,” 
that describes a GHB trip. She has 
been instrumental in the creation and 
production of training and public 
service videos. 


