COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT STAFF REVIEW
PLAN COMMISSION
September 13, 2019
ZONING ORDINANCE TEXT AMENDMENTS RE:
RECREATIONAL CANNABIS BUSINESSES
INTRODUCTION:
The Illinois Cannabis Regulation and Tax Act (410 ILCS 705) (referred to as “the Act”) was
signed by Governor Pritzker in June, and takes effect on January 1, 2020. This Act makes adult
recreational use of cannabis (marijuana) legal in Illinois, and units of local government may not
unreasonably prohibit home cultivation or the use of cannabis. The Act allows municipalities to
regulate recreational cannabis businesses within its jurisdiction, including prohibiting such
businesses.
In response to the Act, the City Council recently authorized staff and the Plan Commission to
conduct a public hearing to consider potential Zoning Ordinance amendment(s) regarding the
classification and regulation of recreational cannabis businesses in the City of Warrenville. The
public input and decision process the City intends to use to evaluate and make decisions on this
issue is outlined in attached Exhibit A.
A legal notice for this Zoning Ordinance text amendment public hearing was published in the
Daily Herald newspaper on Wednesday, September 4, 2019. In addition, a press release
regarding the September 19, 2019, public hearing was issued by the City on September 12, 2019.
It is important to note that the initial public hearing for this text amendment question is
scheduled to occur at the September 19, 2019, Plan Commission meeting. This staff report does
not currently reflect any public input that may be provided at the public hearing, and therefore
should be reviewed with this fact in mind.
ANALYSIS:
Considerations for Plan Commission Discussion
Currently, the City’s Zoning Ordinance does not specifically allow or prohibit recreational
cannabis businesses. When a land use is not specifically listed as either a permitted or special
use, it is generally considered a prohibited use based on the current provisions of the Zoning
Ordinance. The City Attorney has recommended the City modify the Zoning Ordinance to make
it clear if recreational cannabis-related businesses are allowed or prohibited in the City of
Warrenville.
The Act allows the City to make the following land use-related decisions as it relates to
recreational cannabis businesses:
-

Prohibit (opt out) recreational cannabis business establishments in Warrenville, or

-

Allow specific types of recreational cannabis business establishments under certain
conditions and in specific zoning districts.
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In the event the City decides to allow recreational cannabis businesses, the City’s Zoning
Ordinance would need to be amended to address a number of key land use-related questions
concerning these businesses. This report provides an overview of the different questions that will
require Plan Commission discussion and input in order for staff and the City Attorney to develop
specific text amendment language that would implement the Plan Commission’s input. Staff is
not providing any text amendment recommendations at this time.
1. Define the different types of recreational cannabis business uses
Develop definitions for recreational cannabis business uses such as, but not necessarily
limited to, cannabis dispensing organization, cannabis cultivation, processing, wholesaling,
infusing and transportation-type businesses.
2. Determine which zoning districts specific types of recreational cannabis businesses
would be allowed
The Zoning Ordinance currently lists medical cannabis cultivation centers and dispensing
facilities as permitted uses in M-1 and M-2 manufacturing zoning districts. Medical cannabis
dispensaries are also allowed with Special Use Permit approval in the B-2 and B-4
commercial zoning districts.
3. Determine whether these uses would be a permitted use or a special use
Permitted uses are permitted by right and business owners are not required to go through a
public hearing in order to open. Special uses require approval through a public hearing
process with the Plan Commission and City Council. This process takes approximately 60-90
days.
4. Determine if there will be a limit on the number of recreational cannabis businesses
permitted
The City could significantly limit the number of recreational cannabis businesses by
establishing specific location criteria and/or limiting the number of licenses issued to these
businesses.
5. Determine whether special separation requirements or other performance
standards will be enacted
The Act allows municipalities to impose specific separation requirements between cannabis
businesses and other uses deemed to be sensitive. The Act states that cannabis dispensing
facilities may not be located within 1,500 feet of another cannabis dispensing facility.
Research indicates that odor control can be an issue for cannabis cultivation, extraction, and
manufacturing businesses.
Information and Resources for Review and Consideration
1. City Attorney Brooke Lenneman will present information at the public hearing about the
Act and the specific decisions the City should make regarding the issue prior to
January 1, 2020. A copy of her PowerPoint presentation is attached as Exhibit B.
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2. Attorney Stuart Weis, from the City’s law firm, Holland and Knight, has presented
information about the new law and the specific decisions that the City Council should
make prior to January 1, 2020, at the September 9, 2019, Community Development
Committee of the Whole meeting. His presentation and questions and answer session
following the presentation may be viewed on the Warrenville YouTube channel at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGT-RC77d0I.
3. City staff reached out to municipalities in the surrounding area to ascertain where they
stand in the process of dealing with this issue. A summary of the feedback staff received
is attached as Exhibit C.
4. Warrenville Police Department Chief Turano will attend the September 19, 2019, public
hearing meeting and will be available for questions.
5. The City Attorney’s office has also forwarded the additional information reports and
articles attached as Exhibits D through I that the Plan Commission may find useful as it
considers this issue.
CONCLUSION:
Staff recommends the Plan Commission conduct a formal public hearing, receive public
comment, provide input on the various recreational cannabis business-related prohibition
and/or regulation questions outlined in this report, and then continue the public hearing until
its October 10, 2019, meeting. Using the feedback provided by the Plan Commission, staff will
develop a Zoning Ordinance amendment framework that will be presented and discussed at
the October 10, 2019, Plan Commission continued public hearing.

ATTACHMENTS:
Exhibit A: Public input and City decision process for prohibition or regulation of recreational
cannabis businesses
Exhibit B: Copy of the City Attorney presentation
Exhibit C: Summary of research
Exhibit D: ICMA Local Impacts of Commercial Cannabis Final Report (September 2018)
Exhibit E: Cato Institute Research “Going to Pot” (November 2017)
Exhibit F: Freedman & Koski Snapshot of Demand for Adult Use Cannabis in Illinois
Exhibit G: IZA Report on Crime near Dispensaries (May 2018)
Exhibit H: Chicago Tribune DPCC Do Marijuana Dispensaries Drive up Home Values (May
2019)
Exhibit I: APA Pot Report (July 2015)

Exhibit A
City of Warrenville Planned Public Input and City Decision Process for
Prohibition or Regulation of Recreational Cannabis Businesses
•

•

•

•
•

•
•
•

September 9, 2019, City Council Community Development Committee (CDC) of the Whole
Meeting*: City Attorney Stew Weiss will provide an overview of the legal background and critical
decisions the City Council will ultimately need to make on the issue. City staff will outline the process
that will be used to provide information, facilitate community and appointed official input, and support
informed City Council decisions on the issue.
September 19, 2019, Plan Commission Meeting/Public Hearing*: The Plan Commission (PC) will
conduct an official public hearing to introduce issue, receive information and testimony from the City
Attorney, Police Department staff, Community Development Department staff, and the public. This
meeting is an opportunity for members of the community to obtain information and provide input on the
issue. The PC will have the opportunity to ask questions, provide initial feedback on how they feel the
City should regulate recreational cannabis businesses from a zoning perspective, and identify what, if any,
additional information City staff and/or the City Attorney’s office needs to collect and provide on the
issue. The public hearing will be continued to the Oct. 10, 2019, PC meeting in order to provide City staff
and the City Attorney time to review the information, testimony, and PC input provided at the Sept. 19,
2019, meeting; assemble any additional information the PC requests; and coordinate the preparation of a
detailed staff report and recommendations on potential Zoning Ordinance text amendments regarding
recreational marijuana businesses.
October 10, 2019, Plan Commission Meeting*: Planned date of continued public hearing on issue. All
additional information collected/provided on the issue after the initial Sept. 19, 2019, public hearing will
be discussed at this meeting. Additional public testimony/input on the issue will be accepted. If no
additional information or research is required by the PC, the public hearing will be ended. The PC could
either make a recommendation on the issue to the City Council at this meeting or continue their
deliberations until their next (Oct. 24, 2019) meeting.
October 24, 2019, Plan Commission Meeting*: If necessary, follow up PC discussion and
recommendation on subject to City Council.
October 21 or November 4, 2019, Regular City Council Meeting*: City Council accepts PC
recommendation, identifies what, if any, additional information the City Attorney or staff needs to prepare
and provide on the issue, and directs the issue to be placed on the November 11, 2019, CDC meeting for
additional discussion.
November 11, 2019, CDC Meeting*: City Council accepts additional public testimony/input on the
issue. City staff presents any additional information that has been collected on the issue. CDC
recommends City Council approval of specific Zoning Ordinance and City Code amendments on the issue.
November 18, 2019, Regular City Council Meeting*: City Council accepts CDC recommendations and
directs the City Attorney and staff to finalize the preparation of the ordinance necessary to implement the
CDC’s recommendations.
December 2, 2019, City Council Meeting*: City Council approves the ordinance necessary to implement
the CDC’s recommendations.

*All Plan Commission, Regular City Council, and Community Development Committee of the Whole Meetings
are public meetings that members of the public are invited to attend and comment at. The video replay of City
Council and Community Development Committee meetings are available on the City’s YouTube Channel.

Last updated by the Community Development Department on September 2, 2019

EXHIBIT B

Recreational Cannabis Legalization
Zoning, Tax, and Regulations
City of Warrenville
Plan Commission
September 19, 2019

Cannabis Regulation & Tax Act (P.A. 101-0027)


Passed General Assembly on May 31st and signed by Gov. Pritzker on 6/25/19



Key components


Legalization of adult (21+) possession & use of cannabis for recreational purposes



Rapid but controlled expansion of cultivation centers and dispensaries



New cannabis businesses – Craft growers, processors, infusers, transporters



State and local taxation



Mass expungement of minor violations of Cannabis Control Act



Social equity programs

Timing






Effective: Became effective immediately upon Governor’s signature


Licensing and agency rulemaking process commences immediately



First legal sales: January 1, 2020



No consumption allowed until legal means to purchase

Existing cultivation centers (20) and dispensaries (56) can:


Obtain “Early Approval” licenses to grow and sell to adult market from existing locations



Obtain “Secondary Location” licenses to sell to adult market
Secondary Location licenses are required to show zoning compliance or that entitlement process has
started



Application process has already commenced

Potential “Day One” Retail Market: 112 dispensaries statewide






Due to local resistance/caution market will likely be smaller

Conditional Licenses: 75 to be issued in 2020 (47 in Chicago, Naperville, Elgin BLS)

What will be allowed? – Use & Sale






Adult recreational possession and use – 21 and up


Possession of up to 30 g flower/raw, 5 g concentrated, 500 mg of infused products



Non-residents are allowed half these amounts

Licensed commercial sale of leaf, edibles, and tested derivatives


Existing medical dispensaries to address “Day One” demand through “Early Approval”



Staggered expansion through 2021



Maximum number of dispensary licenses will be 500



“Craft Growers” will be able to have dispensary license for same location

NEW: On-Premises consumption in dispensaries and other establishments


Entirely subject to local permission and regulation



Models:


Accessory to licensed cannabis business (Dispensary or Craft Grower)



BYOC – Non-dispensing locations where customers can bring in legally procured cannabis

What will be prohibited?


Location of a dispensary within 1,500 feet of another dispensary



Consumption in “Public Places”: Defined as “any place where a person could
reasonably be expected to be observed by others.”


Does not include residences or cannabis establishments locally authorized for on-site
consumption



Consumption on school grounds



Consumption “in close physical proximity” to persons under 21



Consumption by smoking anywhere prohibited by the Smoke Free Illinois Act



Sale to minors



Home delivery



Advertising that…


Makes medical or health claims



Includes images of cannabis leaf or buds



Includes imagery that would appeal to minors

What will be prohibited?




Youth possession and consumption (other than for medical purpose)


Class A Misdemeanor



Secretary of State can revoke drivers license

Open Container: No possession in motor vehicle unless the cannabis is in a “sealed,
odorless, tamper-evident cannabis container” and “reasonably inaccessible”






Class A Misdemeanor

DUI – Minimal bloodstream concentration for presumption of impairment/intoxication


5 nanograms or more of THC in whole blood; or



10 nanograms of THC in other bodily substance



Presence of less can still be considered with other evidence for DUI



Refusal to submit to field sobriety or chemical testing: 6 month suspension

Use by firefighters and police while “on duty” or “on call”


"on call" when such employee is scheduled with at least 24 hours‘ notice by his or her
employer to be on standby or otherwise responsible for performing work-related tasks

What will be taxed?


Multiple Levels– Net taxation will be 40-45% of purchase price



Cultivation — Cannabis Cultivation Privilege Tax of 7% on wholesale (State)






Applies to cultivators, craft growers, or processors who sell to dispensing organizations

Dispensaries — Cannabis Purchaser Excise Tax (State)


10% on raw cannabis with THC at or below 35%



20% on all cannabis infused products



25% on raw cannabis with THC above 35%

County Cannabis Retailers’ Occupation Tax


3.0% in incorporated areas (in addition to Municipal Excise Tax)



3.75% in unincorporated areas



Municipal Cannabis Retailers’ Occupation Tax: Up to 3% of retail purchase price



Existing state, county, and local sales taxes will also apply



IDOR will collect all state and local taxes

Extent of Local Authority?


Home Rule Preempted



CAN outright ban all recreational cannabis businesses by ordinance



CAN enact reasonable zoning regulations for cannabis businesses that don’t conflict
with Act



CAN require conditional/special use permits for cannabis businesses to impose limits on
“time, place, manner, and number” of operations



CAN prohibit, permit, and regulate private businesses that allow on-premises
consumption



CAN locally regulate consumption in a manner consistent with Act



CANNOT “unreasonably prohibit” home grow

Current Warrenville Zoning- Medical Facilities
Medical Cannabis Cultivation Center, registered by the State: A facility operated by
an organization or business that is registered by the Illinois Department of Agriculture to
perform necessary activities to provide only registered medical cannabis dispensaries
with usable medical cannabis.


Permitted use in the M1 & M2 District

Medical Cannabis Dispensary Organization, registered by the State: A facility
operated by an organization or business that is registered by the Illinois Department of
Financial and Professional Regulation to acquire medical cannabis from a registered
medical cannabis cultivation center for the purpose of dispensing cannabis,
paraphernalia, or related supplies and educational materials to registered qualifying
patients (as that term is defined in the Illinois Compassionate Use of Medical Cannabis
Pilot Program Act, 410 ILCS 130/1 et seq.).


Permitted use in M1 & M2 District



Special Use in the B2 & B4 District

Classes of Cannabis Business Establishments


Cultivation Center: Large scale industrial growing facility licensed by Dept. of
Agriculture. Completely enclosed. High utility demand. Odors can be a nuisance.



Craft Grower (NEW): Smaller cultivation operation (5,000-14,000 sq ft). Can colocated with a dispensary or other licensed cannabis business.



Dispensary: Retail business licensed by IDFPR to sell cannabis & cannabis derived
products to persons over age of 21 and qualifying medical patients.



Processor (NEW): A light industrial/manufacturing facility that extracts constituent
chemicals or compounds to produce cannabis concentrate in a resin, oil, or other
form. Sell products to both Dispensaries and Infusers.



Infuser (NEW): Facility that produces cannabis-infused products (e.g. edibles,
gummies, and lotions). Infusers are similar to commercial kitchens.



Other CBEs:


Testing Facility: Facilities that will test cannabis for potency and contaminants must
register with the Illinois Department of Agriculture.



Transporter: Trucking delivery companies that service cannabis business establishments.

Issues to be Considered




Allow or prohibit CBEs in Warrenville?


If prohibit – Prohibit all classes or just retail dispensaries?



If allow – Must determine appropriate zoning

What district?




Permitted vs. Special Use?




Distinguish between retail, non-retail commercial, and industrial uses

Special uses require public hearing and review by Plan Commission and adoption of
ordinance by City Council

Impose a cap on the number of CBEs?


Act allows City to regulate the “time, place, manner, and number” of CBEs



Can set maximum number of special uses that may be approved for each class of
CBE

Issues to be Considered






Distance/Separation requirements?


Act requires 1,500 foot separation between dispensaries



Medical Act requires 2,500 foot separation between cultivation centers and
sensitive uses



City can adopt reasonable distance requirements from sensitive uses

Hours of Operation?


Act permits dispensaries to operate from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m.



City can impose stricter/narrower hours of operation

Parking?




Advise applying generally applicable parking standards for use type (retail, nonretail commercial, industrial)

Signage?


Act prohibits CBEs from using any image of cannabis leaf or bud, or image designed
or likely to appeal to minors



Sign/appearance review process?

Questions for Discussion




Security/Lighting


Extensive state regulations for medical dispensaries



State agencies are currently drafting parallel rules for recreational dispensaries



City can request copies of all plans and documentation submitted to the state as
part of special use application

On-Premises Consumption/Social Use


Completely within local authority to prohibit, allow, or allow with strict regulations



Accessory to a cannabis business establishment or “BYOC”



Few communities have decided to adopt
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Current status of zoning considerations regarding the recreational marijuana sales in some Illinois
communities:
Addison

Arlington
Arlington
Heights
Bloomindale
Bolingbrook
Brookfield

Buffalo Grove
Carol Stream

Champaign
Des Plaines
Deerfield

8/14/19 Planning & Zoning Commission meeting to add licensed adult use
cannabis dispensing & cultivation to those districts where medical
marijuana is already permitted. No action taken; may possibly be on the
November agenda.
Hope to have something to the Board in the fall.
8/13/19: 5 out of 9 board members expressed willingness to allow
marijuana sales by dispensaries. Though many also said they want a limit
on the number of businesses in town, where they can be located, and that
consumption wouldn’t be allowed on premises.
7/23/19: Staff members are moving ahead to prepare an ordinance that,
if approved, would prohibit adult-use cannabis business establishments.
8/15/19: Bolingbrook Board of Trustees voted 8/13/19 to prohibit
cannabis business establishments within its boundaries 5-1, in favor of the
prohibition.
After a two-hour discussion that featured public input from more than a
dozen people, who collectively came down slightly in favor of allowing a
cannabis dispensary to open, Trustees expect to formally vote 9/23/19 on
whether to opt out of recreational cannabis sales or ship the matter to
the Planning and Zoning Commission to work up regulations for allowing
such businesses within the Village. Online survey received about 2,100
responses and indicated overwhelming support for allowing a dispensary
to open in Brookfield, by a margin of 73 to 27 percent.
8/19/19: Majority of Board would allow the sales. The matter is now in
the hands of the Village’s Planning and Zoning Commission, which, with
public input, will recommend where in town sales should be permitted.
Public workshop was held 8/5/19 to discuss implications of the State law.
After the workshop, the Village Board decided to wait for more
information before making a final decision, as a special meetings for a
new property tax has overshadowed this issue.
9/17/19 City Council meeting followed by Study Session. If City Council
approves sales, it will be on the 9/24/19 meeting agenda.
Alderman voted 6-2 against a proposal to hold a referendum seeking
resident input on issue at its 8/19/19 meeting. The Planning and Zoning
Board will provide a recommendation on potential regulations for sellers.
8/28/19: Plan Commission opted to continue a public hearing on
recreational marijuana sales until 9/12/19, and will vote on a formal
recommendation once the public hearing finishes. Plan Commission did

Downers Grove

DuPage County
Elburn
Elmhurst
Evanston
Glen Ellyn

Grayslake
Highland Park

Homewood
Kankakee
County
LaGrange Park
Lake Zurich
Libertyville
Lincolnwood

reach a consensus that the Village should establish regulations on
recreational marijuana sales rather than prohibit it.
9/10/19: Discussed at the 8/20/19 and 9/3/19 Village Council meetings.
Placed on 9/10/19 active agenda to direct staff to prepare amendments
to the Zoning Ordinance for Plan Commission review and consideration at
a public hearing.
9/11/19: Expected to vote in October.
8/5/19 Committee of the Whole meeting: Will allow one marijuana retail
store as permitted use in B1/B2 and C-M zoning districts. 9/4/19 Plan
Commission meeting.
Development, Planning & Zoning Committee discussed on 8/26/19. Public
comment was taken.
8/10/19: Officials are looking at holding a “Recreational Cannabis
briefing” on 9/16/19 to go over the legislation.
8/19/19: Special Village Board Workshop – Discussion only, no vote taken.
9/9/19: Village Board Meeting – Continued consideration, no vote taken.
September/October: Formal Public Hearing at Village Plan Commission
meeting; by end of October: Village Board Meeting for final vote.
8/19/19: Plans to ban sale.
8/15/19: Decided to prohibit recreational marijuana sales as of 1/1/20,
while also leaving open the opportunity to regulate it once the new law
becomes more established. Council members said they still could consider
one or more dispensaries in the future, depending on how legalization
fares in other suburbs. Majority of members were not in favor of
permitting sales at this time.
9/12/19: Existing medical cannabis center is going through due diligence
to obtain recreational use licensing.
9/10/19 and 9/24/19: Combined Budget and Ordinance Committees
meet to explore what would be needed to allow the use of recreational
marijuana. Researching, noted their existing medical marijuana ordinance
may be adequate by only removing the word “medical.”
8/28/19: Village Board voted 5-0 to prohibit the operation of a
recreational cannabis businesses within Village boundaries.
At 9/16/19 Village Board meeting, Board will consider opting out.
The Village Board directed the Plan Commission to hold a public hearing
8/26/19, and it was continued until 9/23/19. Leaning toward opting out.
7/16/19 Village Board meeting; 8/7/19 Plan Commission meeting;
8/20/19 Village Board meeting; 8/21/19 Village Board and Plan
Commission public meeting. 8/26/19 Village Board agreed with Plan
Commission’s drafted regulations, but decided they want to cap the
number of licenses for a dispensary to one. Village attorney drafted a
formal ordinance which was voted on at the 9/3/19 Trustee meeting.

2

Lisle

Lombard

Naperville
North Aurora

Oak Brook
Oak Park
Park Ridge
Skokie

South Elgin
St. Charles

Wheaton

8/20/19: Village Board scheduled a discussion on recreational cannabis
dispensaries during a Committee of the Whole meeting on 8/19/19.
Trustees postponed its decision. The Village will hold a Special Committee
of the Whole meeting on 9/19/19.
The Recreational Cannabis 101 Workshop was held on 7/31/19. A Special
Meeting of the Lombard Plan Commission considered zoning text
amendments to provide for such sales. The Plan Commission
recommended approval of the text amendments to provide for such sales
as a permitted use in certain districts, but recommended that such sales
in the downtown area be prohibited and recommended that such sales
uses be listed as conditional uses in the B3 and B4 Commercial Districts.
To be considered by Village Board 9/19/19.
9/4/19: Naperville City Council prohibited (opting out) allowing the local
retail sale of adult-use cannabis. A referendum is being considered.
8/6/19: Seeks public input on sale of marijuana. Village staff was directed
to provide information to Trustees at a future meeting about possible
locations for the sale of recreational marijuana and regulations that could
be imposed.
Strong position to opt out of retail sales. An amendment to the zoning
ordinance will be drafted and delivered to the Plan Commission for review
in September.
The Village is set to get its first recreational cannabis dispensary; the
Village is deciding on the tax.
9/19/19: City Council is expected to vote 9/23/19 on an ordinance
banning recreational marijuana sales within City limits for a yet-to-bedetermined period of time.
9/3/19: Village Board voted 7-0 to approve sales. Skokie’s potential
dispensaries will only be allowed in specified business districts and “must
not be located with 1,500 feet of another dispensary, or within 1,000 feet
of school grounds, child care centers, public parks, libraries, gaming
arcades, recreational centers or facilities to which admission is not
restricted to people under 21," the ordinance reads.
Village Board okay with allowing one marijuana retail store.
8/19/19 Community discussion; leaning toward allowing two recreational
cannabis businesses, as long as they’re linked to an established medical
marijuana facility. Government operations committee voted 6-3 to direct
City staff members to begin the zoning process to bring the proposed
measure to the plan commission and hold a public hearing.
8/27/19: Formal Public hearing for a text amendment to “prohibit the sale
of cannabis in the City” was scheduled for 8/26/19; poised to ban
recreational marijuana sales citing unknowns of legalization.
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COMMERCIAL
CANNABIS
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Local Impacts of

COMMERCIAL CANNABIS
INTRODUCTION
The last two decades have brought waves of significant change to state laws regarding medical and recreational cannabis, which in turn have implications for
local governments.
Since the passing of California’s Proposition 215 in
1996, another 30 states plus the District of Columbia,
Guam, and Puerto Rico have followed with their own
measures legalizing medical cannabis. Voters in nine of
those states—Colorado, Washington, Alaska, Oregon,
Massachusetts, Maine, Nevada, California, and Vermont—plus the District of Columbia have also legalized
adult recreational use of cannabis.1
At the federal level, cannabis remains a Schedule I
drug according to the U.S. Controlled Substances Act,
reserved for “substances … with no currently accepted
medical use and a high potential for abuse,” a classification also applied to heroin, lysergic acid diethylamide

(LSD), methylenedioxymethamphetamine (ecstasy),
methaqualone, and peyote.2
Under the Obama administration, the Department of Justice issued a series of guidelines regarding
federal prosecution of medical and recreational cannabis activities, the best known being Deputy Attorney
General James Cole’s 2013 memo. The Cole Memo provided some assurance to states and localities permitting medical or recreational cannabis activities that the
federal government would not challenge these states’
laws, provided they aligned with federal high-level
priorities such as keeping marijuana away from children
and upholding protections against public health and
safety threats associated with use and distribution.
In early 2018, the new Attorney General Jeff Sessions issued a memo to all rescinding the Obama
administration’s guidance on federal prosecution of
medical and recreational cannabis activities.3 Despite
the Justice Department’s about-face, additional states

State Cannabis Laws as of July 2018

Comprehensive Medical Law
Comprehensive Recreational and Medical Law
Source: National Conference of State Legislatures
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such as Oklahoma and Michigan have since proceeded
with their plans to vote on medical and recreational
cannabis, respectively. The Canadian government overwhelmingly passed a national measure to legalize and
regulate cannabis, becoming the second nation worldwide to do so. In the United States, public polling on
the issue shows a dramatic shift over the past decade
in favor of legalization.4
In the meantime, increasing numbers of local governments are faced with decisions about whether and how
they want to regulate medical and/or recreational cannabis in their communities. These decisions are extremely
complicated and have implications across many local
government departments and systems. Public debate
is emotionally charged and not all questions can be
answered given the youth of a legal cannabis industry.
ICMA provides this resource to assist local governments in considering implications of legal commercial
cannabis activities in their communities. Findings and
recommendations are drawn primarily from interviews
with local government administrators and staff and
review of available data and reports (emphasizing neutral sources whenever possible) from early adopters of
legal cannabis legislation.

A note on terminology: Cannabis is
the biological genus or generic name
for multiple species of plants also
popularly referred to as marijuana,
hemp, and no shortage of other slang
terms. Although early U.S. legislation
on this topic used the spelling “marihuana,” some have argued this term
and its variants, specific to use of the
plant for smoking, were introduced
in an attempt to marginalize migrant
populations.5 Despite cannabis being
the scientific term, marijuana prevailed in common vernacular. This
report gives preference to the scientific term cannabis but uses marijuana
interchangeably in some case studies
to be consistent with the relevant
state and local legislation.
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IMPACT AREAS
Economic Development
Redevelopment and Growth Potential
While not guaranteed, it is certainly possible to capitalize on peak interest in this industry as an opportunity
for redevelopment and economic growth. Across the
state of California, the declining cut flower industry is
causing some producers to consider a shift toward cannabis cultivation.6 Small-scale food growers on the rural
outskirts of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, find themselves
in a similar situation.7 Grover Beach, California realized
its underused industrial land would be marketable to
cannabis product manufacturers, and imposed additional requirements for public improvements on those
sites to such users. The small town of Cotton Plant,
Arkansas—a far cry from progressive costal enclaves—
sees potential for a legal medical cannabis industry to
resurrect a waning local economy.8

Industry Characteristics
Cash-based businesses. Regardless of lenient state and
local policy, the illegal status of cannabis at the federal
level renders it effectively an all-cash industry, as the
federally insured banking system is extremely limited
on how, if at all, it can service these businesses. It can
also be challenging for businesses to access auxiliary
financial (e.g., accounting) or legal services that other
types of businesses take for granted. For local governments, this means being prepared to accept massive
cash payments for taxes and fees, which could include
purchasing cash-counting machines and/or increasing security to protect staff and facilities. And for local
economies, all-cash offers on land can place pressures
on availability and have pricing consequences for other
industries as well.
Who are operators? The high cost of licenses,
permits, land, security, other startup requirements, as
well as a lack of access to financing present significant
barriers impacting who can enter the industry. But
the industry is attracting a wide range of operators,
from those with a history in agriculture to tech-savvy
entrepreneurs. Google employees own one of the few
cannabis retail stores in Kirkland, Washington, while a
large start-up in Grover Beach, California is connected
to a well-known Los Angeles rapper and TV personality.
In Santa Rosa, California, city staff discovered through

their licensing processes that many cannabis businesses
were operated by female heads-of-households.
Industry employment. The Washington State
Institute for Public Policy, charged with evaluating
the state’s implementation of its legalization measure,
estimated the average of its 700 active cannabis businesses employed approximately nine full-time equivalent (FTE) employees at an average hourly wage of
$16.45 (median of $13.44) in the final quarter of 2016.
The majority of retailers, processors, and producers
were classified as small, employing less than nine FTE.
Producers and processers tended to be even smaller,
employing four or fewer FTE.9

Revenue Generation
State leaders in favor of a regulated legal cannabis
industry often tout the associated economic opportunities from license fees and sales and excise taxes. States
have earmarked this revenue for specific needs such as
schools (including construction, early education, and
anti-bullying measures), public health (substance abuse
prevention/treatment, mental health), and public safety.
Slices of revenue are also passed through to local
governments where cannabis activities are permitted.
Revenue distribution formulas may account for population, number of licensed businesses, and other factors, and are regularly subject to challenge or change;
cultivation hotspot Jackson County, Oregon is urging
its state to weigh total canopy size more heavily in its
revenue-sharing calculations. Some states, such as Oregon, also prescribe how locally shared revenue should
be spent (on public safety, in the Oregon example). For
multiple reasons, the local share tends to be significantly smaller and thus less impactful.
In light of this, and to offset local administration,
regulation, and enforcement costs, many communities
have elected to impose their own license fees and/or
additional local taxes on the cannabis industry. State
legislation may set restrictions on the rate and process
for doing so, and state municipal leagues are often
useful resources in parsing those regulations. Specific guidelines for setting such rates are beyond the
scope of this report, but general observations from our
research include the following.
−−

Explore this option as early as possible. Durango,
Colorado waited until the industry had been operating locally for multiple years before introducing a
dedicated tax proposal, which they were forced to
drop in the face of overwhelming opposition.

−−

It can be tempting to overreach with projections.
Early analyses on the potential economic impacts
of the cannabis industry are fraught with assumptions that can multiply into gross exaggerations
and unrealized expectations (true for any industry,
but particularly so for one just emerging from
underground).

−−

Avoid taxing the industry back underground. The
city of Grover Beach, California actually adjusted
its tax rates downward as the industry came online
to maintain a competitive overall effective tax rate.

−−

Consider your costs, which likely spread far
across your organization. The City of Santa Rosa,
California provides a detailed breakdown of the
estimated steps and costs associated with just
the review of business applications, which are
substantial.10 Fort Collins, Colorado is carefully
trying to monitor and cover its costs, which also
include staff support from a licensing coordinator and dedicated police officer. In contrast, the
small city of Hines, Oregon believed it was seizing
an economic opportunity as the only city in its
county to allow commercial cannabis businesses,
but the administrative burden on its limited staff
has left them questioning the net benefit.

Of the communities we interviewed for this report,
those enlisting the help of external consultants with
cannabis industry expertise were typically pleased with
the support provided.

Tourism
Tourism is a significant economic sector in virtually all
of the early states to legalize recreational cannabis, so
it warrants special attention. While individual opinions
vary as to whether cannabis is a deterrent to tourism,
research suggests a more neutral-to-favorable impact.
In 2016, the Colorado Tourism Office included a new
series of marijuana-related questions in its annual
research on visitor behavior. A contracted research
firm queried individuals as to whether legalization of
marijuana influenced their perceptions on living/working, visiting, or purchasing good/services from those
states. According to their findings, a majority of visitors’
opinions of states where marijuana was legalized did
not change. Approximately 30 percent of respondents
viewed those states more positively, and approximately
1 in 10 had a more negative view based on legalization
of marijuana. Results were also stratified by whether
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the respondent resided in Colorado and/or had taken
a leisure trip in Colorado over the past year. Among
nonresidents visiting Colorado in the year of this study,
47 percent said that legalization of marijuana positively
influenced their consideration of states to visit. Another
study commissioned by the Colorado Tourism Office
estimates that 15 percent of Colorado tourists engaged
in a marijuana-related activity during their visit, with
a third of those citing that activity as a motivation for
their trip.11 It is worth noting that state and local tourism offices generally do not promote cannabis-related
activities due to explicit or ambiguous regulations
based on federal legal status and/or limiting advertising
to minors.12
Laws restricting smoking or consumption can present
a complication for local cannabis-related tourism, while
at the same time alleviating some concerns of residents.
State and local laws vary, but restrictions similar to those
targeting the use of tobacco or alcohol use often apply,
as do new regulations prohibiting on-premises cannabis
consumption. Private property owners and operators
can also impose their own restrictions on cannabis consumption. Tourists may be surprised to discover they are
prohibited from consuming cannabis products in public
spaces, in rental cars (even as passengers), in hotels, and
at the point of sale, not to mention that they cannot
bring cannabis products in or out of the state. It would
be reasonable to anticipate a learning curve while tourists and residents adjust to any changes in local and state
laws. Cities and states have developed public education
campaigns and materials addressing frequent questions
and assumptions.13
Local government leaders in communities electing to
allow commercial cannabis activities observed entrepreneurial operators tapping into tourism interests.
Many of the states out front early on legalized recreational cannabis are home to craft-oriented beer and/or
wine production, which some view as complementary
to high-quality, locally produced cannabis. Cities and
regions have also seen a rise in “green tourism” services
such as taxis/limousines and travel/tour agencies.

Public Safety
Property and Personal Crime
Local governments can anticipate concern that cannabis
businesses may attract criminal activity such as burglary,
theft, or more serious offenses. The persistence of a cannabis black market—the only market in some states—and
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the cash-based nature of the industry do present conditions that could encourage such activity. These risks
have not been lost on state and local regulators, who
have built a range of precautions into cannabis licensing and land use regulations, such as requirements for
security systems, lighting, and employee background
checks to protect the businesses themselves as well as
local communities.
As the sector generally most accessible to the public,
retail businesses (or medical cannabis provisioning
centers or dispensaries) are often a primary concern
to municipalities. Communities implementing these
protective operating and siting requirements reported
overall satisfaction with their local legal operators and
noted that providing standards for compliance shifts
more of the responsibility from law to code enforcement. The City of Fort Collins dedicated a police officer
to the industry whose work is characterized mainly as
relationship building rather than punitive; police in the
City and Borough of Juneau, Alaska also assist businesses with implementing best practices. The police
chief in Pacifica, California, notes that previously illegal
businesses avoided reporting burglaries and other
crimes against their property for fear of exposing
themselves. Now, they meet local safety standards and
enjoy added protection from the police department—
which hasn’t seen any significant increase in the calls
for service.
Complementing these anecdotal reports from city
administrators, the Washington State Institute for
Public Policy provides statistics on several types of
crime in the state since the legalization of recreational
cannabis.14 Arrests for drug or narcotic violations
decreased by approximately 15 percent since 2012.
“Incidents” (or investigations, whether resulting in an
arrest or not) identified as marijuana-related decreased
by 63 percent from 2012-2015. Drug-only Driving
Under the Influence (DUI) arrests, which do not differentiate marijuana from other drugs, decreased by
about a third to approximately 1,200 for 2015. Among
drivers involved in a traffic fatality who are tested for
drugs or alcohol, there have been no significant growth
or decline in those testing positive for marijuana alone
or in combination with other drugs or alcohol. During that time, incidents identified as amphetamine/
methamphetamine- or heroin-related increased by
72 percent and 41 percent, respectively. A follow up
report released in 2017 found no evidence linking

Washington counties’ retail cannabis sales with drugrelated convictions.15

Safety Hazards
Cannabis product manufacturing/processing often
involves chemical extractions, through which solvents
are used to remove resin from plants and convert it into
hash oil. The high-concentrate oil can then be infused
into edibles, tinctures, and other products, or consumed
by smoking or vaporizing. Because of the volatile solvents used, the extraction process should only take place
in regulated environments using proper equipment and
safety precautions—otherwise, risk of explosion is high.
This is enough to dissuade some local governments from
wanting to allow such activities in their communities.
Increased opportunities for legal cultivation of
cannabis, including at the personal scale, may tempt
amateur processors to attempt these extractions in
unregulated settings such as residential neighborhoods.
Beyond the threats to individuals involved and to first
responders, the extraction process poses the additional
risk of a fire spreading to other nearby structures. The
City and County of Denver experienced nine hash oil
explosions between January and September 15, 2014,
and the state’s primary burn center has seen a spike in
extraction burn patients since 2012.16

An Important Distinction
To be sure, commercial cannabis-related crimes or
safety hazards make the local news, and local government administrators acknowledged examples ranging
from mundane to violent. A common theme, however,
is their tendency to involve unauthorized cannabis
activities, such as illegal grow operations in homes or
on other private land.17 A black market exists, though
its presence varies across communities, so even communities electing to ban cannabis to the fullest extent
possible are vulnerable to these crimes.

Traffic
A more practical matter, predicting circulation impacts
of commercial cannabis activities, is an emergent focus
for transportation engineers. The County of Santa
Barbara, California, provides an example of a detailed
analysis estimating the potential impacts of seven different types of activities along the supply chain.18 Jackson County, Oregon observed increased traffic in rural
neighborhoods since cultivation (both authorized and
unauthorized) began to proliferate. The Seattle sub-

urbs of Kirkland and Issaquah also noted slightly more
intense circulation and parking demand than anticipated for their early retail businesses. Interim Issaquah
City Administrator Emily Moon noted, “In terms of trip
generation, retail marijuana is similar to fast food in
some ways. It’s fairly constant traffic.”

Public Health
Most states that have legalized adult use of recreational cannabis are dedicating a portion of their tax
and fee revenues to public health initiatives, often with
a particular youth focus.
Debate on legalization tends to be charged with
conflicting claims about the relationship between cannabis and public health indicators. The Colorado Retail
Marijuana Public Health Advisory Committee, a body
of experts appointed by the Colorado Department of
Public Health and Environment to provide unbiased
and transparent evaluation of scientific literature and
data on marijuana use and health outcomes, notes the
complexity of evaluating these associations for strength
(or lack thereof) and causality. Its reports break down
the validity of common claims made about youth and
adult use of cannabis and may be helpful to local governments in talking through community concerns.19

Youth Impacts
Public health experts, including the Colorado committee, do tend to agree that youth abuse of cannabis can be associated with lower graduation rates
and increased susceptibility for addiction and mental
health issues. Likewise, opponents and proponents of
legalization are often united in concerns about potential increases in use/abuse among young people. But
evidence that legalization of cannabis significantly
changes patterns of youth use/abuse is lacking.
According to the biennial Washington State Healthy
Youth Survey, rates of current marijuana use stayed
relatively consistent for sixth, eighth, tenth, and twelfth
graders from 2012 to 2016 (recreational legislation
passed in 2012). Rates do increase across the age
groups, from about 1 percent of sixth graders up to
about a quarter of twelfth graders. Ease of access also
increases by grade, but perception of access remained
relatively consistent over time. Four percent of all
Washington state students were suspended or expelled
during the 2015-2016 school year. Of those, 9 percent
(less than half a percent of all students) were suspended or expelled due to marijuana possession.20
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Colorado’s youth surveys yielded similar results.21
Multiple analyses of the biennial Healthy Kids Colorado
Survey agreed that marijuana use among statewide
youth remained essentially unchanged from 2013 to
2015, though recreational adult use became legal in
2014. These same types of surveys are conducted
across the country, regardless of cannabis’ current legal
status. Results of each state’s youth surveys are used to
inform and target education and prevention strategies
that can be funded through legal cannabis revenues.
State requirements will also mandate buffering
of sensitive uses, such as schools, child care facilities, parks, and other youth-serving centers. Typically,
local governments will have the right to modify some
of these provisions according to local preferences
and conditions, though legal opinions vary about the
flexibility to do so. Washington State allows local
governments to reduce this buffer for everything
except elementary and secondary schools and public
playgrounds; the City of Kirkland exercised this option
to accommodate businesses around 600-plus feet of
licensed child care centers, given the layout of its zoning map. Communities may elect to impose additional
restrictions, as was done in Grover Beach, California,
which extended its buffers along designated school
walking routes.
From 2015 through April 2018, the state of Washington logged approximately 200 violations for marijuana sale/service to a minor. Approximately one-third
of those were issued in unincorporated areas; the rest
were scattered across approximately 50 municipalities
over the 3-plus year period. Reflecting on the strict
requirements of Colorado’s state inventory tracking
system, Durango city staff noted that minors’ access to
cannabis was easier to regulate than alcohol.

Adult Use
Perspectives on adult use of cannabis and its health
implications are much more divergent. With a majority
of states now permitting some degree of medical cannabis use, clearly there is strong support for its therapeutic properties in certain situations. But discussions
about cannabis as a recreational substance—informed
by a blend of evidence and personal values—often conflate it with alcohol, tobacco, or opioids. Some argue
that cannabis is less harmful or habit-forming than
these other substances; others believe it to be a gateway to more serious substance abuse. The National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) acknowledges that
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habitual cannabis use can lead to “marijuana use disorder” or addiction in its most severe form, but these
types of problems afflict a minority of reported cannabis users.22 NIDA also notes some evidence suggesting links between marijuana and other drug use for
a minority of cannabis users, but that there are many
complicating factors and further research is needed.23
There is less dispute that the mind-altering chemicals
in cannabis impair judgement, coordination, and reaction time. Depending on the form of consumption, the
effects can be delayed and prolonged for hours; traces of
the chemicals—though unfelt—can remain detectable in
the bloodstream for weeks.24 Even in states where recreational adult use or medical use is legal, it is important
to remember that all laws and regulations concerning
what one cannot do under the influence of cannabis—
e.g., operate a vehicle, show up to work—still apply. The
police department in Kirkland, Washington, was given
explicit instructions not to “de-police” these sorts of
behaviors that fall under its purview. Local law enforcement may benefit from additional training in how to
identify and confirm potential violations, since assessing
the influence of cannabis will typically require a blood
test and may not be possible in the field.25
Recent studies of states post-legalization have
seen some upticks in public health statistics related to
cannabis use. For example, annual average calls to the
Poison Control Center in Washington increased by 73
percent in the years following legalization.26 Colorado
also saw increases in marijuana exposure calls, as well
as in marijuana-related hospitalizations and emergency
department visits.27 These may be indications of legitimate concerns, such as a need to regulate concentration and packaging of edible cannabis products (which
was done in Colorado), and they may be influenced
by changes in patient honesty or medical billing practices. And as with all statistics on the industry, it is too
soon to tell whether trends will continue, level off, or
reverse. Fortunately, researchers will have access to
more time-series data from more states as the legal
landscape expands.

Environment
Odor
It can be a tough call as to which is more pervasive—
cannabis odor or the concerns about it. Odor concerns,
whether tied to the plants themselves or the smoke
from consumption, are legitimate. For some, odor may

trigger allergies or asthma, for others it may simply
trigger a reaction based on one’s personal views about
an historically taboo substance. It is possible for local
regulations permitting cannabis uses to be a recourse
for those most opposed to its odor, though there are
some complicating factors.
In addition to siting activities in appropriate locations relative to other uses, land use regulations permitting activities along the cannabis supply chain will
almost certainly include stipulations about odor control,
aiming to reduce the likelihood of a nuisance issue.
Regulations provide a means for enforcement; a neighbor can complain if aggrieved. Formal litigation of odor
nuisance cases has had mixed outcomes, as it can be
difficult to determine the nuisance threshold or to pinpoint the precise source. However, local governments
recently authorizing commercial cannabis activities
conceded that while odor issues may be more common
at the onset, they tended to dissipate as businesses
became “more professional” and are given a chance to
improve their odor mitigation systems.
From a consumption perspective and as mentioned
in the earlier discussion on tourism impacts, many local
governments already have bans in place regarding
smoking indoors and/or in public places. Land use regulations for commercial cannabis retail can and typically
do prohibit onsite consumption.

Resource Impacts
Cannabis cultivation (and to some extent processing)
also raises concerns about water, soil, and light/energy
use, the specifics of which will vary depending on the
local capacity (climate, infrastructure, etc.) for commercial cultivation. Some regulations, whether specific to
cannabis or generally applicable to agriculture, will be
set at the state level, and state departments of agriculture and natural resources have developed answers to
frequently asked questions about regulations governing cannabis as an agricultural activity and water use.28
Local governments may wish to direct prospective local
growers to pertinent recommendations and regulations
and clarify where additional local requirements (related
to permitting siting, fencing, etc.) may apply, as Jackson
County, Oregon has done.29
The Department of Environmental Health for the
City and County of Denver, Colorado developed a comprehensive guide to best practices on energy, water,
and waste management for indoor growing facilities.30
Though specifically developed in context of Denver’s

sustainability goals, climate, and infrastructure, it
provides useful overviews and metrics for the resource
systems involved in cultivation.
Local governments will likely apply building and
fire safety codes to regulate potential environmental
nuisances and safety concerns related to lighting and
compliance. Light pollution from outdoor cultivation,
volatile extraction processes in manufacturing facilities,
and the extent of personal cultivation allowed in multifamily facilities are all issues that local governments
have dealt with using local codes.

Aesthetics
Finally, local governments will want to consider cannabis’
implications on aesthetics of the natural and built environment. Jackson County, home to a significant share of
Oregon’s cannabis production, provides an aerial view of
the use’s significant impact on its landscape.31 Illegal, and
to a lesser extent legal, grow operations there pose challenges to maintaining government survey corners, riparian buffers, and drainage. Municipalities may be more
concerned about signage, fencing, and generally ensuring that the cannabis industry not overtake the character of an urban or suburban environment. Fort Collins,
Colorado prohibited the use of cannabis-affiliated
phrases and images in signs for cannabis businesses.
Many municipalities prevent the creation of a cannabis
district through clustering by including some method of
business-to-business setbacks in their regulations. Alternatively, others intend to cluster all cannabis businesses
in one or few districts, in order to prevent siting in the
majority of the municipality while ceding only part.

Summary and Recommendations
Based on our research, ICMA offers the following recommendations to local governments considering whether
and/or how to allow commercial cannabis activities.
1.

Assess the federal, state, regional, and local
contexts for your decision(s). While the letter of
federal cannabis law has not changed for some
time, interpretation and enforcement priorities
continue to shift. But more urgent are conditions at the state level and below. Some sample
questions to consider:
a. Does current or pending state law prescribe
any decision points? Must you opt in or out of
default situations?
b. How did your community vote on past cannabis ballot measures? Do those results entitle
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you to different powers (such as the ability to tax
or the ability to impose a complete ban)? Does
your community lean one way or the other in its
opinion on cannabis?
c. What’s happening in surrounding communities that may impact you? Are the county and
its municipalities talking with each other about
this issue? Are your priorities complementary or
in conflict?
d. To what extent can you lean on state regulations and enforcement? Are regulations
specific enough? Do you believe resources are
adequate to perform state-level responsibilities?
2.

8

Assemble a diverse, coordinated leadership
team. Local administrations successfully navigating the early legal cannabis landscape credited
clear, steady direction from their elected officials—
including rationale or objectives for local regulation—as extremely helpful.32 In addition to elected
officials and chief administrative officers, planning,
police, legal, and finance staff tended to serve in
critical leadership roles. But cast a wide net across
your organization, as the industry has potential to
impact many additional systems and functions.

3.

Plan for deliberate, transparent community
engagement. Even communities voting strongly
in favor of cannabis legalization can still struggle
with implementation.33 Provide multiple ways
outside of formal meetings and public hearings
for community members to review and comment on potential regulations, such as community surveys or other online platforms and
in neighborhood/community-wide events.34
Expect questions, expect fears, and be willing
to demonstrate how proposed regulations have
accounted for community concerns. Maps showing eligible locations for cannabis businesses
as well as sensitive uses are very helpful tools,
as are summaries of key steps taken and reference documents posted on your website. While
time-consuming, local governments following
this model were comfortable reflecting on their
processes and were later able to make decisions
without significant debate.

4.

Regularly monitor indicators and review your
regulations. This is a new industry that will continue to experience growing pains, especially as
the state and federal context continue to shift.
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While states and local governments adopting
early legislation are beginning to generate data,
figures should still be considered preliminary.
Even in states where legalization passed several years earlier, businesses are just starting
to open, following long processes to develop
regulations and process applications, and local
leaders are standing by to watch for indications
that the industry needs more (or less) regulation.
“Start early and walk a slow path,” suggested one
California city manager—a sentiment echoed
by many of his peers’ actions. Be wary of doors
that are difficult to close once opened; consider
sunset provisions or temporary caps as ways to
test your local market and assure residents that
you will continue to revisit regulations and make
adjustments as necessary.
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Local Impacts of
Commercial Cannabis

CASE STUDIES
The following case studies
describe the motivations,
processes, and decisions of
10 local governments to
regulate commercial cannabis
activities in their communities.
Though selected from states
with longer histories of
recreational and medical
cannabis laws, these local
governments are continuing
to monitor the industry and
adapt their strategies.
10

CASE STUDY:

Carpintera, California

Carpinteria is bordered by the Pacific Ocean to
the southwest and rural oceanside hills to the
southeast, while the areas north and northwest
of the city are agricultural zones dotted with
greenhouses primarily for the cut flower industry. That industry was once a thriving sector in
California’s economy, but many years of competition have decimated it. Greenhouses that
once grew flowers are now prime real estate for
recreational cannabis cultivation.
The marijuana industry has been moving into Carpinteria Valley greenhouses for years, but the pace of
turnover increased once flower growers began to look
for more profitable ventures. Some greenhouse tenants
and owners turned to growing vegetables or even stayed
with flowers, but many others have converted to growing cannabis or sold their stake to someone who does.

COMMUNITY PROFILE
Population (2017): 13,622

City and County

Land area (in sq. miles): 2.59

The City of Carpinteria has instituted a moratorium on
legal marijuana businesses through May 2019 while it
continues a deliberate process of determining regulations for the city. In contrast, Santa Barbara County

Median Household Income: $72,901
Source: United States Census Bureau
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moved quickly to establish regulations for allowing cultivation and other cannabis businesses as soon as California licensing became available. Santa Barbara County
is the home of the most cannabis cultivation licenses
in California, outpacing the counties of Humboldt,
Mendocino, and Trinity, counties known for their marijuana cultivation.1 All of those licenses in the vicinity
of Carpinteria, many of which were originally granted
for growing medical marijuana, lie on Santa Barbara
County unincorporated land. Carpinteria’s incorporated
area does not include the agricultural portion of the
Carpinteria Valley, and the city does not regulate it.
After the passage of Proposition 64 in November
2016, Santa Barbara County first began the process of
deciding how to approach locally regulating the cannabis industry. At that point, Carpinteria city officials were
poised to work alongside Santa Barbara County officials
and attended multiple meetings with county officials
on the subject. However, it soon became clear that the
city and the county were guided by different philosophies. Carpinteria’s interest in potentially allowing and
regulating cannabis businesses stemmed from public
support within the community, but city officials and
residents were, and still are, in favor of a cautious and
deliberate approach to developing regulations. Santa
Barbara County was under pressure to quickly establish
its regulations in order to limit the impact from a large
and growing number of unregulated or black-market
cannabis operations, generate revenues, and create a
commercially viable cannabis market as an alternative
to lost jobs in the cut flower industry.2
These differences in approach forced Carpinteria
into a reactionary position. As Santa Barbara County
proceeded with its big-picture approach through the
summer of 2017, tension was high in Carpinteria from
a frustrating process of legal proceedings. The city
was able to extract some of what it wanted from the
county, such as a cap on greenhouse canopy size and a
prohibition on outdoor cultivation.
Currently, the area’s cannabis cultivation industry is operating in the California Coastal Zone, which
includes the Carpinteria Valley, through county-issued
interim permits until the formal permitting, regulation,
and revenue-collection process passed by Santa Barbara County undergoes a legal review by the California
Coastal Commission. Cannabis operations in Santa
Barbara County outside the Coastal Zone are operating
under the county’s land use code and Cannabis Business License Ordinance as of June 2018.3
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Preserving the Character of Carpinteria
Cut Flower Industry
The Carpinteria Valley cut flower industry had been
struggling for years due to international competition.
Low-wage workforces in South and Central America
left California flower growers unable to compete on
price, leaving many as the owners and lessees of empty
greenhouses. A number of those greenhouse owners
and lessees turned to cannabis cultivation due to the
high value of the crop. The first to convert were medical cannabis cultivators under the previous regime of
California medical cannabis law. Local governments had
little to no regulatory or administrative authority over
these operations, leaving unfixed problems that were
generally foreign to flower growers, such as noxious
odors and security issues. As Santa Barbara County
registers and regulates these operations under the new
commercial cannabis regulatory regime, those issues
should subside.

Cannabis greenhouse

Economic Equilibrium
The City of Carpinteria’s interest in strengthening the
county’s cap on cannabis cultivation is twofold. One
concern is ensuring that agriculture in the Carpinteria Valley is not dedicated to a single use. The flower
industry decline was especially painful as most greenhouses were entirely dependent on it.
Community character and aesthetics comprise the
second motivating factor for a cap. In 2002, Santa
Barbara County enacted an ordinance to preserve
open field agriculture and limit unsightly piecemeal
greenhouse construction, but Carpinteria was concerned that a lack of a regulatory cap on cannabis
cultivation could undermine that ordinance. A boom-

ing cannabis cultivation industry could potentially take
over the Carpinteria Valley’s available greenhouses
and increase the demand for the construction of even
more greenhouses.
At this point in its lifecycle, the cannabis cultivation
industry has different effects on local economic activity
than the cut flower industry. Observations from Carpinteria show that cannabis cultivation generates less
intensive industrial traffic than cut flowers. However,
that may be offset by increased traffic from laborers.
Greenhouse cannabis cultivation uses approximately
595 square feet per worker (FTE), compared to (conservatively) 38,314 square feet per worker for cut flower
growing.4 This discrepancy is confirmed anecdotally
in Carpinteria, with far more cars parked outside the
greenhouses that have moved to cannabis cultivation
as opposed to those growing flowers or vegetables.

Odor
Medical cannabis has been growing and generating
odor just outside Carpinteria city limits for the past few
years, but the problem worsened when recreational
cannabis was authorized. Agriculture is typically not
subject to odor complaints under Right to Farm protections, and Santa Barbara County regulated medical
cannabis cultivation in this manner as well.5 This led
to an underenforcement of nuisances like odor and
the lack of a regulatory infrastructure at the onset of
recreational cannabis, with many residents voicing their
complaints. Carpinteria High School, across the street
from several greenhouses that cultivate cannabis, was
forced to air out classrooms and send home students
who were negatively impacted by the odor.6
The odor situation has improved in Carpinteria over
the past year as some of the greenhouse cannabis
cultivators have started to take steps to prevent odors,
investing significantly in odor mitigation technology.
Santa Barbara County cited evidence from San Diego
and established Carpinteria cultivators showing this
technology, called a Vapor-Phase System, to be effective in mitigating odors from greenhouse cannabis
cultivation facilities.7 There are limited number of
greenhouses continuing to emit strong odors and operate without the preventative measures. Those greenhouses will either be required to mitigate odors in order
to become compliant or will be shut down once Santa
Barbara County begins to regulate cultivators within
the Coastal Zone following the review by the California
Coastal Commission.

Key Observations
The City of Carpinteria prohibited all commercial activity in the previous medical cannabis regulatory regime,
but the city will potentially allow some commercial
cannabis operations once their new regulations are
developed and adopted. Those operations will likely
be limited to manufacturing and testing to complement the already existing cultivation in the Carpinteria
Valley. The Carpinteria City Council is not currently
inclined to allow recreational cannabis retail stores and
believes they would cause neighborhood problems, an
assumption based on observing the previous iteration
of medical cannabis stores that existed under the earlier state regulations. The council’s preferred approach
is to watch the results of recreational cannabis storefronts in other cities before deciding whether to allow
them in Carpinteria.
Although Carpinteria’s long-term priorities are clear,
City Manager David Durflinger notes that it is challenging for a small local government to develop the
expertise necessary to both interact in a regulatory
process with an adjoining county and to develop its
own regulations.

Interviewee:
David Durflinger, City Manager
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CASE STUDY:

Durango, Colorado

The City of Durango is located along a historic
railway and the Animas River at the foot of the
San Juan Mountains in southwest Colorado.
Home to 18,000 residents and a key destination
in the Four Corners region, tourists and commuters nearly double its population daily.

An Industry Emerges
In 2000, La Plata County and the City of Durango
voters strongly supported an amendment to Colorado’s state constitution legalizing medical cannabis.
However, nearly a decade would pass before any
legal commercial activity materialized due to uncertainty surrounding federal preemption. The Obama
administration’s initial issuance of guidelines for
states with legal medical cannabis, which indicated
that the Department of Justice would not prioritize
prosecutions, provided a long-awaited green light to
would-be operators.
Durango’s staff was caught off-guard when the first
business approached the clerk’s office for a cannabis license in 2009. Quick consultations with the city
attorney and administration confirmed a lack of any
local restrictions at the outset, resulting in the issuance
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COMMUNITY PROFILE
Population (2017 Census Estimate):
18,465
Land Area (square miles): 9.92
Median Household Income: $60,334
Source: United States Census Bureau

of four early commercial medical licenses at just $50
apiece (the general business license fee)—including to
one cultivation operation.
This triggered an exhaustive process to determine
the appropriate zoning, fees, and other local restrictions on such businesses. Multiple moratoria were
implemented while the city engaged in research and
discussion. While initial discussions were limited to
medical marijuana, the legalization of recreational
marijuana in 2012 extended the conversation such
that the city was actively working on some aspect
of local marijuana issues all the way through the end
of 2017.
Though Durango residents voted in support of legalization in both 2000 and 2012, the process to develop
regulations was contentious. Identifying appropriate
setbacks from sensitive uses such as schools, daycare
centers, and parks proved especially challenging, as the
default state standards did not align well with the city’s
long and linear orientation and needed to be reduced
(either by right or with a variance) in order to provide
enough options for businesses. Other major concerns
included the location and number of businesses within
the Central Business District, potential issues with
lights used by cultivators, and security and fire code
compliance. Recognizing that land use decisions can be
hard to revert once a door is opened, city staff feel this
discussion was worthwhile.
The most significant progress was made in 2014,
when a series of ordinances were passed establishing
comprehensive land use standards and a local licensing process for commercial medical/nonmedical retail
and testing businesses. License fees increased to as
much as $10,000 for a new business and $8,000 for a
renewal every year.1 Commercial cultivation and manufacturing of infused products were prohibited based on
a shared understanding with La Plata County about the
types of uses best suited to county and city land.
Since then, the city has received annexation requests
that would extend water and sewer services to marijuana cultivators located on fringe land. Following discussions with staff, the planning commission, and the
city council, the city decided to extend water and sewer
services in exchange for long-term control of land use
planning. Reasoning that users—including marijuana
cultivators—could come and go, city officials believed
it would be advantageous to apply the city’s more rigorous requirements for elements such as sidewalks, street
trees, and signage.

Cannabis dispensary

A Regulated Industry: Initial Impressions
Though the city did not place explicit caps on the
number of licenses allowed and did loosen some of
the setback requirements, prospective businesses still
had trouble finding locations because property owners were reluctant to lease for such uses. As a result,
businesses were forced to turn to purchasing their own
property at premium prices.
For those businesses that were able to secure locations, the initial licensing and enforcement process was
challenging as the state provided little guidance and the
rules continued to evolve. Durango’s liquor licensing
authority expanded its oversight to include marijuana
licensing and devoted time to screening and rejecting
applications from businesses whose employees had
histories of criminal activity. Eventually, the city concluded that decision could be left to the operators who
could be expected to act in the best interest of their
legal businesses.
Code enforcement was also intense at first to ensure
businesses were operating in line with the newly established regulations. While he can recall scattered specific
incidents of crimes tied to marijuana activities in the
early days of statewide legalization, City Manager
Ron LeBlanc is not persuaded of a significant negative
impact on public safety. From an enforcement perspective, staff feel the industry has actually been easier to
regulate than liquor licenses.
Though Durango did not pursue a dedicated local
tax on marijuana as a part of its 2014 regulations,
the standard 3-percent local sales tax still applied to
the industry. Revenues from marijuana businesses
exceeded local expectations, suggesting the black mar-
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ket had been much larger than the city had anticipated.
Total sales and use taxes collected by the city jumped
by approximately $1 million from 2014 to 2015.2
The cash-based nature of those taxpayers presented
an additional complication for Durango City Hall, which
was not a fully secure facility when marijuana businesses first started to pay local taxes. Though security
has since changed, finance staff were unnerved when
the first businesses showed up to pay monthly tax bills
with stacks of cash, and parking staff needed to accompany them when making transfers to the bank.

The Industry Matures
With no new business applications submitted in the
last two years, the industry appears to have reached
market saturation in Durango. Prices are coming down,
businesses are consolidating, and protests from the
vocal minority opposed to the industry have faded.
Durango’s administration believes the impact on
tourism has been a net positive, noting a steady stream
of creative business proposals for transportation and
green tourism experiences over the last few years. At
the same time, ample restrictions on consumption,
including in private social clubs, help to keep use out of
public view.
In 2017, with marijuana sales responsible for about
$825,000 in sales tax revenue—just over 3 percent of
the city’s total sales tax collected—Durango floated the
possibility of a dedicated marijuana excise tax.3 Already
burdened with a significant increase in the State of
Colorado’s tax rate (with no additional pass-through
to local governments), the industry responded in force
against the proposal and city leaders were forced to
abandon those plans.
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Key Observations
Durango’s 2017 attempt to further raise revenues from
its successful marijuana businesses with a specific
excise tax was met with strong industry opposition.
Local governments should consider these issues early,
before new taxes would burden the industry.
The marijuana black market in and around Durango
was much larger and more active than the city realized,
evident from the higher-than-predicted sales tax revenue. At the same time, other local governments have
seen tax revenues fall short of expectations. Rather
than predicting a specific number, a wide range of possible tax revenues should be analyzed.

Interviewees:
Ron LeBlanc, City Manager
Amber Blake, Assistant City Manager
Dirk Nelson, City Attorney
Amy Phillips, City Clerk
Chris Harlow, Deputy City Clerk
Ben Florine, Deputy City Clerk
Suzanne Sitter, Legal Coordinator
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CASE STUDY:

Fort Collins, Colorado

Fort Collins is a city in northern Colorado known
for its picturesque landscape, craft breweries,
and bicycle culture. Home of Colorado State
University and campuses for the technology
companies Hewlett-Packard, Intel, and Agilent,
the city of 164,000 has made strides in smart city
utilities innovations.
In 2000, Colorado voters passed Amendment 20,
legalizing small amounts of medical marijuana in the
state. A July 2009 language change by the Colorado
Board of Health in the state medical marijuana law
removed patient limits on medical marijuana caregivers, allowing them to become de facto dispensaries.1
The change caused a rush in requests for the types of
licenses that would allow people to be medical marijuana
caregivers, such as home occupation licenses.
In December of 2010, Fort Collins enacted an
emergency moratorium in order to end the rush of
medical marijuana dispensaries, which had quickly
outpaced the city’s desire to evaluate and regulate
this new business type.
In March of 2011, the Fort Collins City Council took
action to proceed with licensing dispensaries, cultivation, and the entire medical marijuana process. By Octo-

COMMUNITY PROFILE
Population (2017): 165,080
Land Area (square miles): 54.28
Median Household Income: $57,831
Source: United States Census Bureau
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ber that year, Fort Collins was home to approximately
twenty medical marijuana dispensaries.
The dispensaries were short-lived. In the odd-year
election, Fort Collins voters passed a citizen-initiated
ballot measure to ban all medical marijuana activities in
the city. Enforcement was completed by February 2012.
The ban on medical marijuana lasted just one month
longer than the first iteration of allowing dispensaries.
In the 2012 election, another citizen-initiated ballot
measure brought back the medical marijuana dispensaries. This city-wide ballot measure was separate from
and concurrent with Colorado’s Amendment 64, which
legalized adult recreational use and retail sales throughout the state. However, since Amendment 64 included
a local government opt-in provision, Fort Collins staff
was able to focus on medical marijuana before taking
on retail sales. Following the conclusion of the medical marijuana reinstatement, the City Council adopted
regulations for a limited recreational marijuana business
license process.

Regulations
The second citizen-initiated ballot measure for medical marijuana built in a cap for dispensaries tied to the
number of cardholders: one medical marijuana dispensary would be allowed for every 500 medical marijuana
cardholders in Larimer County. This cap was proposed
by marijuana proponents as a way to make the second
iteration of medical marijuana more palatable for the
electorate. Currently, there are enough medical marijuana cardholders to allow for nine medical dispensaries
in Fort Collins. However, due to a provision that grandfathered in any dispensary that had been shut down in
February 2012, eleven licenses have been granted to
medical marijuana dispensaries, ten of which also have
a retail-recreational marijuana license.
Since Fort Collins requires a medical marijuana
dispensary license before granting a retail dispensary
license, the cap also acts as a limit on recreational marijuana licenses.
Fort Collins also grants cultivation licenses, but only
to holders of another marijuana business license, such
as retail or manufacturing. Personal cultivation in homes
with shared walls, sheds, or detached garages and in
mixed-use buildings is also banned in Fort Collins, due
to safety and odor concerns. Greenhouses, while not
banned, must follow the requirement that cultivation
only be done in a “locked and enclosed” space. They are
de facto banned for non-commercial cultivation, due to
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the requirement that personal use cultivation not take
place in outbuildings.
Despite these regulations, Fort Collins still has to
combat illegal and unlicensed cultivation. Fort Collins’
marijuana enforcement officer investigated approximately fifty complaints in 2017 and is on track to meet
that number in 2018.
Fort Collins took additional steps to manage the
divided community by restricting the locations of business through zoning, implementing setback requirements, and regulating the type and level of advertising
that dispensaries can utilize.

Far exceeding the state’s restrictions, Fort Collins
broadly bans signage and advertising that would
clearly associate the location with marijuana, as
well as prohibiting portable advertising such as
leaflets, flyers, and handheld signs.2
While the regulations are stringent and specific, they
are not always easy to enforce, especially when it comes
to odor complaints. Lots of industrial warehouse space
in Fort Collins has been bought or rented for marijuanarelated activity, creating clusters of marijuana businesses. Due to the way in which the spaces are divided
and located, it can be difficult to pinpoint the source of
odor issues.

Staffing
Fort Collins convenes an interdepartmental taskforce
with representation from the fire department, planning department, clerks, police, and other departments as appropriate. This task force monitors the
marijuana environment in Fort Collins and Colorado as
a whole and makes recommendations to the council
on any changes needed to the marijuana code, stemming from everything from upcoming state legislation
to nuisance indicators.
Fort Collins hired an outside attorney through an
open bid to serve as the retail marijuana licensing
authority. The attorney performs duties such as receiving applications, making decisions on whether to grant
licenses, and leading hearings. The cost of the attorney
is covered through licensing fees. Fort Collins hired
an outside attorney to perform these tasks because
the municipal judge, who is also the liquor licensing
authority, declined the authority to do so based on
her workload.

The city has a single police officer dedicated to marijuana enforcement who performs pre-inspections and
spot inspections. Originally, inspections were conducted
by police officers who were not able to go out on patrol
due to injuries, causing the task to be seen as undesirable. The dedicated marijuana enforcement officer, a
well-respected and long-time Fort Collins police officer,
emphasizes relationship building with license holders as
well as the state marijuana enforcement division.
The Colorado General Assembly creates new types
of marijuana licenses annually. Fort Collins has lobbied
at the state level to ensure that these new licenses have
opt-in provisions at the local level. With local government opt-ins, the Fort Collins task force has the ability
to review new license options and weigh community
impacts when determining whether to allow them.
Recent examples include the addition of a research
license, which was desired by a local start-up company. The task force decided that the impact from the
research license was manageable, as this license does
not allow for the selling of marijuana and involves only
a small number of plants. Alternatively, Fort Collins
decided against approving a license for off-premises
storage based on a task force recommendation. Additional storage of large quantities of marijuana was seen
as undesirable by the task force, and the Fort Collins
marijuana businesses did not express the need for this
type of license.

A Community Divided and the
Industry Today
Fort Collins residents are often split on issues, and
marijuana has been no different. In the heavily valuesbased debate during the back-and-forth bans of 2011
and 2012, opponents of legal marijuana painted a
doom-and-gloom picture while proponents focused on
health aspects of medical marijuana and argued that
prohibition is ineffective at reducing illegal activity.
Years later, with new regulations in place, marijuana
remains a lightning rod and a complex issue in Fort Collins. To avoid controversy and regulation fatigue, staff
and the task force package issues together for council
action, even for issues as simple as ordinance clean-up.
While opposition still exists in the community, the
industry has been able to mature. City staff describe
businesses as increasingly professional and better able
to control for issues like odor and underage purchasing.

Development pressure on industrial land is palpable,
but restrictions on licenses keep growth in check.

Key Observations
Fort Collins goes a long way to ensure that residents
opposed to marijuana businesses are not burdened
or bothered by them. These efforts are evident in the
city’s advertising restrictions, cultivation requirements,
and method of bringing issues to the Council. Overall,
the thinking in Fort Collins is to keep marijuana compliant with an “out of sight, out of mind” philosophy.
By tying the number of dispensaries allowed to the
number of medical cardholders in the county, Fort Collins was able to balance allowing marijuana businesses,
in compliance with the results of the initiative, with
managing the number of businesses. When considering
additional types of licenses, Fort Collins checks with
the existing businesses on what licenses they need
and only approves what is needed. Instituting a needsbased cap on businesses and only allowing the licenses
that existing businesses need, the city is better able to
manage industry growth.
Through appropriate preparation, task-specific staffing, collaboration, and bringing in outside help, Fort
Collins was able to properly manage its in-demand
marijuana industry without being overwhelmed, as well
as cover a significant portion of the costs of regulating
the industry.

Interviewee:
Ginny Sawyer, Policy & Project Manager

Endnotes
1

2

“Auraria crowd stands up for access to medical marijuana,” Denver
Post, May 6, 2016. https://www.denverpost.com/2009/07/20/
auraria-crowd-stands-up-for-access-to-medical-marijuana/
See the Article XIV of the Fort Collins Municipal Code, which
implements provisions of the Colorado Medical Marijuana
Code
(https://library.municode.com/co/fort_collins/codes/
municipal_code?nodeId=CH15LIBURE_ARTXVIMEMA)
and
Article XVII, which implements provisions of the Colorado Retail
Marijuana Code (https://library.municode.com/co/fort_collins/
codes/municipal_code?nodeId=CH15LIBURE_ARTXVIIREMA_
DIV3LIFEREPR_S15-617SIAD).
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CASE STUDY:

Grover Beach, California

Grover Beach is a small bedroom community on
California’s Central Coast, located along the iconic
Pacific Coast Highway 1 and U.S. Highway 101,
halfway between San Francisco and Los Angeles.
The seaside city, along with the neighboring cities of Pismo Beach and Arroyo Grande and the
wineries of San Luis Obispo County, is a popular
tourist destination.
The City of Grover Beach’s initial efforts to regulate
commercial cannabis activities trace back to late 2015,
after the state passed a package of bills outlining new
medical cannabis regulations. California local governments were under the direction from the state to
pass land use regulations that regulated or prohibited
commercial medical cannabis activities; if local governments did not do so, the state would become the sole
licensing authority in that municipality. The ultimatum
caused many local governments, including Grover
Beach, to pass indefinite or permanent moratoriums on
commercial medical cannabis activities by the state’s
March 1, 2016 deadline.
While the moratorium was in effect, the Grover
Beach City Council directed City Manager Matthew
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Bronson and his staff to draft regulations and a proposed tax structure for the purpose of allowing commercial medical cannabis activities in the future. Such
activities were seen by the City Council as an economic
opportunity for the city in attracting private investment and providing additional jobs. The tax structure,
which covered both medical and recreational cannabis
businesses if also allowed by state and local laws, was
approved by 70 percent of voters in November 2016—
the same election in which the statewide proposition
to legalize recreational use passed.

Regulation Development
Between November 2016 and May 2017, Grover
Beach crafted broad regulations that would allow a
wide range of commercial medical cannabis businesses
in the city. Cannabis was on the agenda of multiple
public workshops and approximately ten to fifteen
planning commission and council meetings, drawing the
largest turnout ever for a council meeting in January
2017. Public engagement has decreased substantially
over time, even though the regulations established in
May 2017 continue to be modified to reflect changes
made at the state level and the needs of Grover Beach.
While initial regulations were limited to commercial
medical cannabis activities only, in May 2018 they
were expanded to the recreational or adult-use market
through a series of amendments ultimately approved
on the council’s consent agenda.
The city allows every type of commercial cannabis
license including cultivation, processing/manufacturing,
testing, distribution, and retail. All cultivation must be
conducted in an enclosed indoor space; both outdoor
and greenhouse cultivation are explicitly prohibited in
Grover Beach given concerns about security and ensuring architectural compatibility with buildings in an industrial zone. (Other cities ban greenhouse cultivation due
to operating hours enforcement and the potential for a
dispute over the definition of a greenhouse.)
Like some other built-out or compact cities, Grover
Beach chose to reduce certain sensitive-use setbacks—
in this case, setbacks related to youth centers. This
is because the state’s default setbacks would have
resulted in a de facto ban on commercial cannabis
businesses, given the proximity of Grover Beach youth
centers to industrial zones where cannabis businesses
would otherwise be allowed. With local regulations still
restricting cannabis businesses to industrial areas, the

city felt comfortable in determining reasonable setback
requirements to address community needs.
In addition to stringent cannabis-specific safety and
security measures that exceed the state’s requirements,
Grover Beach mandates that commercial cannabis
businesses make public improvement to their properties to meet code requirements, such as fixing curbs,
sidewalks, and landscaping. This mandate is due to
commercial cannabis businesses needing a discretionary use permit to operate in contrast to “allowed” uses
that do not trigger the same level of code requirements. City Manager Bronson described these required
improvements as an opportunity to “raise the bar” on
the development standards and aesthetics of the city’s
industrial areas. Due to the strength of the retail applicants and stringent regulations, Grover Beach increased
its original cap of two retail businesses set in May 2017
to a cap of four in December later that year. As of May
2018, the city has issued four retail permits and four
manufacturing permits with several other manufacturing permits expected to be issued by mid-2018.

An Economic Development Opportunity
Grover Beach expects to be a production, distribution,
testing, and retail hub for boutique cannabis products
due to the city’s available industrial land, proximity to
major highways, and array of products already being produced in the area. With the opening of its first cannabis
retail facility in May 2018, Grover Beach has the lone
commercial cannabis location for well over one hundred
miles.1 It is anticipated to cause a significant increase in
business from locals as well as tourists heading to the
adjacent Pismo State Beach, many of whom are from the
commercial cannabis-free California Central Valley.

“As a City Manager looking at economic development, I see the opportunity to create a cannabis
ecosystem in our community given our unique
niche in this field.”

— Matthew Bronson

Grover Beach has made a market-based choice to
embrace the commercial cannabis industry in a thoughtful and safe manner. Existing businesses in the city are
generally supportive of the move to allow commercial
cannabis development, but there have been impacts
from this changing market condition. The intention to
create a free and open market for commercial cannabis
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Key Observations

Courtesy of Grover Beach

Opening day for Grover Beach’s first retail cannabis establishment.

has caused land value in the industrial park area to rise,
and the rent for existing business owners has risen with
it. Some businesses have had to relocate to other parts
of the city, and some have left Grover Beach entirely.
Nevertheless, the city expects a significant overall net
increase in the number of businesses, jobs, and tax revenues due to the influx of commercial cannabis.
The coastal California city will be looking to multiple
metrics for judging the initial success of commercial
cannabis, mainly tax revenue and the number of new
businesses. Grover Beach’s tax structure is a 5 percenttax on gross retail receipts and 3 percent on gross
receipts of manufacturers, distributors, and other commercial uses. It also includes a $5 per square foot tax on
cultivation uses.
One of Grover Beach’s objectives was to not tax
cannabis businesses back into the underground
economy. The 5 percent tax on gross retail receipts
was originally 10 percent, as approved by the voters.
The City Council lowered the rate in order to follow
the general rule of thumb to not exceed a 30-percent
effective tax rate on an industry. Total revenues from
commercial cannabis businesses are forecast to climb
from approximately $700,000 in the first fiscal year
toward up to $1.5 million annually once the industry
matures, which would equate to nearly 20 percent of
the city’s general fund. The city conservatively estimates the recent expansion to the adult-use market
may yield a 25-percent increase in revenue.
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Grover Beach moved forward with the intention of
treating this industry as a major economic development
opportunity. The relative equidistance between Los
Angeles and San Francisco, lack of commercial cannabis activity in in the area, and available industrial land
marked Grover Beach as an ideal location for commercial cannabis businesses to open distribution and
manufacturing operations.
While motivated by economic development, the
city’s approach has been measured. Grover Beach has
leveraged its industry assets to gain additional value
from these businesses through required property
improvements. At the same time, the city has continued
to adapt its tax scheme to ensure the businesses aren’t
driven back underground.
It is also worth noting perhaps the biggest risk of
making this industry part of an economic development
strategy: it exists in the shadow of the federal government. Manager Bronson notes that any new or more
aggressive enforcement has potential for a “chilling
effect” on the industry both statewide and in Grover
Beach. The inability of cannabis businesses to use the
banking system, given federal restrictions, is also a
continued challenge given the scale of the multi-billiondollar cannabis industry.
Thus far, however, Grover Beach has instituted a
thorough process to develop and tweak regulations
that have helped the public and business community
to buy in. The public has since complimented the city
on how regulated the industry is, and as a result, has
been supportive of its local growth. Evidence from
this case and others suggests that starting with stringent regulations on commercial cannabis, and slowly
relaxing them until the desired outcome is reached, is
a more effective method than attempting to tighten
already relaxed regulations.

Interviewee:
Matthew Bronson, City Manager

Endnotes
1

Monica Vaughan, Brad Branan, and Nathaniel Levine, “SLO county
is a ‘pot desert’ now—but not for long. A dispensary will open
soon,” The Tribune, March 26, 2018. http://www.sanluisobispo.
com/latest-news/article206482199.html

CASE STUDY:

Southern Oregon – Jackson County
and City of Ashland

Oregon was the first state to decriminalize personal possession of marijuana
in 1973, and its voters legalized medical marijuana cultivation and use in 1998
through the ballot with Measure 67. Multiple efforts to amend the state’s medical
and recreational marijuana policies were proposed—and generally defeated—in
the subsequent two decades, but the dynamic changed in 2014. Citizen-initiated
Measure 91, which passed with 56 percent of the vote, authorized the commercial production, sale, purchase, and possession of marijuana for adult recreational
use. It delegated recreational marijuana oversight to the Oregon Liquor Control
Commission (OLCC) but provided for local governments to establish reasonable
restrictions on the time, place, and manner in which the industry could operate in
their communities.
As illustrated by the following two cases, the implications for Oregon counties
have been distinct from those of municipalities.
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JACKSON COUNTY
Jackson County is a southwest Oregon county of
217,000 residents, home to numerous vineyards,
campgrounds, and loggers. The county is part of
the Southern Oregon American Viticultural Area
and is an ideal environment for growing grapes.
Oregon has a unique land use system designed to
encourage development in incorporated cities and keep
unincorporated county land for farm and forest uses.
Since 1973, the state has maintained a progressive
farmland protection program through which counties
inventory, preserve, and appropriately zone their agricultural resource lands.1 The state’s Right to Farm Law
affords further protections from nuisance charges or
local restrictions to agricultural activity on land zoned
for such use.2 Measure 91 was amended by the state
legislature in 2015 in an attempt to resolve uncertainty
about whether cannabis cultivation is a protected agricultural activity and what types of regulations/restrictions local governments could implement. However,
this created more questions than answers. Every local
government now has its own regulations on production of marijuana; these can vary widely, which creates
state-level enforcement hardships.
Jackson County’s rural residential zoning already
prohibited commercial agriculture, but Jackson County
was progressive and quick in developing its own regulations for marijuana production, processing, and wholesale and retail sales.3 The section added to its Land
Development Ordinance in 2016 includes specifications on where marijuana activities can be sited, including buffering and fencing requirements; protections
against nuisances such as odor or light pollution; and
restrictions on hours of operation. Despite allowing
most activities with appropriate regulations, the county
has faced significant challenges in the face of legalization, largely tied to marijuana production.
Home to a number of vineyards and pear orchards
in the area known as Rogue Valley, Jackson County has
an ideal environment for agriculture.4 Medford, the
county seat, averages 195 sunny days and 52 days of
precipitation per year.5 The climate in Oregon, especially Jackson and Josephine counties, has attracted
a large number of marijuana growers both before and
after legalization. Jackson County alone produces over
100 tons of medical marijuana per year as tracked by
the Oregon Health Authority; the OLCC does not yet
have a complementary system to inventory recreational
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marijuana production.6 Though legalization has driven
up the value of private resource land, arable land, and
current farmland that is usable for marijuana, growers
are increasing in number, with over 1,000 licensed producers in the state, 203 of which are located in Jackson
County. On the sales front, Jackson County has only
34 of Oregon’s 550 licensed retailers and 15 of 124 its
licensed wholesalers.7
Since marijuana cultivation was authorized in Jackson County, code and planning complaints have spiked
dramatically. In the 2016 to 2017 period, the first full
fiscal year since authorization, the county received
1,038 planning violation complaints and 425 code
enforcement complaints—45 of which went all the way
to a hearing, close to triple the normal level for the
county. In the first 11 months of the 2017-2018 fiscal
year, Jackson County received 649 planning violation
complaints and 383 code enforcement complaints,
according to Jackson County Development Services.
Three important caveats apply to these statistics on
complaints: (1) enforcement is complaint-driven and
all complaints are investigated; (2) complaints received
related to marijuana cultivation in Jackson County are

Courtesy of Jackson County

Aerial footage of Jackson County cannabis farms.

largely attributed to unauthorized growing, not to cultivation that attempts to follow the established regulations; and (3) many residents are hesitant to send in
complaints about illegal growing for fear of retribution,
so it is believed issues may be under-reported.8
Common complaints deal with such issues as
the following:
• Excessive use of water and light pollution
• Theft and safety concerns in/around grow sites
• Aesthetics, odor, and/or noise
• Traffic and speeding
• Unpermitted grading, structures, uses,
and/or equipment.
The industry has left its mark on the landscape since
legalization in other ways. Surveyors must reestablish government corners graded over by illegal growing; assessors have seen an uptick in applications for
farming-related tax reductions; and the surveyor’s
and assessor’s offices as well as the road department
face new land access challenges now that unauthorized marijuana cultivation, previously hidden on public
land, has migrated to private land. Time and resources
required in following up on all of these issues and complaints are significant. Though the county receives a
share of state revenue collected from the industry, that
ratio is weighted toward the number of licenses rather
than the canopy size.

Key Observations
Whether Jackson County could have avoided these
challenges is impossible to say. Impacts are felt locally

but largely require state-level solutions. Though
increased foresight regarding the land use challenges
specific to production would have been helpful, Oregonians ultimately advanced legalization, and Jackson
County could not opt out of Measure 91 because less
than 55 percent of voters opposed the measure. The
county’s local land use regulations address many of the
problematic issues associated with illegal grow sites,
providing a path to compliance, but the state’s capacity
for enforcement of licensed/unlicensed operations has
been limited, constrained by the number of officers currently available to serve the region.
While the state’s relatively young legal marijuana
industry has yet to see a market correction, that may
be about to change. Oregon producers and manufacturers may only sell legally in Oregon as federal law
prohibits marijuana being transported or sold over
state lines. The state reported that 550 tons of marijuana were produced in 2017, but just 170 tons were
consumed.9 The massive oversupply has led to a dramatic decrease in price, with a number of small-scale
businesses folding and the OLCC temporarily halting
new license applications while it catches up on those
already in the pipeline.10
Each of Oregon’s thirty-six counties faces a unique
set of circumstances in regulating this issue, and
Jackson County’s experience is clearly influenced by its
high desirability for marijuana cultivation. Because the
marijuana supply chain is still restricted within legalized
states’ boundaries, it is useful to understand the challenges faced by supply centers.

ASHLAND, OREGON
Located sixteen miles north of the California border and at the southern end of the Rogue Valley,
the City of Ashland is home to Southern Oregon
University and just over 21,000 residents. Tourists regularly visit Ashland to enjoy its cultural
and natural amenities, such as the Oregon Shakespeare Festival and Lithia Park.
Located within Jackson County, the City of Ashland
also moved quickly in exercising its ability to enact local
commercial marijuana regulations. Many of Ashland’s
regulations were proactively developed in anticipation
of Measure 91’s passage to ensure the city was poised
to handle potential changes that might occur at the
state level.
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Notably, Ashland addressed the ability to have a
local tax on the marijuana industry. Measure 91 was
expected to preempt local taxation of marijuana, limiting this ability to the state, but Ashland and other cities
believed that local taxes would be grandfathered in if
adopted prior to Measure 91’s effective date.11 The
council approved a 10-percent tax on gross receipts
from marijuana sales in August 2014.
Even earlier, in April 2014, the Ashland City Council
approved a limited, temporary moratorium on the location and operation of medical marijuana dispensaries.
State law already prohibited dispensaries from being
located in residential zones, and Ashland’s additional
measure limited them from commercial/mixed use
areas and bought the city time—approximately one
year—to discuss potential longer-term regulations. In
fact, the city lifted the moratorium just a few months
later in August and passed permanent zoning requirements as well as time, place, and manner restrictions
for dispensaries. Building on the state’s buffering
provisions, these zoning requirements further restricted
dispensaries to strategic commercial/industrial loca-
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Outdoor cannabis cultivation

tions in Ashland, required annual local permits, and
addressed hours of operation and odor control.
Like many municipalities, determining the appropriate local regulations for marijuana dispensaries was
a high priority. Ashland also accounted for concerns
regarding cultivation, particularly in residential areas.
Medical marijuana had been legally grown in Ashland
for more than a decade, but recreational legalization
was expected to increase interest and uncertainty
around personal cultivation and provided an opportunity to review past and potential nuisance issues. After
several months of meetings and gathering feedback
from residents, the city established a set of regulations
in January 2015 aimed at striking a balance between
what the state had by then authorized and concerns
raised by residents and staff. In the end, both indoor
and outdoor cultivation were allowed in residential
zones with limitations.
Commercial cultivation has been more of a wild card,
as the city does not allow other forms of agriculture on
commercial or industrial land. In its recommendations
to the city council, the Ashland Planning Commission
indicated concern about excessive use of electricity and
water and about the long-term supply of commercial or
industrial land versus job projections for this industry.12
The city elected to test the waters on commercial indoor
grow operations with a cap of 5,000 square feet, but
thus far it has not approved any local permits.

Implementation
Voters in this progressive college town supported Measure 91 at a rate of 78 percent.13

Though Ashland was not alone in adopting a local
tax scheme prior to Measure 91, the legality of these
early regulations proved unclear. However, 2015
amendments to state law clearly authorized Oregon
cities and counties to refer 3 percent of local taxes on
recreational marijuana sales to their voters. Ashland’s
measure passed, and the council elected to dedicate
those proceeds to an affordable housing trust fund. A
guiding resolution directs marijuana tax revenue of up
to $100,000 annually to the fund, though with the significantly reduced tax rate the actual contributions thus
far have been modest. Ashland also receives a share of
the state’s marijuana revenue, which is earmarked for
public safety expenses per state statute.
Ashland’s regulations on residential cultivation
limited the number and placement of plants grown
outdoors. Recognizing that some would seek to supplement or substitute with indoor cultivation, the land
use ordinance requires these activities to comply with
building codes, to confine light and glare, and to not
overtake residential structures as the primary use. As
a further, more readily enforceable layer of protection,
the city added a new residential tier to its municipal
electric utility rates. The $0.125 rate applies to residential customer use of more than 5,000 kWh/month,
effectively functioning as a penalty tier for extreme
usage. (While not part of the original discussion, this
measure also proved useful as Bitcoin mining grew in
popularity throughout the region.)14
Tourism is a significant driver of the local and
regional economy, and Interim City Manager Adam
Hanks believes anecdotal indications of the marijuana
industry’s impact have been positive. A local ban on
public smoking (tobacco-driven, but applicable to marijuana) in the downtown area curtails potential nuisance
issues, and enforcement has been fairly routine. Hanks
observed early signs of a niche market emphasizing a
“craft” product, similar to the beer and wine industries,
with tour operators designing regional experiences
showcasing the local value-added food, wine, and marijuana producers.

Key Observations
Interim Manager Hanks feels Ashland was successful in
its proactive approach to authorizing a legal marijuana
industry within the city, and credits a collaborative
effort by finance, administration, legal, and especially
planning staff in navigating its approach.

Interviewees:
Danny Jordan, County Administrator, Jackson County
Adam Hanks, Interim City Manager, Ashland
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CASE STUDY:

Juneau, Alaska

Juneau is a rainy and temperate city, with its
population largely located along the banks of
the Gastineau Channel or in the Mendelhall
Valley. Over one million tourists arrive in Juneau
annually to visit the Mendenhall Glacier and
surrounding landscape.
The Alaskan legal landscape and popular opinion
regarding marijuana have fluctuated for over forty
years. In 1975, the Alaska Supreme Court ruled that
the personal use of a small amount of marijuana was
constitutionally protected by the Alaskan Constitution’s right to privacy clause.1 In 1990, a passed ballot
initiative recriminalized marijuana in the state, a law
that was once again overturned by the courts, this time
the Alaska Court of Appeals, in 2003. Just three years
later, with Governor Frank Murkowski at the helm and
emboldened by a political environment emphasizing
“family values,” the Alaska state legislature recriminalized marijuana, this time as a misdemeanor punishable
by jail time.2
This law stood until the most recent marijuana ballot
measure passed in November 2014, allowing possession of up to an ounce of marijuana and legalizing the
commercial retail sale, manufacturing, testing, and
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cultivation of marijuana products.3 This ballot initiative
is seen as an attempt to regulate marijuana in a similar
manner to alcohol. Juneau taxes retail marijuana at an
8-percent effective rate, with identical language and
effective tax rate for alcohol sales. According to an
analysis from Juneau’s Marijuana Committee, an
8-percent tax rate would mean anywhere from
$170,000 to $455,000 in revenue from the marijuana
sales tax per year.4
Juneau’s motivation for allowing commercial marijuana businesses in the city was twofold. The simplest
reason is that voters wanted it. Officials also hold the
belief that being overly restrictive would encourage
black market sales.
After the 2014 ballot initiative was supported by
63 percent of Juneau voters, the City and Borough
of Juneau immediately passed an eleven-month
moratorium period on marijuana businesses; this was
eventually extended to thirteen months to give time
for a marijuana committee made up of assembly and
planning commission members to work through the
pending issues.5 In this period, Juneau passed three
ordinances: amending its indoor smoking ban to include
marijuana, amending the “driving under the influence”
definition to include marijuana, and amending the land
use code to include regulations for marijuana businesses. Following the moratorium, Juneau passed additional regulations regulating marijuana oil extractions,
allowing marijuana commercial business licenses, and
requiring ventilation systems that prevent odor from
being detected outside the premises.
One of the marijuana committee’s key early decisions was to not cap the total number of licenses,
effectively allowing the market to determine how many
marijuana businesses Juneau could support. With this
approach, it took about one year for the local market to
approach equilibrium.
The next decision made was zoning for retail, manufacturing, and testing. Commercial property in Juneau
is generally not in conflict with sensitive uses, leaving
those categories of commercial marijuana businesses
generally unrestrictive within commercial zoning. However, the governing body and community of Juneau
struggled with zoning on cultivation. Commercial cultivation is permitted in large-lot rural residential zoning
to supplement Juneau’s limited industrial and commercial property. Local leaders cited strong citizen support
of the state legalization measure in their decision.6
Despite fears of unintentionally zoning cultivation

Cannabis product manufacturing

out of the market by restricting it to only commercial
and industrial zones, all current cultivation businesses
are located in nonresidential zones by happenstance,
without complaints from residents. Many residents
feared an influx of crime surrounding new marijuana
businesses, something that did not materialize. Nevertheless, Juneau may ultimately restrict cultivation in the
residential zones in the future because of the evidence
that it would not be a burden on the industry.
All cultivation in Juneau is indoors. The state of
Alaska allows outdoor cultivation, though the climate
and terrain are often less than ideal for it. Wide open
spaces that are both suitable for large farms and far
enough from residential areas are nearly nonexistent
in Juneau. Outdoor or “sunlight” cultivators do exist in
the Fairbanks area of the state, where the terrain and
weather are far friendlier to outdoor crops.7
Alaska’s state guidelines do not provide guidance
on regulating onsite consumption of marijuana products. Juneau does not allow onsite consumption in
an attempt to ensure its public smoking ban is not
undermined. However, the city will be watching for
state-level changes on the issue. In the future, there
may be an opportunity to consider allowing sites with
cultivation or manufacturing and onsite tasting, similar
to many breweries and distilleries.

Early Issues
While Juneau does allow testing labs, none exist in
Juneau due to the difficulties of traveling to and from
the city. There are no roads that connect Juneau to the
outside world; all travel takes place through air and sea,
and all facets of marijuana in Juneau have some associated transportation issues. The retailers in Juneau all
grow their own products, but the most convenient test-
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ing facilities are in Anchorage, necessitating a ninetyminute flight.
That flight caused some minor problems. Alaska
state troopers are under a directive to facilitate the
intrastate transportation of marijuana and to make sure
transporters follow the law. Early on and without direction from the state, Juneau local police were advising
commercial pilots at the municipally-run airport about
marijuana in their cargo as a professional courtesy,
believing that it was appropriate to advise the pilots of
the breach of federal transportation laws. The practice
was ended after police determined that the notification was unnecessary and contradictory to the effort to
regulate marijuana similar to alcohol.
Another early, unintended consequence of introducing a legal marijuana market was black-market sellers
targeting tourists who passed by the marijuana retail
storefronts after hours. Eventually, the problem was
dealt with by the retail business owners who witnessed
the problem on their security cameras, and the need for
local police involvement was and remains minimal. With
more urgent concerns related to opioids, methamphetamines, and heroin, enforcement of marijuana violations
by the state and local police takes a back seat to the
more serious drug use problems in Alaska.8 Overall, the
local police work well with the marijuana businesses and
assist with maintaining successful best security practices,
treating commercial marijuana like any other business.

Key Observations
While Juneau proceeded with marijuana regulation primarily to implement the will of the people and reduce
black market activity, several local economic development opportunities have emerged. Transportation challenges and the accompanying limited market potential
have limited interest from nonresidents. As a result, the
industry has provided a Juneau-centric business opportunity for local residents.
Juneau’s unique situation has also resulted in locally
anchored and vertically integrated supply chains. Local
retailers and concentrate producers, who also double as
cultivators, bring marijuana trim on their testing trips to
Anchorage. The trim is then sold to Anchorage edibles
manufacturers, of which there are none in Juneau, in
return for credit that the visiting business owners put
toward manufactured products to sell in Juneau.

Interviewee:
Rorie Watt, City Manager

Endnotes
1

2

Effects on Other Industries
One of Juneau’s biggest economic drivers is tourism,
with over one million cruise ship passengers visiting
Juneau in 2017 to take in the glaciers and picturesque
islands, as well as spend money at local businesses.9 On
any given day, tourists outnumber residents in Juneau’s
downtown area. An early concern was that some tourists would take the marijuana they buy to the parks, in
violation of Juneau’s public smoking ban. This concern
did not end up materializing, either due to education
about the public smoking ban or tourists being too
busy with excursions.
Juneau has a medium-sized cadre of indoor vegetable growers, who do not appear to be affected by the
marijuana growers. Marijuana growers tend to be more
technology reliant and have more stringent security
requirements, causing the overlap in desired properties
and infrastructure to be minimal.
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CASE STUDY:

Kirkland, Washington

Kirkland is a large Seattle suburb on the shores
of Lake Washington. It is the home of a Google
campus, numerous beachfront activities, and
nearly 90,000 residents. In 2010, Kirkland annexed
unincorporated areas of King County, increasing
its population by approximately 33,000.
In Washington, recreational marijuana was put on
the ballot via initiative following an intense signature
collection period. Initiative 502, which proposed to
legalize adult recreational use of marijuana, was among
a slate of hot-button issues and offices that drew 81
percent of the state’s registered voters to the polls in
November 2012, with 56 percent voting “yes.”1 In King
County, where Seattle, Kirkland, and Issaquah are situated, 60 percent of voters supported the initiative.2
King County municipalities began to make decisions on whether to allow cannabis businesses within
their borders during the thirteen-month statewide
moratorium imposed by Initiative 502, which ended on
December 1, 2013.3 The state allowed for municipalities
to “opt out” via an extended or permanent moratorium,
and many took the opportunity to enact such a ban. This
change forced the issue of cannabis sales and produc-

COMMUNITY PROFILE
Population (2017 Census Estimate):
88,630
Land Area (square miles): 17.82
Median Household Income: $95,939
Source: United States Census Bureau
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tion in Kirkland, and the city council quickly decided
against adopting a ban on commercial cannabis.

Community Concern
In Kirkland, support for the legalization of marijuana
was even stronger than in the surrounding area, with
Initiative 502 receiving a “yes” vote from 66 percent
of voters. It also received bipartisan support from the
city council, stemming mostly from a desire to eliminate unregulated black-market cannabis sales. The
city council and administration interpreted the wide
support from Kirkland voters for Initiative 502 as a sign
to begin crafting new local regulations that would allow
commercial cannabis in the city. However, they quickly
learned that support for commercial cannabis in theory
does not always translate to support in practice.
City staff initially proposed to treat commercial cannabis like any other commercial business. This philosophy was reflected in the first prospective zoning map
and regulations developed, which proposed to allow
cannabis production, processing, and retail businesses
to locate anywhere the existing zoning standards would
otherwise allow, save for the minimum buffers required
by the Washington State Liquor and Cannabis Board
and the state-imposed limit of four retail locations in
the city. This map was met with strong opposition to
prospective retail locations.
Chief among residents’ concerns was the exposure
children and teenagers would have to cannabis through
legal storefronts. By treating cannabis retailers like
other commercial businesses, initial draft regulations
allowed for the prospect of having cannabis retailers located near or interspersed within residential
areas. After listening to these concerns from residents,
Kirkland opted to create retail cannabis buffers along
designated school walk routes as well as near schools,
limiting children and teenagers from passing by the
businesses with regularity.4
The bans on commercial cannabis being imposed
in surrounding municipalities created additional fears
among some residents. They were afraid of becoming
a “destination” for cannabis, with thousands from the
surrounding municipalities coming to Kirkland solely to
make purchases, a fear that thus far has not materialized. Similarly, many communities have concerns about
a transient population arriving to set up shop in the
commercial cannabis industry. In this case, those setting up commercial cannabis businesses were already
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residents of Kirkland and the surrounding area, including two Google employees who founded a cannabis
retail shop as a side business.

“You cannot overestimate how much energy
and concern there will be in the community over
legalized marijuana….There is a lot more passion
and concern in the community than we thought,
so we spent a lot of time listening.”
— Kurt Triplett
Like other municipalities, Kirkland residents showed
the highest interest in attending city council hearings in
recent memory during the debate period for legal commercial cannabis. However, most were prevented from
speaking because of standard time limitations on public
comment during Kirkland City Council hearings.5 As a
complement to the formal deliberation process, the city
manager’s office, city council, and the planning director made a dedicated effort to engage with community
members and talk through their concerns. A series of
incremental changes made to the local regulations confirmed that residents’ input was being taken seriously
and helped to dissipate fears following implementation.

Public Safety
Perhaps the biggest issue as Kirkland debated commercial cannabis was the fear of additional public safety
concerns created by these businesses, including their
cash-based nature. Kirkland’s police department reached
out to colleagues from similar-sized jurisdictions in Colorado, where commercial cannabis had been up and running for over a year, to ask them for advice and evidence
regarding adverse public safety effects. Their colleagues
found that with common sense safety regulations, the
commercial cannabis businesses seemed to add no additional public safety issues to the area.
The general opinion of the Kirkland Police Department (KPD) on commercial cannabis could be characterized as “skeptical” at the beginning of the debate
period. Many rank-and-file officers were not supportive
of the move to legalize commercial cannabis in Kirkland, but the prospect of an effective mechanism to do
away with the local black market was attractive. When
commercial cannabis businesses became legal, the KPD
was instructed by the Kirkland administration to avoid
“de-policing” cannabis as whole and looking the other

Cannabis products for sale

way on all activity, rather than appropriately enforcing
control of the legal and illegal markets.

Current Landscape
The Washington State Liquor and Cannabis Control
Board’s database includes eleven records of administrative violations issued in Kirkland since 2015, most of
which are related to product traceability, packaging, or
advertising; two instances of sales to minors were cited.6
While public safety statistics since legalization have
not caused significant concern, the traffic and parking
demands associated with retail cannabis businesses
have been slightly higher than the city anticipated.

to children and teenagers, Kirkland opted to expand
the sensitive use buffers required by Washington to
include walk routes leading to its schools.
City Manager Kurt Triplett feels that his community
benefited from the state-imposed, year-long moratorium. This process allowed Kirkland to have a lengthy
research and review process for developing its new
ordinances. Other app-era services, like Airbnb, have
caused disruption and confusion in some communities
without ample time to prepare for them. Washington
avoided this problem with commercial cannabis due to
the required moratorium following the November 2012
initiative. Industry proponents may argue otherwise,
but evidence from Kirkland and other communities
suggests there are benefits in taking time to phase in
change, either through a self-imposed moratorium, trial
periods with sunset provisions, and/or other measures
ensuring regular monitoring and revisiting of how this
emergent industry functions in a community.

Interviewee:
Kurt Triplett, City Manager

Endnotes
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Key Observations
Kirkland’s work to legalize commercial cannabis
locally illustrates the challenges of translating theory
into practice.
Kirkland’s residents, while supportive of legalizing
commercial cannabis at the ballot box, were hesitant
to embrace actual implementation of this new policy.
Other communities would be wise to anticipate time
for honest and open conversation with residents about
their expectations and what changes they are comfortable with. Kirkland feels that the effort from the planning director, manager’s office, and council to engage
with and listen to community members outside regular
meetings went a long way to unpacking the cognitive
dissonance surrounding legal cannabis.
As the process continued, Kirkland continued to
modify regulations based on local feedback and conditions. As a strategy to keep commercial retail cannabis
businesses “out of sight and out of mind” with respect
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CASE STUDY:

Pacifica, California

Pacifica is a seaside San Francisco suburb of nearly
40,000 residents. Lying on the Pacific Ocean side
of San Mateo County, Pacifica is a popular surfing
and hiking destination.
Cannabis legalization had overwhelming support from
Pacifica residents as well as from the city council. The
council acted swiftly in March 2017 to begin the process
of allowing cannabis businesses in the city, holding a
joint study session with the Pacifica Planning Commission. This study session was followed by planning commission and council meetings, which provided direction
regarding the authoring of the ordinances that would
allow commercial cannabis operations in Pacifica.
The ordinances, which were adopted in July 2017,
would be triggered by the passing of a local excise tax
on the gross receipts of cannabis sales. Seventy-nine
percent of voters voted in favor of the tax, enacting the
ordinances to allow legal cannabis operations.1
Pacifica decided to allow retail, manufacturing, and
testing businesses, but decided against allowing commercial cultivation in the city. Unlike its neighbor to the
south, Half Moon Bay, Pacifica does not have greenhouses or agricultural business infrastructure. Outdoor
cultivation of any significant scale would have been
inconsistent with the suburban character of the city.
34
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Population (2017): 39,087
Land Area (square miles): 12.66
Median Household Income: $103,545
Source: United States Census Bureau

The Ordinances
Pacifica has two ordinances regulating cannabis operations. The first is a public safety ordinance, administered by the Pacifica Police Department, which governs
the operation and licensing of cannabis businesses,
requires background checks of owners and employees,
and includes other safety requirements such as technological and physical security systems. It also includes
provisions to curb nuisances such as loitering.
Pacifica’s ordinances are stringent with respect to
nuisance effects, with applicants required to prove that
their business will not be a nuisance.
The second ordinance governs the cannabis zoning
regulations in Pacifica. The city created five overlay
districts for retail cannabis businesses: Fairmont, Linda
Mar, Park Pacifica, Rockaway Beach, and Sharp Park.
Each overlay district is limited to two retail businesses,
and in total no more than six retail businesses are
permitted in the city.2 Pacifica set these limitations due
to concerns about overconcentration, particularly in
economically depressed areas. Cannabis testing and
manufacturing businesses are not restricted to the
overlay districts; those businesses are allowed within
certain existing commercial zones. Pacifica also reduced
one of the state’s default sensitive use setbacks, from
600 feet to 200 feet for day care centers, because that
setback was perceived as overly restrictive. Finally, the
ordinance clarified local regulations for personal cultivation, including a prohibition on the use of artificial
light for plants grown outdoors.
Together, these ordinances created a four-phase
process for establishing cannabis businesses in Pacifica,
involving a license and land use entitlement:
1. Public safety license applications are submitted
to the police department for review.
2. Security plans are submitted to the police
department for review.
3. Use permit applications are submitted to the
planning department for review and public hearing with the planning commission.
4. The police chief issues licenses after confirming
compliance with preceding steps.
Pacifica launched this process directly after the
enactment of the ordinances following the November
2017 election, when the local excise tax was passed.
The local tax, initially set at 6 percent of gross receipts
for the first two years, was projected by city staff to
generate $420,000 in the industry’s first full year of

operation. Council retained the option to decrease or
increase the rate up to 10 percent after two years.3
Upon launch of the licensing process, the city received
over thirty applications for cannabis businesses.

Public Safety
While Pacifica has had illegal medical cannabis dispensaries operating since 2010, calls for service regarding
illegal cannabis were few. The illegal establishments
likewise were not a burden on law enforcement. However, those establishments did not report burglaries
and other crime on their property due to the risk of
facing charges themselves. With legalization, the nowlegal businesses follow common sense safety regulations while falling under the protection umbrella of the
Pacifica Police Department.

“Changes in culture statewide have caused a paradigm shift in the way cities and law enforcement are
approaching decisions regarding cannabis businesses. Our community and council have expressed
their desire for this program to exist in Pacifica. It is
our job to administer the program in a way that promotes safety and fosters a positive and collaborative
relationship with cannabis business owners.”
— Dan Steidle

Key Observations
The city reached out for assistance and examples of how
to regulate its cannabis industry. It looked to large cities
in the area such as San Francisco, Berkeley, and Oakland,
but the beach town nature and lack of a large commercial sector in Pacifica made comparisons difficult. A more
beneficial route was working with experienced consultants on the business aspects of regulations.

Interviewees:
Lorenzo Hines, Assistant City Manager, Tina Wehrmeister,
Planning Director, Dan Steidle, Chief of Police
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CASE STUDY:

Santa Rosa, California

Santa Rosa is the largest city in Sonoma County
and California’s Wine Country. The city is known
for its diversity, with a large Mexican-American
and LGBT community. In October 2017, severe
wildfires destroyed thousands of homes in
Santa Rosa.

History/Background
Medical cannabis dispensaries have been allowed in
Santa Rosa since 2005, but other aspects of the cannabis
industry were only authorized in early 2016. Prior to the
passage of Proposition 64 in California, the Santa Rosa
City Council authorized the licensing of medical cannabis
cultivation, manufacturing, testing, and distribution.
Santa Rosa was ahead of the curve with respect to
California municipalities, making it clear after the passage of Proposition 64 that it wanted to broadly allow
commercial cannabis businesses. City officials recognized the cannabis industry was already operating in
Santa Rosa, both through black market activity and the
“gray market” state-sanctioned medical dispensaries
that operated without local input. In legitimizing the
industry, the Santa Rosa City Council and administration saw an opportunity to ensure compliance with
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“It was important to have a clear direction
from the council on what the approach was
going to be.”
— Sean McGlynn
permitting, planning, and public safety standards and
to create a revenue stream for the city. The city also
reasoned that any part of the industry not officially
permitted would continue to operate in Santa Rosa
without regard for negative externalities, hence their
decision to allow all elements of the supply chain from
cultivation through retail sales.

Process and Regulations

Cannabis oil

“Bring certainty to a very uncertain landscape” was a
driving philosophy in Santa Rosa’s efforts to carefully
and thoughtfully regulate the commercial cannabis
industry. The city council—leaning on its background in
public safety—prioritized developing a path to compliance and building trust between the community and
the industry.

“The motivation was to get more people to
be compliant so that they could be legitimate.
We could tax it, and actually make it part of
our community.”
— Clare Hartman
City staff and the City Council’s Cannabis Policy
Subcommittee members were tasked with learning all
they could about the cannabis industry and its potential effects on infrastructure, health, services, and
more. Setting up an interdepartmental work team, staff
reached out to their counterparts in other communities
in Colorado, Oregon, and Washington with experience
in regulating cannabis. But as an early community to
opt-in on legal cannabis, Clare Hartman, Santa Rosa’s
deputy director – planning, acknowledged that “we
were building the program as it was happening to us.”
Over the course of two years, Santa Rosa administrative and planning staff took time to attend community and neighborhood meetings in order to address
concerns over specific land use permitting for cannabis
businesses. The presence of former Santa Rosa Police
Chief Tom Schwedhelm and Cannabis Policy Subcommittee member Ernesto Olivares, a former Santa Rosa
police lieutenant, likely helped some residents feel
more comfortable that the public safety aspect of cannabis businesses was being considered. Council took

up the issue at more than twenty full or subcommittee
meetings and implemented a series of interim regulations before finally passing a comprehensive ordinance
in early 2018. When it finally came up for public hearing, the pressing issues had been thoroughly discussed
between residents and administrators, leading to an
undramatic and anti-climactic vote.
Santa Rosa favored a transparent approach and
decided against administratively approved permits for
most cannabis businesses. Instead, it opted to issue use
permits through a process requiring public notices and,
in many cases, public hearings and action by the planning commission. It allows cannabis businesses to be
located in the same areas as their non-cannabis counterparts. Recognizing additional concerns associated
with cannabis, including those gathered from public
outreach, the city was proactive in layering additional
regulations related to security protections, standards to
prevent odor, and sensitive use setbacks. While public
interest has been piqued by businesses proposed in
close proximity to residential areas, these regulations
have generally provided sufficient assurances to neighborhoods’ nuisance concerns.

Growing a Compliant Industry
Thus far, Santa Rosa has approved over forty land use
permits for cannabis cultivation (indoor only, including
greenhouses), manufacturing, testing, distribution, and
medical retail businesses. Commercial retail applications were accepted in April 2018 and will proceed
through the evaluation and conditional use permit
process through the rest of the year. There is no explicit
limit on the number of cannabis business licenses,
though 600-foot setback requirements for cannabis
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retail businesses to prevent over-concentration and
buffer sensitive uses implicitly cap that sector.1
Many manufacturers of cannabis products were
already operating in Santa Rosa when the city began
creating its cannabis land use regulations and licensing
the industry. The pre-existing businesses were often
not operating in appropriate areas, such as in residences or in residential zones. Many have since found
legitimate and licensed locations, and some existing
businesses partnered to share the cost of moving and
licensing. Providing a path to compliance has also
enabled the city to learn more about the industry’s
operators, which notably include a share of single,
female head-of-households.
Absent an explicit cap, the market for appropriate commercial and industrial land has proved to be a
challenge for cannabis businesses in Santa Rosa, which
compete against each other as well as with complementary boutique tourism industries such as breweries and wineries. Industrial land vacancy rates have
dropped from 12.2 percent in 2014 to 4.6 percent in
2017.2 But Santa Rosa is wary of letting cannabis businesses dominate its economy, as the region is in the
process of rebuilding from the recent wildfires, and the
city wants to ensure space for contractors and specialty
trades, among many other industries. The city convenes an interdepartmental follow-through program to
monitor the cannabis industry’s growth and consider
potential interventions in response to local effects or
modifications to the state law.
Though Santa Rosa regulations intentionally direct
commercial cannabis businesses away from residential land, the abundance of cannabis cultivation in
the region is causing problems for law enforcement.
Between February and May 2018, multiple home invasions took place in Sonoma County, including two in
Santa Rosa. These crimes target private residences that
legally grow cannabis for personal use, which are not
required to follow the strict security regulations that
licensed cannabis businesses abide by. Law enforcement believes the illegality of cannabis on the east
coast and the resulting high street value is at the root
of the problem.3
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Key Observations
Santa Rosa believes that its permissive early approach
was the correct one. Observations of other jurisdictions
showed that a piecemeal approach, prohibiting certain
sectors of the cannabis industry while allowing others,
was ineffective in quelling the problem of black market
businesses. Preferring to allow the industry to operate
and regulate it led the city to permit indoor/greenhouse
cultivation despite limited presence of any other agricultural activity within city limits.
Staff credit the council for its clear direction regarding a path to compliance, which provided the motivation and resources necessary to coordinate across
diverse stakeholders, including an industry not accustomed to working with government. This process
opened up opportunities to build trust and navigate
ambiguity around public safety and code enforcement.
Other communities in the region have followed suit.
Cloverdale, Cotati, and Sebastopol, incorporated cities
with populations of 8,618, 7,265, and 7,379, respectively, decided to allow commercial cannabis activities
such as cultivation and manufacturing after observing
Santa Rosa and having conversations with Santa Rosa
planning staff; like Santa Rosa, these communities have
the intention of benefiting through regulatory control
of commercial cannabis and associated tax revenue.

Interviewees:
Sean McGlynn, City Manager
Clare Hartman, Deputy Director - Planning
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EXHIBIT E

Going to Pot?

The Impact of Dispensary Closures on Crime
By Tom Chang, University of Southern California; and
Mireille Jacobson, University of California, Irvine

O

ne of the most dramatic shifts in public
opinion in the United States over the
past four and a half decades has been a
surge in support for marijuana legalization, both medical and, increasingly,
recreational. Currently, 60 percent of adults in the United
States favor broad-based marijuana legalization, compared
to only 12 percent in 1969, and nearly 90 percent think
adults should be allowed to use marijuana for prescribed
medical purposes. Despite this support, 44 percent indicate that they would be somewhat or very concerned if a
“store that sold medical marijuana” opened in their area. In
particular, many maintain that these stores, usually called
dispensaries, attract or even cause crime.
The idea that marijuana dispensaries attract crime
has proved influential with policymakers. For example,
an Oregon state senator argued that a law allowing cities
to ban dispensaries was important to “empower them to
protect our children and families.” In Los Angeles, the
setting for this study, the city council cited crime in its

Editor, Jeffrey Miron, Harvard University and Cato Institute

2010 decision to cap the number of dispensaries in the
city. Yet, empirical evidence to support any link (positive
or negative) between marijuana dispensaries and crime is
quite limited.
How, in theory, might medical marijuana dispensaries
affect crime? First, marijuana use, which may be concentrated around dispensaries if some buyers consume
onsite or nearby, may cause criminal behavior. Similar
effects have been cited for alcohol outlets, where
openings and availability in Los Angeles and other
jurisdictions are associated with increases in crime. In
contrast to alcohol, however, some work suggests marijuana may not increase crime commission per se and may
even inhibit aggressive behavior.
Second, given the quasi-legal status of these stores
and their products, dispensary customers, employees, or
owners may resort to violence to resolve disputes. If so,
we might expect increases in crimes such as aggravated
assault, which increased for such reasons with the emergence of crack cocaine.

2
Third, crime could increase near dispensaries as individuals try to finance their purchases through the proceeds of
crime. If so, we would expect theft or other property crimes
to increase with dispensaries. Finally, marijuana users, and
the dispensaries they frequent, which are a direct source of
drugs and cash, may offer opportunities that attract criminals. Anecdotal evidence suggests that dispensaries have been
subject to break-ins and robberies. Thus, we would expect an
increase in robberies and burglaries around dispensaries.
While these channels seem plausible and have captured
public attention, dispensaries could, in principle, decrease
crime. Dispensaries tend to have their own security systems
(and often security guards) to protect their assets and resolve
disputes. Analyses of business-improvement districts find
that private security can have large returns in terms of crime
reduction. Likewise, if police allocate more patrols around
dispensaries, they might reduce crime. To the extent that
dispensaries increase foot traffic through a neighborhood,
they might prevent crime by increasing “eyes on the street.”
In addition, by legitimizing the marijuana trade, actors in
this market may have legal channels to resolve disputes. This
last possibility is somewhat less plausible given the ambiguous legality of many aspects of the medical marijuana market,
such as large-scale distribution.
Finally, if marijuana is a substitute for alcohol, increased
access to marijuana could reduce crime since drinking is
associated with increases in arrests for both property crime
and violent crime. Ultimately, given the range of theoretical predictions, the impact of dispensaries on crime is an
empirical question.
To evaluate the claim that dispensaries attract or otherwise contribute to crime, we exploit the temporary shutdown
of medical marijuana dispensaries in the City of Los Angeles.
On June 7, 2010, roughly 70 percent of the nearly 600 shops
operating in the City of Los Angeles were ordered to close.
The shutdown came after years of concern and indecision
over how to handle the burgeoning medical marijuana dispensary business in the city. In September 2007, the city
adopted an Interim Control Ordinance, placing a temporary moratorium on new dispensaries and requiring existing
dispensaries to register with the city by November 13, 2007.
Given the limited time that dispensaries had to submit a
registration form along with the required city business tax
registration certificate, registration was quite ad hoc. How
the city would use the registrations was unclear, and the
market continued to grow for several years despite the moratorium. In January 2010, final regulations, including closure
orders, were adopted. The new ordinance set the number of

dispensaries in the city at 70. Dispensaries that had registered between September and November 2007 and had been
operating legally since that time were grandfathered, meaning that the number of legal dispensaries in the city could
exceed 70 in the short term.
Consistent with the seeming arbitrariness of the closure criteria, we find that dispensaries ordered to close and
those allowed to remain open look similar on observable
dimensions. In other words, closure orders were not correlated with observable dispensary characteristics (including
the level of or trend in crime around specific dispensaries)
that might have otherwise made them of specific interest to
law enforcement. We leverage the quasi-random nature of
closure orders to compare daily crime counts within varying
radii (as small as one-eighth of a mile) around dispensaries
ordered to close and those allowed to remain open. If dispensaries attract crime, then crime should decrease around
dispensaries subject to closure relative to those allowed to
remain open.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, we find no evidence
that closures decreased crime. Instead, we find a significant
relative increase in crime around closed dispensaries. Like
compliance with the closure orders themselves (which was
at first high, then fell off with legal challenges, and finally
collapsed after a December 2010 injunction), the increase
in crime is temporary. Relative crime rates return to normal within four weeks. The increase is also very local—the
estimated crime effects decrease rapidly with distance
around dispensaries. Bearing in mind that our analysis captures short-term effects, these findings imply that closing
medical marijuana dispensaries is unlikely to reduce crime.
Although there may be a myriad of reasons to regulate the
number of marijuana dispensaries, protection from crime is
one that seems difficult to substantiate.
We perform several analyses to better understand how
dispensary closures affect crime. First, we analyze crime by
categories. We find that the increase in crime is greatest and
most precise for the type of crime most plausibly deterred by
the presence of bystanders—property crime and theft from
vehicles, specifically. Second, we analyze the interaction
between closures and neighborhood foot traffic. We proxy
for foot traffic using Walk Scores, a proprietary measure that
scores each address based on the walking time to amenities,
population density, block length, and the density of street
intersections. We find that the magnitude of the closure
effect varies negatively with walkability, except in the most
geographically isolated areas for which closures have no measurable effect on crime.
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To explore the generalizability of the findings, we analyze
the impact of temporary restaurant closures due to public
health code violations on crime in Los Angeles County. Despite
the very different nature of these businesses, the reason for
and timing of their closures, and the identifying assumptions,
we find a nearly identical pattern of results. When crime
increases in the local neighborhood around a closed restaurant, the increase is driven by property crime; the effect is concentrated in areas without a high volume of foot traffic; and
the effect disappears as soon as the restaurant reopens.
The common pattern of results for dispensaries and restaurants suggests that business closures in general create
significant costs to third parties due to increases in crime.
By extension, businesses offer very local protection against
some types of crime. Given that police are unlikely to systematically change their behavior in response to temporary restaurant closures, this analysis further suggests that changes
in policing cannot explain the common pattern of results.

Rather, a likely common mechanism may be “eyes on the
street,” meaning that the presence of individuals helps deter
crime. Although part of the canon of modern urban design
and crime prevention, this theory is virtually unsupported by
rigorous empirical evidence. In addition, Jane Jacobs’s original 1961 formulation of the hypothesis makes clear that the
impact of additional individuals on local crime is theoretically ambiguous; crowds provide some form of natural policing
but also more perpetrators of and opportunities for crime.
Our findings suggest that the first channel dominates, at least
in the case of medical marijuana dispensaries and restaurants
in urban environments.

NOTE:

This research brief is based on Tom Chang and Mireille
Jacobson, “Going to Pot? The Impact of Dispensary Closures
on Crime,” Journal of Urban Economics 100 (2017).

A SNAPSHOT OF DEMAND FOR
ADULT-USE CANNABIS IN ILLINOIS
EXHIBIT F
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study offers insight into what a legal, adult-use cannabis system
may look like in the state of Illinois. The goal in any legal system should
be to provide safe, regulated, consistent cannabis to consumers, while
effecting greater social justice, displacing illegal markets, decreasing
problems related to substance abuse, and maintaining public safety.
This analysis makes specific recommendations about a prospective
legal cannabis system in Illinois, suggests policy alternatives, advises
on practices to be avoided, and highlights regulatory goals that must
be achieved in order to meet public expectations. The highlights of this
report include several top-line takeaways:
kkDemand is likely to be between approximately 350,000 lbs550,000 lbs. of dried cannabis per year for a fully mature market
in which consumers are broadly aware of the program and the
manner in which legal cannabis can be purchased and suppliers
are sufficiently able to meet that demand. The range accounts for
varying assumptions for consumption rates for residents and outof-state visitors as well as other caveats.
kkIllinois can expect the existing medical cannabis market to have
the capacity to supply between 35 percent and 54 percent of the
mature, adult-use market, subject to the caveats and assumptions
listed in this report.
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A Snapshot of
Demand for
Adult-Use
Cannabis in
Illinois

kkThe state should expect initial demand in the adult-use cannabis
market to be significantly lower than the demand of a fully mature
market, as consumers, businesses, communities, employers, and
others adjust to a new policy reality. Such ramp up of demand has
been seen in previously legalizing states.
kkThe state should expect initial market dynamics to keep prices
above criminal market pricing, and subsequently some consumers
will prefer the criminal market. In the longer term, but still within
the first few years, initial regulatory costs will decrease; economies
of scale will push prices down; and the regulated market will
capture or displace the criminal market. These market dynamics
should be taken into account when considering tax rates and
limitations on product variety.
kkIf existing medical cannabis companies are used as the first
entrants into the adult-use cannabis industry, the state must be
sensitive to those companies’ continued role as meeting the needs
of medical cannabis patients and the expected growth in the
medical program.
kkAll states that have legalized adult-use cannabis have also had
legacy systems for medical cannabis in place. Successful programs
have been opened by incorporating as many of the stakeholders
from the legacy programs as possible, while not sacrificing the
broader goals of legalization.
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ABSTRACT
High on Crime? Exploring the Effects of
Marijuana Dispensary Laws on Crime in
California Counties*
Regulated marijuana markets are more common today than outright prohibitions across
the U.S. states. Advocates for policies that would legalize marijuana recreational markets
frequently argue that such laws will eliminate crime associated with the black markets,
which many argue is the only link between marijuana use and crime. Law enforcement,
however, has consistently argued that marijuana medical dispensaries (regulated retail sale
and a common method of medical marijuana distribution), create crime in neighborhoods
with these store-fronts. This study offers new insight into the question by exploiting newly
collected longitudinal data on local marijuana ordinances within California and thoroughly
examining the extent to which counties that permit dispensaries experience changes in
violent, property and marijuana use crimes using difference-in-difference methods. The
results suggest no relationship between county laws that legally permit dispensaries and
reported violent crime. We find a negative and significant relationship between dispensary
allowances and property crime rates, although event studies indicate these effects may
be a result of pre-existing trends. These results are consistent with some recent studies
suggesting that dispensaries help reduce crime by reducing vacant buildings and putting
more security in these areas. We also find a positive association between dispensary
allowances and DUI arrests, suggesting marijuana use increases in conjunction with
impaired driving in counties that adopt these ordinances, but these results are also not
corroborated by an event study analysis.
JEL Classification:
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1. Introduction
The impact of liberalizing marijuana laws on crime is a subject of great political and
scholarly debate. Advocates for policy reform in states considering liberalization laws, both
medical marijuana laws (MMLs) allowing for dispensaries as well as policies promoting retail sale
for recreational purposes, suggest that bringing marijuana markets out of the shadows of the black
market is a clear net public safety gain. 1 Indeed such a position is supported by scholarly work
seeking to identify a causal link between marijuana use and violence, but not finding any
(Arseneault et al. 2000; Mulvey et al. 2006).

Nonetheless, law enforcement agencies in

jurisdictions that have already adopted dispensary systems for medical marijuana claim that these
dispensaries are inextricably connected to crime (California Police Chiefs Association 2009;
Ingold and Lofholm 2016; Powers 2014).
The difficulty in reconciling these two positions can to some extent be comprehended by
understanding the different mechanisms through which marijuana liberalization laws might
potentially influence crime. First, there is the obvious impact of legitimizing what was previously
an illegal market. By transitioning marijuana transactions from illegitimate exchanges that had to
be actively enforced to legitimate transactions, there is an immediate reduction in the burden of
enforcement assuming the legal market replaces the black market (Miron and Zwiebel 1995;
Shepard and Blackley 2005). Law enforcement and the Courts may then transition resources to
other, arguably more violent, types of crimes (Huber, Newman, and LaFave 2016; Miron and
Zwiebel 1995). Second, there is the potential for liberalization laws to influence crime rates
through an increase in marijuana (mis)use (e.g. psychopharmacological crime), to the extent that
marijuana use induces criminogenic behavior. While there is no clear causal link between

1

For example, see the “Issues” webpage for the Marijuana Policy Project: https://www.mpp.org/issues/.
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marijuana use and criminogenic behavior, there is suggestive evidence for a positive correlation
between use and property crime (Green et al. 2010; Pacula and Kilmer 2003). 2 A third potential
mechanism through which liberalization laws could plausibly influence crime, which might also
explain the positive correlation between use and property crime, is that these liberalization
ordinances enable the creation of new brick and mortar and delivery businesses that, because of
the federal prohibition and banking laws that prevent (until recently) debit cards from being
accepted in stores, operate entirely on a cash basis, creating strong targets for burglaries or thefts
(California Police Chiefs Association 2009).
A whole new body of scholarly work has emerged exploiting the natural experiment
created by new state laws that liberalize the sale of medical marijuana to examine this relationship.
As of November 2016, medical marijuana laws have been passed by 28 states plus the District of
Columbia. The enactment of state laws since 1996 provide an opportunity to empirically test the
effect of regulated markets on outcomes of interest. Studies have evaluated outcomes such as
marijuana use (Chu 2014; Harper, Strumpf, and Kaufman 2012; Hasin et al. 2015; LynneLandsman, Livingston, and Wagenaar 2013; Pacula et al. 2015; Wall et al. 2011; Wen,
Hockenberry, and Cummings 2015), crime rates (Chu and Townsend 2017; Gavrilova, Kamada,
and Zoutman 2017; Huber, Newman, and LaFave 2016; Morris et al. 2014; Shepard and Blackley
2016), and other health outcomes (Anderson, Rees, and Sabia 2014; Chu 2015; Smart 2015). These
studies all use a difference-in-difference methodology where the treatment is a change in a state
law that loosens restrictions on the sale of marijuana.

2

Another important factor to consider is marijuana use and victimization, although any evidence of a causal link
pointing to an increase in victimization has been inconclusive (Markowitz 2005; Office of National Drug Control
Policy 2013).
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The concern with these state-level studies is that many states, particularly the early
adopting states, actually defer to local entities when it comes to regulating marijuana supply and
production, which leads to variation in treatment within states (Dilley et al. 2017; Freisthler et al.
2013). For example, in Colorado and Washington State, which legalized the sale of recreational
marijuana in 2014, various types of policies exist at the community level and a significant portion
of the population live in communities where the sale of recreational marijuana is not allowed
(Colorado Department of Revenue 2016; Dilley et al. 2017). Moreover, medicinal marijuana laws
within a state may differ on important elements, such as bans on dispensaries and cultivation
(Pacula, Boustead, and Hunt 2014). Therefore, studies that generalize a MML across the state are
ignoring heterogeneity within their treatment sample, possibly leading to the inconsistent findings
in the MML literature (Pacula et al. 2015). Given the localized nature of crime and the importance
of levels of aggregation, this (mis)measurement of the treatment dosage is especially problematic
for estimating effects on crime rates (Freeman, Grogger, and Sonstelie 1996; Hipp 2007).
The objective of this study is to investigate whether a particular element of MMLs, namely
allowance for dispensaries, affects local crime and other indicators of marijuana misuse (i.e.
driving under the influence). We are also able to identify other dimensions of MMLs, such as
allowance for home cultivation, but due to little variation in these other dimensions, we focus on
allowances for dispensaries. 3 Moreover, we estimate effects on different types of crime, as well as
arrests indicating marijuana use, to better understand the mechanisms driving the results. By
utilizing a novel dataset that codifies elements of MMLs across local jurisdictions within
California, we capture heterogeneity on the treatment variable that is present in other studies.
Moreover, by focusing on local variation within a single state with a long experience with the

3

We still control for whether a jurisdiction has limitations on home cultivation in all of our models.
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policy, we are able to implicitly control for changing state norms and marijuana use that could be
independently associated with marijuana-involved crime. Other state-level factors that could bias
estimates of crime rates across states, such as depenalization of marijuana, are also implicitly
controlled in our analysis (Huber, Newman, and LaFave 2016). This analysis can help inform
policies at the local level, where regulation is usually enacted, that better balance safety and access
to medical marijuana.
We find no evidence that ordinances allowing for marijuana dispensaries lead to an
increase in crime. In fact, we see some evidence of a reduction in property crime along with an
increase in DUI and misdemeanor marijuana arrests, pointing to possible increases in misuse of
marijuana that do not result in more crime. Supplementary analyses indicate that the significant
effects may be driven by pre-existing trends, so we limit our conclusions to the fact that counties
allowing dispensaries did not experience an increase in crime. The rest of this paper proceeds as
follows: Section 2 provides some background into the literature on regulation of marijuana markets
and crime, Section 3 describes the methods used for the analysis, Section 4 provides results, and
Section 5 concludes with a discussion of policy implications and limitations.
1. Background
2.1. Why Might Dispensary Laws Affect Reported Crime Rates and Arrests?
It is clear that explicitly writing into law that entities are permitted to engage in retail
distribution of medical marijuana reduces the criminal justice risks of supplying marijuana.
Theoretically, we might expect this to increase availability and access to marijuana, which could
increase demand at both the extensive, and potentially the intensive margins. Indeed there is
consistent evidence that laws on-the-books explicitly permitting entities to produce and distribute
medical marijuana increase non-medical use of marijuana among adults (Hasin et al. 2017; Pacula
4

et al. 2015; Wen, Hockenberry, and Cummings 2015). The laws appear to have no general impact
on youth marijuana use (Choo et al. 2014; Hasin et al. 2015; Lynne-Landsman, Livingston, and
Wagenaar 2013; Anderson, Hansen, and Rees 2015; Shu-Acquaye 2016), although there is some
evidence from studies accounting for the relative size of these evolving marijuana market that
larger and/or more competitive markets do in fact influence youth marijuana use (D'Amico et al.
2015; Smart 2015); It is a priori unclear, however, what effect this increased use among adults
may have on community-level violent and property crime or driving under the influence.
Moreover, the replacement of a black market by a new cash-based business may or may not lead
to a change in reported robberies, burglaries, and thefts (California Police Chiefs Association
2009). Although we cannot hypothesize on the overall directional change, by applying the
Goldstein (1985) typology of drug crime, we consider the potential mechanisms driving changes
in crime.
The first set of crimes in the typology is those committed due to intoxication, or
psychopharmacological crimes. As was summarized in a recent report by ONDCP, there is little
evidence for a causal link between marijuana intoxication and pharmacological crime (Office of
National Drug Control Policy 2013, 14). Marijuana has been linked to correlates of violence such
as development of psychosis disorders, aggression later in life, and delinquent behavior
(Arseneault et al. 2000; Hall and Degenhardt 2008; White and Hansell 1998); but laboratory
studies have not found a link between cannabis and violence (Moore and Stuart 2005) and there is
reason to believe that marijuana use alone may lower the propensity to commit an aggressive act
(Ostrowsky 2011). If marijuana is a substitute for alcohol, then increased availability of marijuana
through retail outlets may lead to substitution away from alcohol, thereby reducing crime that
would otherwise be associated with alcohol intoxication (Carpenter and Dobkin 2010; Carpenter
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2007) and DUIs (Anderson, Hansen, and Rees 2013). However, if alcohol and marijuana are
complements (Pacula 1998; Williams et al. 2004), it is possible that their joint consumption could
lead to more aggressive behavior than alcohol or marijuana alone. Therefore, on net, we are a
priori ambivalent towards the expected directional change (if any) in reported crime and DUI
arrests due to pharmacological criminality, resulting from legal dispensaries or looser rules on
cultivation.
A second type of crime in the typology is “economic-compulsive” crimes caused by those
in need of income to pay for a drug habit (Goldstein 1985). We can expect that legalization of
marijuana, even for medical purposes, will reduce the price of obtaining marijuana, and indeed
there is limited evidence showing that potency has risen while prices for potency-adjusted fixed
amounts have fallen (Anderson, Hansen, and Rees 2013; Sevigny, Pacula, and Heaton 2014).
Substantially larger price declines have been observed with full legalization (Smart et al. 2017).
Overall, we would expect a minimal increase in income-producing property crime driven by
economic-compulsive behavior as a result of legalizing dispensaries.
The third category of crime is “systemic crimes,” or those associated with the provision
and distribution of drugs in black markets. There is very limited evidence of violence attributed to
illicit retail marijuana markets, although a recent study has found that counties bordering Mexico
in states that passed MMLs have experienced a decrease in violent crime by decreasing the
financial incentives of drug trafficking organizations (Gavrilova, Kamada, and Zoutman 2017;
Reuter 2009). Nevertheless, any possible violence would have likely been mitigated in California
given that home cultivation was allowed in most counties for many years before dispensary laws. 4

4

Our models will control for whether the county had any restrictions on self-cultivation.
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However, the presence of dispensary store-fronts may, themselves, lead to a change in both
violent and property crimes in a given area, although again the direction is theoretically
ambiguous. On the one hand the sale of marijuana, even for medicinal purposes, is illegal to the
federal government. Therefore, no banks with a national charter are willing to provide credit or
regular services to dispensaries that sell these goods. This has meant that most dispensaries must
operate on a cash-basis, and they have a lot of cash (California Police Chiefs Association 2009;
McDonald and Pelisek 2009). On the other hand, dispensaries have lots of security in and around
them because of their cash business and highly desirable product. They often are zoned in areas
that previously had empty buildings, and so by moving into these areas and bringing their own
security systems they provide more “eyes on the ground” which can deter crime.
Spatial models that measure the density of dispensaries in a given area are an effective way
to test the effect of store fronts on crime, but the results from these have been quite mixed. A few
correlational studies have found a positive relationship with crime either in the immediate area
(Contreras 2016) or in adjacent neighborhoods (Freisthler et al. 2016). A recent study exploiting
an exogenous shock that led to closings of dispensaries in Los Angeles County, though, found that
these closures actually led to an increase in crime in the immediate vicinity (Chang and Jacobson
2017). The authors argue that the increase in crime was a result of a loss of “eyes on the street”
being provided by the dispensaries that were forced to close. Overall, we cannot say whether we
expect a change in the distribution of marijuana caused by the legalizing dispensaries to have a
positive or negative effect on reported crime in California.
Because theory does not provide any clear guidance on anticipated effects of these laws, it
has been viewed an empirical question. A recent set of studies examine the relationship between
MMLs and crime by exploiting variation in uptake across states and using Part I reported crimes
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at the aggregate level. Morris et al. (2014) and Shepard and Blackley (2016) both use a differencein-difference methodology, with the former employing a sample of all states in the period between
1990-2006 and the latter a sample of only the eleven states that make up the Western Census
Region between 1997 and 2009 . 5 Chu and Townsend (2017) adopt a similar approach while
measuring crime at the city policy agency level to improve measurement, but still rely on a statelevel classification of MMLs. Huber (2016) add information about whether states have depenalized
marijuana to their difference-in-difference model, arguing that depenalization has an effect on nondrug crime by shifting enforcement resources. Finally, Gavrilova, Kamada, and Zoutman (2017)
employ a difference-in-difference-in-difference approach to study the added effect of MMLs on
crime in counties bordering Mexico compared to inland adopting counties (where MMLs are
measured at the state-level). These studies have mostly found very little evidence of a relationship
between uptake of medical marijuana laws and reported crime, 6 with the exception of the Huber
study that estimated a 5% significant decrease in robberies, larcenies, and burglaries.
The current paper addresses important limitations of the prior studies. First, prior studies
that exploit state-level policy variation assume the treatment (exposure to medical marijuana
dispensaries) is homogenous across the state. It is clear from recent work that this is not the case,
as many local jurisdictions choose to adopt bans on medical marijuana dispensaries (Dilley et al.
2017; Pacula et al. 2015). Crime rates are also not constant across a state, and in fact are very
localized, which raises uncertainty as to whether variation in aggregated crime rates observed at
the state level are being driven by the same or different jurisdictions in which medical marijuana
dispensaries are allowed (Dilley et al. 2017; Freeman, Grogger, and Sonstelie 1996). Our study is

5

They argue that because up until 2009 only four states outside of the Western Region had passed a MML, a sample
of only western states provides a more similar control group.
6
The Gavrilova study finds a significant decrease in violent crime in Mexico-bordering counties with MMLs, but a
negligible insignificant effect on violent crime in inland counties with MMLs.
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able to explicitly address this concern by examining more localized measures of crime and
dispensaries at the county level. Second, prior state analyses frequently omit other relevant policy
variables that are also changing during this time period, such as cannabis depenalization, that might
also be important for determining crime and arrest rates (Huber, Newman, and LaFave 2016). Our
study overcomes this limitation by exploiting variation within one very large state, thereby holding
constant across our treated and control counties changes in other state-specific laws (Shepard and
Blackley 2005).
2.2 California Experiment: Medical Marijuana Laws across California Counties
In 1996, California was the first state to pass a law allowing for the legal possession and
cultivation of marijuana for medicinal purposes. The initiative changed a section of the Health and
Safety code to protect patients who used marijuana with the recommendation from a physician
from state prosecution. Passed through a ballot initiative, Proposition 215 (later to be known as
the Compassionate Use Act (CUA)), did not address any channels through which marijuana might
be supplied or obtained due in large part because of its explicit contradiction with federal law,
which still maintained a strict prohibition on marijuana for medicinal purposes by classifying it as
a Schedule 1 drug.
A few factors encouraged county and city jurisdictions in California to start crafting their
own medical marijuana regulations, creating the variation over time we exploit in this study. First,
the lack of specificity in the CUA regarding the production and distribution of marijuana left local
governments with the authority to adopt whatever regulations they felt was appropriate, as there
was no state pre-emption of any local regulations (Freisthler et al. 2016). Second, the ambiguity
of the state law meant that the distribution of marijuana within the state remained illegal unless
localities specifically addressed the issue.
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These two factors paved the way for subsequent policy decisions since the passage of the
CUA in 1996 that have affected medicinal marijuana regulation in California and solidified the
role of counties and cities to create their own laws related to medical marijuana dispensaries.
Statute SB 420, which provided legal protection to marijuana dispensaries operating within the
state as of January 1, 2004, gave local jurisdictions the autonomy to decide whether and how to
permit dispensaries. While it exempted the “collective or cooperative cultivation” from
prosecution, it left it to local jurisdictions the authority to implement and regulate them (State of
California. October 12, 2003, §1(b), (c)). The “Ogden memo,” published in October, 2009,
strengthened the incentive localities had to develop clear regulations over dispensaries, as it
specified that the Federal government would not prioritize prosecuting patients or caregivers that
were acting in clear compliance with state laws (Ogden 2009). As California law delegated these
authorities to local jurisdictions, this memo signaled to city and county governments that local
ordinances regarding dispensaries would be binding. 7 As demonstrated by the increase in counties
after 2004 and 2009 with dispensary laws shown in Figure 1, the evolution of these rulings and
decisions has spurred the variation in local policy that is currently observed within the state of
California today.

7

The authority of local governments to regulate dispensaries in their jurisdiction was reinforced in 2013 after the
Supreme Court of California ruled in the case of Riverside vs. Inland Empire Patients Health and Wellness Center
(56 Cal. 4th 729 [2013]) that the city of Riverside had the right to abolish marijuana dispensaries through zoning
laws.
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2. Data and Methods
3.1. Data
City and County Ordinance Data
This study uses a database of medical marijuana legal provisions adopted across all 58
counties of California as well its most populous 14 cities (those with a population exceeding
200,000 residents). The database is based on legal analysis of the language in the public law
versions of county ordinances that were adopted between the period January 1, 1997 through
December 31, 2014. The year 1997 is used as a starting point because California’s statewide policy
passed in November of 1996.
The legal database includes jurisdictions’ (dis)approval on provisions related to the
distribution of cannabis supply-related products. By December 31, 2014, 28% (16 out 58) of
jurisdictions had made legally effective a county ordinance permitting co-operatives or
dispensaries. 8 In order to limit the subjectivity of the database associated with subsequent
implementation of the provisions and to ensure every jurisdiction’s county ordinances were
assessed along the same criteria, e.g. as written in public version, this study does not include
successive interpretations of courts or policies established by regulatory bodies.
An indicator variable was created that is defined as “1” for counties that explicitly allow
dispensaries in a given year and “0” otherwise. This is a reasonable definition because none of the
state-level statutes or court rulings explicitly allow for dispensaries. Inevitably, some counties
changed their policy throughout the year and we have created an annual dataset, so we use the law
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The peak number of dispensaries open in one year is actually 18 during 2013, but two counties stopped allowing
for dispensaries the following year.
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in place for the majority of the year. 9 Additionally, because home cultivation is allowed by the
Compassionate Use Act, we assume that home cultivation is allowed with no limits unless
explicitly stated. We create a variable that identifies whether the county has placed any limits 10 on
cultivation for the given year. To make it easier to interpret along with the dispensary variable, the
indicator variable is defined as “1” when there are no limits placed by the county on home
cultivation and “0” when the county either explicitly prohibits or places any sort of limit on home
cultivation.
A significant complication to the analysis is that a county ordinance applies to the
unincorporated part of a county, which is the area of a county that does not pertain to an
incorporated city. Incorporated cities may create different laws than the county they are nested in,
which apply to residents within the city limits. Estimation of impacts of just county ordinances
ignoring the specific ordinances of the cities incorporated within them could therefore lead to
biased results. This is why in addition to the county ordinances, the research team also completed
the same categorization procedure of ordinances for the 14 incorporated cities in California with a
population larger than 200,000. Doing so meant that in most counties we would capture the laws
that applied to the greatest share of the county population in each county.
While crime offense data are available at the level of police agencies within counties, our
main analysis will be conducted at the county level because it mitigates the problem of agency
jurisdiction borders and because more control variables are available at the county level. The
distinction between counties and cities, however, means we have to be careful to account for the
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The data on ordinances is at the monthly level, but because crime offense data should be interpreted at the annual
level we collapse the ordinance data annually (very little variation is lost by collapsing the ordinance data to the
annual level). We also show as a robustness check the results from estimating the treatment variable as the fraction
of the year in which the policy was in place (for example, 0.5 if dispensaries were allowed for 6 months.
10
We categorize this variable as “any limits” because it is rare for counties to place limits on cultivation. Counties
that place any limits, then, should be different than those that do not regulate cultivation.
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treatment of cities that had laws different than that of the county (and for the possibility of
differences for those cities in which we do not have information). Therefore, we construct a
county-level policy indicator using the following rules: (1) the county unincorporated area policy
is used if we don’t have information on any city within a county, or if the city information is
consistent with the county; (2) when information on a city within a county is available and
contradicts that of the county policy, we use the county or city policy that applies to the larger
share of the full county population. 11 As a sensitivity analysis, we collect data on police agencylevel reported crime for the 14 cities and the unincorporated areas of each of the 58 counties; and
run a similar analysis using ordinances for these 72 independent jurisdictions to ensure that our
results are not driven by different laws within jurisdictions in a county. We also conduct robustness
checks using other methods of classifying the treatment variable.
Figure 1 displays the distribution of counties in each year that have a policy that allows for
dispensaries, using the policy definition described above. It shows that the change in this element
of the MMLs was a gradual process that, with the exception of 2 counties (San Francisco and Santa
Clara), starts in 2004 after SB420 passed. By 2010, 12 of the 58 counties allow dispensaries and
in 2013 18 counties do so. Finally, by the end of our sample period in 2014, 16 of the 58 counties
allow for dispensaries. One may note that the number of counties allowing for dispensaries can
decrease, and this is a function of the fact that counties that allow dispensaries may either (a)
include sunset provisions, or (b) subsequently pass ordinances that disallow them. Our indicator
variable reflects these subsequent changes as well. 12
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There are 3 counties (Alameda, San Diego, and Los Angeles) that have 2 cities within its boundaries that fit the
criteria of a population of 200,000 or more. In these cases, we use the city with the larger population.
12
This is complicated in our event study analyses, but we account for it by adding a dummy variable to the model
indicating years post-treatment when the county no longer allows for dispensaries.
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Crime Incident Data
The second source of data we have compiled for use in this study are the number of total
offenses reported to police by type of crime, for each county and each year in our sample period.
The data on reported offenses for the seven types of index crimes are pulled from the State of
California Department of Justice (Criminal Justice Statistics Center 1997-2014) website. The
California DOJ publishes raw county-level data 13 from the information it receives from each police
agency. We also create a variable for violent offenses that corresponds to the Uniform Crime
Report (UCR) Part I violent crimes: homicide, rape, 14 robbery, and aggravated assault; and
property offenses refers to UCR Part I property crimes: burglary, larceny/theft, 15 and motor vehicle
theft.
Since the UCR is based on the Hierarchy Rule, only the most severe crime is counted per
incident. The importance of this for our purposes is that if marijuana has an effect on the severity
of crimes, we may observe this as a change in crime; although no change in the actual number of
incidents. For example, where two offenses (e.g. aggravated assault and theft) occurred during an
incident; this incident will be recorded as an aggravated assault. If marijuana results in a fall in
pharmacological crime (such as aggravated assault), but still affects economic-crimes (theft), we
would observe a decrease in aggravated assault and an increase in thefts. While in this scenario
the former is true (there is indeed a fall in assault), the latter is not true; the offense of theft occurred
in both incidents.
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Raw data means that no imputation procedures are used to account for possible missing values. California does
not conduct a state-wide version of the National Crime Victimization Survey, meaning that reported crime-offense
reports is the only source for measuring the level of crime.
14
We don’t show results for effects on rape because there is no reason to believe dispensaries would have an effect
and agencies in California were allowed to start using the new expanded definition in January 2014.
15
Larceny/theft includes both felony and misdemeanor crimes. The classification for felony theft in California
changed in 2011 and it was not possible to go back and re-classify all previous felony offenses into misdemeanors,
so the state decided to include all larceny and theft crimes, regardless of monetary value, under felony property
crime.
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Final Dataset
We have created a dataset of aggregate crime by year and county and merged it with the
ordinance data to create a panel dataset from 1997 to 2014. Figure 2, Panels A, B, and C, track
how reported violent offense, property offense, and DUI arrest rates, respectively, have changed
over our sample time period for counties that started allowing dispensaries at any period between
1997 and 2014 and those that never allowed dispensaries during that same period. The vertical
axes signify the two years (2004 and 2009) that begin an “episode” when more counties start
entering the treatment group, as well as a year (2011) when various important state criminal justice
policies are passed. 16 The first important pattern to note is that crime has decreased in the state as
a whole since 1997, regardless of whether dispensaries were allowed. This downward trend in
crime per capita is consistent with the decline in crime that has been observed throughout the
United States. Secondly, it appears that there are parallel trends throughout most of the pretreatment time period between the two groups of counties, with the exception that counties that
never allowed dispensaries had a larger decline in violent and property offense rates between 1999
and 2001 than counties that allowed dispensaries at any point in time, and DUI arrests between the
two groups start to converge around 2009. Nevertheless, because jurisdictions start allowing
dispensaries at different times, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the relationship between
dispensaries and crimes from these broad state trends.
We also collect data on variables at the county level that have been shown in the literature
to influence the crime rate. These variables include the one-year lagged unemployment rate
(Raphael and Winter‐Ebmer 2001), the average per capita income, the density of alcohol outlets
per capita (Gruenewald and Remer 2006), and the county population density (Shepard and
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These include decriminalization of marijuana as well as AB 109, a major policy that led to a shift in resources
among all law enforcement agencies.
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Blackley 2005). Lastly, we include an indicator for 2011 and later, the year that California both
decriminalized recreational marijuana use and substantially changed its criminal justice system
through a process that has been termed “Public Safety Realignment.” The unemployment rate
comes from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the per capita income from the Bureau of Economic
Analysis, the alcohol outlets from the California Department of Alcohol and Beverage Control,
and the land area and population from the United States Census Bureau.
Table 1 shows the summary statistics for the different types of crime we are analyzing and
the independent variables used in our model. One will note that most of the total property crime is
made up of larceny/thefts and most of the total violent crime is made up of aggravated assaults.
3.2 Empirical Strategy
To test whether allowing dispensaries affects aggregated criminal activity, we analyze the
impact of local dispensary laws on UCR reported violent and property crime rates as well as DUI
and marijuana-related arrest rates. 17 Using the county-year as our unit of analysis, we will capture
the effect from a change in dispensary allowance through a staggered difference-in-difference
approach. Counties become part of the treated group at different times as they adopt laws
throughout our sample period, and the changes resulting from adoption are compared to a control
group that never adopts. All our model specifications include county fixed effects, as we are
confident that there are unique unobservable county characteristics, which may cause a spurious
correlation between crime rates and policy adoption. To account for the fact that there are trends
in crime and arrest rates that are common across counties, we also include in the model a
continuous (annual) time variable and a second order term. We choose this specification, over the
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DUIs include driving under the influence of any substance that may impair driving, so driving under the influence
of marijuana is included in these figures..
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more common method of including year dummy variables, to preserve more power after observing
a clear quadratic trend in all crime. 18 Finally, we control for various time-variant county
characteristics, described in the previous section, that may be correlated with both changes in crime
and a county’s propensity to adopt an ordinance allowing for dispensaries.
Our preferred specification is one that also adds county-specific time trends to the model.
If counties across the state had differing pre-treatment trends, this specification helps create a better
fit of the data. Studies that examine crime as an outcome across states, including in the MML
literature, have argued for the inclusion of these jurisdiction-specific trends (Chu and Townsend
2017; Gavrilova, Kamada, and Zoutman 2017; Raphael and Winter‐Ebmer 2001). California is
very diverse with counties that differ in economic, political, and demographic characteristics;
creating differences in crime trends one would usually associate with states. Moreover, there were
differential impacts of the Great Recession and Public Safety Realignment across counties because
of these different characteristics, resulting in differential crime trends that we can see when we
look at counties individually.
The model specification is represented by the equation
log(𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ) = 𝛼𝛼 + 𝛿𝛿𝛿𝛿𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 + 𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝜌𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 + 𝛽𝛽𝛽𝛽𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛼𝛼𝑐𝑐 + 𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝜔𝑡𝑡 + 𝜏𝜏𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 2 𝑡𝑡 + 𝑓𝑓𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

where 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 represents the logarithm of the reported crimes per 100,000 residents 19 of crime type i

for county c in year t. Our main treatment variable is represented by 𝐷𝐷𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 , an indicator for whether
county c in year t allows for dispensaries. 𝛼𝛼𝑐𝑐 controls for the county-specific variation, Time and

Time2 control for state trends over the study’s time-period, and 𝑓𝑓𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐 accounts for the county-specific

trend (we will show results based on different functional forms used to model the trend). Cult
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We run all the models including year dummies as well to ensure that the coefficients are not affected by this
choice.
19
We ran a variety of tests for model fit and found that this model best described the data generating process.
Additional models were also tested and available upon request.
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controls for whether the county had a restriction in place on amount or location with regards to
cultivation and Xict represents a vector of county time-varying covariates that have been shown to
be associated with crime rates in the literature. 20 The coefficient of interest, 𝛿𝛿, estimates the

average effect in reported offenses for counties that allowed dispensaries compared to those that
did not. 21 Finally, our models are robust to clustered standard errors.

A primary assumption in the difference-in-difference methodology is that of pre-policy
parallel trends in outcomes, or that there are no variables in the error term correlated to the outcome
as well as the decision for a jurisdiction to adopt a dispensary policy. If this type of policy
endogeneity were occurring or if pre-policy trends in crime between the treated and untreated
groups differed for other reasons, we’d expect the trend for policy-adopting jurisdictions to change
before the passage of an ordinance, leading to a biased coefficient of the treatment variable. One
advantage from our technique is that the treatment is staggered over time, mitigating the
probability that something happened at the state level that affected both crime and county-specific
entry into treatment. Moreover, as ordinances are legislative processes, it is likely that many factors
are attributable to the passage that have nothing to do with changes in crime (Williams and
Bretteville-Jensen 2014). Finally, dispensaries were adopted by large and small, urban and rural
counties, which mitigates the concern that counties adopting dispensaries are inherently different.
As a check that the parallel trends assumption holds and to explore possible dynamic
effects of treatment, we complement our average effect model with an event study. The event study
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The covariates used are: An indicator for when California decriminalized marijuana starting in 2011, the density
of alcohol outlets in the county, log of per capita income for the county, the lagged unemployment rate in the
county, and the log of the population density in the county.
21
While there is a wide range in populations and urban density in counties across California, which could lead to
variance in the error term that is not constant across observations, we decided not to incorporate a weighted least
squares regression. Models incorporating a WLS regression, testing various weights, did not improve estimates for
homoskedasticity, so we did not feel that we fully understood the structure of the variance component to properly
adjust for it. Results from these tests are available upon request.
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disaggregates Dit into a set of dummy variables indicating whether a county-year observation
represents a certain number of years before or after treatment. The model specification will be the
same as that shown above, to account for other state and county characteristics and trends that
affect county-specific crime rates.
The event study allows for identifying potential endogeneity if there are significant effects
in the years leading up to policy adoption. For example, it picks up effects from the years preceding
the passage of the law if suppliers sense that the county legislature or law enforcement are
amenable to dispensaries and start to operate before an ordinance is officially put in place. The
event study model also addresses a limitation from our model in which the average effect may
mask differences in the development stage of dispensary operations after implementation (Meer
and West 2015). It may be the case that there is a lag in observed effects as development of
dispensaries takes place in the first few years.
3.3 Local Jurisdictions and Sensitivity Checks
As mentioned in the section describing the data, the analysis incorporates a measure of
crime and arrests at the county level even though it is not always the case that a dispensary
ordinance applies throughout the entire county. We address this issue by also running our
difference-in-difference model at the ecological level of police-agency jurisdictions, where the
reported crime rates should reflect 100% of the geographical area defined by our treatment
variable. We collected agency-level data on the reported offenses by crime type from the UCR
database for each of the 14 cities for which we have ordinance information and for the
unincorporated areas of each of the 58 counties. For the cities, we use offense data that are reported
by the police department of the city (e.g. reported offenses according to the Los Angeles Police
Department to measure crime in Los Angeles City). For the unincorporated parts of each county,
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we use offense data reported by the Sheriff’s department of the county. This leaves us with crime
rates from a total of 72 independent jurisdictions, which match the 72 jurisdictions for which we
have information on ordinances regarding allowance for dispensaries.
We follow the same empirical model from the main analysis, where the explanatory
variable of interest is now an indicator for whether dispensaries are allowed in each jurisdiction,
for the 72 independent jurisdictions over the 18-year sample period. One complication of running
the analysis at the level of individual police-agency jurisdictions is that the covariates used in the
regressions from the previous section are not available at this geographic level. Nevertheless, this
should not affect the results because the variations across years within jurisdictions for variables
that affect crime rates are minimal and are mostly absorbed by the controls that exploit the panel
data structure. In the current model, we incorporate dummies indicating the independent
jurisdictions to control for unobserved heterogeneity across individual jurisdictions and the same
continuous time variables as above to control for state-level changes. Lastly, we estimate standard
errors robust to clustering at the county-level, as even across two independent agencies, there may
be correlation within the same county.
We also apply other sensitivity checks that address less serious, but important, concerns.
First, we present results removing certain counties that may be different than the rest because they
adopted a dispensary policy very early, even before the passage of SB 420. Second, we conduct
robustness checks related to the issue of differential city ordinances contained within a county by
estimating the model using other methods to choose the applicable ordinance for the jurisdiction.
Third, we address the difficulty in properly identifying the amount of time during a year in which
the policy was active by presenting results of a model measuring the main treatment variable using
fractional years based on the month that the policy went into effect. Finally, we estimate a model
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with a sample consisting of only control counties and treated counties with a policy in place five
or more years. Similar results to the main analysis would point to consistent effects on crime over
the treatment period.

3. Results
4.1 County Level Crime and Arrests
We present in Table 2 the results of the average effect on overall violent and property crime
based on specifications with no county-specific time trend (columns (1) and (4)), as well as with
county-specific trends using linear (columns (2) and (5)) and quadratic functional forms (columns
(3) and (6)). 22 The first important result to observe is that our estimates are sensitive to an inclusion
of the county-specific time trend, as it leads to an increase in the magnitude of the coefficients for
both overall violent and property crimes. For property crimes, it changes a roughly zero effect size
to at least a partially significant coefficient. The choice of functional form for the county-specific
trends is less important, with coefficients that are roughly similar across the different
specifications. As we found differential property crime trends in some counties in supplemental
analyses (not reported here), we have greater confidence in models that adjust these series for the
county-specific time trend.
We find no significant impact of dispensaries on violent crime in any of our models. Table
3 shows that even when we disaggregate by crime type, none of the violent crimes (columns 1-3)
are affected by dispensary laws. The consistency of findings regardless of inclusion or exclusion

22

We also ran the model using a cubic functional form for the county-specific time trend, but don’t show the results
for simplicity, as they are very similar to the quadratic functional form model.
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of the county-specific time trend is reassuring, but not surprising in light of the more consistent
trends observed across counties in these measures.
For property crimes, we see no effect from adopting dispensaries in the model excluding
county-specific time trends. However, the model incorporating a linear trend shows a 5.1%
statistically significant drop in reported property offenses during the years in which counties
allowed for dispensaries, while the quadratic specifications shows a 6.3% decrease that is
statistically significant. Further decomposing these results, Table 3 shows that the effect on
property crime appears to be driven by a decrease in thefts.
Only a brief discussion of the other covariates is warranted. As previously mentioned, due
to very lax regulations on cultivation, the variable for cultivation regulations only measures
whether there were any explicit limits set by a county. While Table 2 does show a sharp drop in
violent crime of almost 10% in counties that didn’t restrict cultivation, when county-specific trends
are not included, this relationship becomes insignificant with the inclusion of time trends. The
effects from the other covariates included in the model are difficult to interpret due to limited
variation once the fixed effects and time trends are controlled for. 23
Table 4 shows results for the effects on variables that may be informative with regards to
marijuana (mis)use. We see a very strong and robust effect on DUI arrests, as adopting dispensary
laws was associated with at least a statistically significant 7.7% increase in DUI arrests. 24 This
effect increases when county-specific time trends are included in the model, with the preferred
specification indicating a significant increase in DUIs of 9.1%. As DUIs in California (at least
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Supplemental analyses not shown here reveal that nearly all of the variation in our other descriptors (more than
90%), with the notable exception of unemployment, can be captured by fixed effects and county-specific time
trends.
24
While the increase in DUIs may be a result of changes in enforcement in counties that allowed for dispensaries, it
is unlikely that there is a high correlation between the timing of dispensary laws and changes in DUI enforcement.
Many factors impact enforcement, and cultivation of marijuana was allowed in almost all counties well before
dispensaries opened (Williams and Bretteville-Jensen 2014).
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during the study period) apply to any substance use, this increase may have been a result of more
marijuana-impaired driving arrests. This is equivalent to 65 more DUI arrests per 100,000 residents
on average per year, 25 as a result of dispensaries. Arrests for felony and misdemeanor marijuana
arrests are noisy due to important changes across the state that led to an overall large drop in both
types of arrests statewide. Our results demonstrate a significant increase in misdemeanor arrests
with our preferred specification, though, which does reinforce the evidence of possible increases
in marijuana misuse.
The event study analysis results, demonstrated in the panels in Figure 3 where the graphs
show the effect of each individual year relative to the passage of a law, can help in interpreting the
results described above. Note that the sample is not perfectly balanced; many counties adopted
dispensary laws later in the sample period so they did not have as many years of post-treatment
observations. The tails in the figures below, the values -3 and 4 on the x-axis, represent dummy
variables that incorporate all the years before or after, respectively, relative to the year of adoption
(0 value on the x-axis).
Panels A of Figure 3 show that for overall violent crime, the failure to observe an effect is
not due to a violation of the parallel trends assumption. The effect sizes of for violent crime
consistently include 0 in both the pre- and post-policy periods and do not demonstrate any clear
trends. Panels B, C, and D, on the other hand, demonstrate pre-existing trends for property crime
and DUI and misdemeanor marijuana arrests. Moreover, it appears from the left tail of the figures
that, historically, counties that adopt dispensary laws have higher property crime rates and lower
DUI and misdemeanor arrests than non-adopting counties, and that regression towards the mean
was occurring before dispensaries were allowed. Possible policy endogeneity makes it difficult to
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We took the average across non-adopting years for counties that would eventually adopt dispensaries for this
calculation because counties that adopted dispensary laws had lower DUIs on average (see Figure 2).
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measure the magnitude of any possible overall and dynamic effects, though the trends continuing
past zero, even if not significant, point to the significant effects shown in Table 2.
4.2 Sensitivity Checks
In this section, we show the results from a variety of sensitivity checks that account for
limitations to our main analysis. Each row in Table 5 shows the coefficient for the “allows
dispensary” variable of a different analysis, with regressions run for property and violent crime, as
well as DUIs, presented in the columns. We show these three outcomes because our main analysis
has not demonstrated any significant effects on specific types of these crimes, with the exception
of theft, which seems to track the property crime variable. 2627
The results for our first sensitivity check, shown in the first row of Table 5, represent the
average effect of allowing dispensaries when variables are measured at the police-agency
jurisdiction level. We see that the coefficient magnitudes are similar to those of the main analysis,
even though the DUI arrests and property crime variables are no longer significant. This may occur
because our new unit of analysis is smaller, leading to more variation from year to year and noisier
data. Overall, these results do not contradict those of the main analysis.
In the next two rows, we check for whether how we define the treatment variable changes
our findings. “Unincorporated County” means that we identify the treatment based only on the
county (i.e unincorporated part of the county) law even if a city exists within the county with a
different law, and “City Always” defines a variable that uses the city law (if available) to identify
treatment regardless of whether the unincorporated population is larger. The following row shows
the results of a model allowing for the treatment variable to be a fraction if an ordinance was passed
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We also ran these models on theft crimes and find similar results to those shown for property crime.
27 We use county-specific time trends instead of agency-specific because county rates should have smoother trends.
This decision has no impact on the results shown.
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after January of that year. The two rows labelled “No San Francisco” and “No Santa Clara” show
the results of analyses that exclude each of these counties. These two counties adopted dispensaries
very early on, even before the enactment of SB 420, which might indicate something unique about
them. 28 Moreover, given the changing trend in crime over our sample period, the timing of their
“post-intervention” may impact the results (even after adjusting for county-specific linear trends)
in addition to the higher leverage demonstrated by San Francisco due to it experiencing more years
of treatment. Finally, the last row presents the effects of dispensary laws when we restrict the
treatment sample to counties with laws for five or more years. All of these sensitivity checks point
to the same findings as our main analysis, indicating a significant increase in DUI arrests and
decrease in reported property crime offenses. While the analysis excluding San Francisco leads to
an insignificant coefficient for property crime, it is still negative and similar in magnitude to the
other models.
4. Discussion
California is experimenting with opening recreational marijuana retail stores, which will
make it the largest state (in population and size) to do so. Again, localities will get to decide where
and how many stores are allowed to open in each of their jurisdictions. Insights from the opening
of medical marijuana dispensaries may be useful for better understanding the likely impacts of
opening these recreational stores, and could serve to help police agencies and the courts and
correctional systems prepare.
This study improves upon the work conducted thus far evaluating the impact of retail
medical marijuana stores on crime. We use a novel longitudinal local ordinance database that
allows us to assess the extent to which types of violent, property, and substance abuse crime rates
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In fact, Santa Clara County is unique in that it stops allowing dispensaries to operate after 3 years and then adopts
a new ordinance allowing for dispensaries in 2011.
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are impacted over time with the decision by local jurisdictions to allow dispensaries to open.
Consideration of local variation within a state where substantial differences exist in allowances is
crucial but had been previously ignored in the literature. Moreover, by examining variation within
a single state, we can account for important statewide changes that are also important for driving
marijuana use and potentially crime, including rules related to cultivation and decriminalization.
Evidence from our statistical analysis of a quasi-experimental setting finds no impacts on
any type of violent crime, although counties adopting local ordinances did potentially experience
a small decrease in property crime and increase in DUI arrests. Due to evidence of pre-existing
trends, it is not possible to make a conclusive statement about the magnitude of these effects.
Our study is not without its own limitations, however. A clear problem is that our policy
indicator is not capturing the actual exposure to the law for the residents in a county, since cities
within counties can adopt conflicting ordinances. Our analysis at the police-agency level suggests
that, at the very least, we are not missing increases to reported crime due to incongruence in
treatment exposure. It also does not provide enough evidence to refute our findings of increases in
DUI arrests. Moreover, when we measure our treatment variable using two alternative methods,
we find similar results.
Second and relatedly, our study does not empirically assess the impact of having many
versus few dispensaries within a jurisdiction (i.e. the “intensive margin”). Studies focusing on
dispensary density and crime in the immediate vicinity, though, have not been much more
definitive, finding no effect on any crime (Kepple and Freisthler 2012), a negative relationship
with property crimes (Chang and Jacobson 2017), and small increases on property and violent
crimes in adjacent areas (Freisthler et al. 2016). We do know that within California, counties
differed substantially in their approach to dispensary allowances, with some jurisdictions
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significantly limiting the total number of dispensaries allowed from the beginning and others not
imposing any thresholds until much, much later. The lack of annual store-front data (pertaining to
density) makes it more difficult to interpret dynamic effects, as there is scant research on the length
of time we should expect for dispensary laws to be fully implemented within a jurisdiction and
whether there are threshold effects in terms of total number of open dispensaries. There is also
little to no information about delivery services, and laws associated with delivery services. The
impact of delivery services may cause property crimes to rise in areas outside of the immediate
vicinity of the dispensaries, thereby influencing property theft crimes in jurisdictions outside of
those choosing to adopt the policy.
Third, a significant limitation in all difference-in-difference analyses is that there is no
direct mechanism to test whether the treatment variable is correlated to an unobserved variable
that affects the outcome, leading to a violation of the parallel trends assumption. We performed an
event study analysis that did not refute our conclusions in the case of violent crimes, although there
was evidence of policy endogeneity for property crime and DUI arrests. Until the policy
endogeneity is explicitly addressed, the magnitude of the true effect on these outcomes cannot be
easily determined.
Our study appears to reinforce the conclusions from other studies that fail to find an
increase in the type of crime predicted by law enforcement. We find no effects on burglary,
robberies, or assaults, which are the types of crimes one would expect if dispensaries were prime
targets as a result of their holding large amounts of cash. It is important to note, though, that it may
merely be the case that crime is such a localized effect that there is too much variation even within
our treatment exposure aggregated to the city or county level (Hipp 2007). Pertaining to our
findings of potentially decreasing property crime rates, there is a theoretical reason for why

27

dispensary store-fronts may decrease crime. Dispensaries may open in otherwise desolate areas,
creating foot traffic, or “eyes on the street,” that makes these areas safer (Chang and Jacobson
2017).
We do find some interesting preliminary results with respect to the relationship between
dispensaries and DUIs. Anderson, Hanson, and Rees (2013) find that MMLs in Colorado led to a
substitution away from alcohol use, but the potential positive relationship between dispensaries
and DUI arrests we find in our analysis suggests that either increases in marijuana-impaired driving
exceeded reductions in alcohol impaired driving (a hypothesis we find highly unlikely) or that the
opening of dispensaries induced use of both substances among those who were willing to drive
impaired (more likely). The latter interpretation would have important ramifications for crime
rates, given the known association between using alcohol together with other illicit substances and
violent behavior (Office of National Drug Control Policy 2013). It is possible that our null results
mask an increase in violent crime due to concurrent use of marijuana and alcohol, which is being
offset by other mechanisms such as a decrease in pharmacological crimes due to an increase in
marijuana use alone.
As we can only measure an aggregate effect, future research should attempt to tease out
the effects on crime due to different mechanisms and actions of local actors. While some attributes
of dispensaries may have led to a reduction in crime compared to the status quo, other aspects may
have promoted crime. Moreover, the effect on crime rates will depend on other actions taken on
by the local policymakers, dispensary owners, and law enforcement. For example, dispensaries
may have adopted home delivery methods, which would reduce the potential number of victims
near dispensaries. There may have also been specific actions taken by police that prevented an
increase in crime rates, and these should be identified. Further research that identifies elements of
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MMLs along with more specific aspects of implementation can help policymakers respond with
actions that address crime-promoting aspects of allowing for retail dispensaries.
Our findings indicate that policymakers should be careful in how they regulate the presence
of dispensaries, while not jumping to the conclusion that dispensaries are clearly crime generating
hot-spots. Similarly, while police are right to be wary about potential crime effects from the
introduction of cash-dependent businesses, our results demonstrate that current policy has not led
to a wave in crime (even if this may be due to actual police practices). Our findings suggest that it
is possible to regulate these markets and find a common ground between safety and access to
medical marijuana. Natural experiments like the one being undertaken in California will only
further help researchers better understand exactly how to find this ideal common ground.
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6. Figures
Figure 1: Number of Counties that Allow Medical Marijuana Dispensaries, by Year
20
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Note: This figure represents the method of using a county’s ordinance unless there is a city in the
county that has the largest share of the population in the county.
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Figure 2: Crime Rates per 100,000 residents, by Whether County Ever Allows Dispensaries
Panel A: Total Violent

Panel B: Total Property
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Panel C: DUI Arrests

Notes: The dashed line represents the counties that ever allow dispensaries in the sample period.
The solid line represents counties that up until the end of the sample period, had never allowed
dispensaries. The vertical lines represent the years 2004 and 2009 because these were important
transition years.
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Figure 3: Event Study

Notes: “Year 0,” indicating year when policy adopted, is omitted from the regression to provide
an excluded category. Counties never adopting a law have a 0 for all indicator variables. Dummy
variables for 3+ years pre- and 4+ years post-intervention are represented by -3 and 4, respectively.
Regressions also include the covariates from the model described in Section 3.2. An indicator
variable in the model controls for county-year observations for periods after an adopting county
no longer allows for dispensaries.
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7. Tables
Table 1: Summary Statistics
Mean
All Violent Crime Rate

Standard Deviation

433.3

156.3

Homicide Crime Rate

4.3

2.2

Robbery Crime Rate

85.7

82.7

Assault Crime Rate

312.7

109.3

All Property Crime Rate

2,866.1

Burglary Crime Rate

735.8

Theft Crime Rate

1,768.1

Motor Vehicle Theft Crime Rate
DUI Arrests
Felony Marijuana Arrests
Misdemeanor Marijuana Arrests
Alcohol Outlet Density

980.0
225.8
695.8

362.3

219.1

749.4

346.1

59.5

61.0

140.6

110.7

32.4

27.6

Per Capita Income

34,852.5

11,069.5

Unemployment Rate

9.0

3.1

Population Density

659.1

2,298.9

All rates are calculated per 100,000 residents. Alcohol outlet density is calculated as the number of outlets per 10,000
people in the county. Population density is calculated as the number of people per square mile of land area in the
county. All violent crime rate includes rape crimes even though we do not study the effect on rape crimes alone.
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Table 2: Effect of Allowing Dispensaries on Violent and Property Crime Rates

Allows
Dispensaries
Cultivation-No
Limits
Alcohol Outlet
Density
Post
Reforms

CJ

Population
Density
Per
Capita
Income
Unemployment
Rate
2

R
Countyspecific trends

(1)

Violent Offenses
(2)

(3)

(4)

Property Offenses
(5)

(6)

0.006

-0.020

-0.013

0.008

-0.051

-0.063*

(0.065)

(0.071)

(0.064)

(0.029)

(0.025)

(0.019)

-0.096

-0.047

-0.048

-0.044

-0.056

-0.049

(0.043)

(0.054)

(0.055)

(0.037)

(0.038)

(0.037)

-0.000

-0.000

0.000

0.001

-0.000

-0.000

(0.001)

(0.002)

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.001)

-0.137*

-0.154**

-0.151**

0.081*

0.084*

0.072*

(0.042)

(0.044)

(0.043)

(0.026)

(0.025)

(0.026)

-0.871

1.495

1.161

-0.072

0.912

1.591**

(0.432)

(1.292)

(0.894)

(0.197)

(0.630)

(0.416)

-0.300

0.043

-0.139

-0.209

-0.122

-0.026

(0.364)

(0.267)

(0.301)

(0.296)

(0.182)

(0.158)

0.003

0.004

0.006

0.002

0.001

0.004

(0.005)

(0.004)

(0.004)

(0.003)

(0.003)

(0.003)

0.22
None

0.43
Linear

0.41
Quadratic

0.52
None

0.66
Linear

0.67
Quadratic

+ p<0.0167; * p<0.0083; ** p<0.00167 (p-values are adjusted for multiple testing using the Bonferroni adjustment for 6 tests)
Outcome variable is in log scale of the per/100,000 population. All models include county fixed effects and a continuous time trend (including 2nd order term). Standard
errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering within counties. The county ordinance is based on the ordinance of the major city when that city has a population greater
than 200,000 and a population greater than the unincorporated area. Each regression has 1,044 observations and covers the period from 1997-2014.
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Table 3: Effect from Allowing Dispensaries, by Crime Type

Allows Dispensaries
Cultivation-No Limits
Alcohol Outlet Density
Post CJ Reforms
Population Density
Per Capita Income
Unemployment Rate
2

R

Homicide
(1)

Robbery
(2)

Assault
(3)

Burglary
(4)

Theft
(5)

MV Theft
(6)

0.249

0.299

-0.047

-0.016

-0.060*

-0.098

(0.185)

(0.247)

(0.077)

(0.026)

(0.029)

(0.075)

-0.449

-0.064

-0.027

-0.033

-0.078+

-0.081

(0.330)

(0.167)

(0.063)

(0.045)

(0.041)

(0.121)

-0.016

-0.001

-0.000

0.000

-0.000

-0.004

(0.013)

(0.002)

(0.002)

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.004)

0.129

-0.090

-0.134*

0.002

0.104**

0.263

(0.292)

(0.180)

(0.054)

(0.035)

(0.031)

(0.176)

6.447

8.287+

1.681

-0.650

1.176*

-2.146

(4.161)

(4.306)

(1.501)

(0.829)

(0.508)

(3.986)

-0.263

-1.616

-0.045

0.016

-0.282

0.120

(3.372)

(1.061)

(0.298)

(0.221)

(0.258)

(1.274)

-0.001

-0.006

0.003

0.012**

-0.002

0.001

(0.050)

(0.020)

(0.005)

(0.004)

(0.003)

(0.020)

0.08

0.11

0.46

0.51

0.64

0.09

+ p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01
Outcome variable is in log scale of the per/100,000 population. All models include county-specific linear time trends, as well as fixed effects and a continuous time trend
(including 2nd order term). Standard errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering within counties. The county ordinance is based on the ordinance of the major city
when that city has a population greater than 200,000 and a population greater than the unincorporated area. Years since adoption is calculated from January of the first year
dispensaries were explicitly allowed. Each regression has 1,044 observations and covers the period from 1997-2014.
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Table 4: Effect of Allowing Dispensaries on Marijuana-Related Arrests

Allows
Dispensaries
Cultivation-No
Limits
Alcohol Outlet
Density
Post
Reforms

CJ

Population
Density
Per
Capita
Income
Unemployment
Rate
2

R
Countyspecific trends

(1)

DUI
Arrests
(2)

(4)

Felony
Marijuana
(5)

(7)

Misdemeanor
Marijuana
(8)

(3)

(6)

(9)

0.077*

0.091*

0.088**

-0.022

-0.015

-0.049

0.087

0.215

0.125

(0.024)

(0.026)

(0.025)

(0.092)

(0.083)

(0.084)

(0.120)

(0.106)

(0.080)

0.034

0.070

0.085

-0.113

-0.135

-0.090

-0.383

-0.241

-0.095

(0.032)

(0.039)

(0.038)

(0.106)

(0.100)

(0.092)

(0.174)

(0.133)

(0.098)

0.001

0.001

0.000

0.002

-0.000

0.001

0.003

-0.002

-0.003

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.001)

(0.004)

(0.003)

(0.002)

(0.003)

(0.002)

(0.003)

0.198**

0.195**

-0.204**

0.337**

-0.434**

-0.429**

1.628**

-1.666**

-1.714**

(0.030)

(0.032)

(0.033)

(0.061)

(0.089)

(0.102)

(0.163)

(0.187)

(0.161)

-0.657*

-1.715

-1.701**

-0.064

-5.463

-1.413

2.343

-0.341

-2.521

(0.226)

(0.817)

(0.463)

(0.622)

(2.955)

(1.560)

(1.217)

(1.704)

(1.522)

-0.177

-0.151

0.042

1.075

2.611

2.608

-3.052

-2.206

-0.679

(0.146)

(0.206)

(0.231)

(0.785)

(1.570)

(1.773)

(2.784)

(2.377)

(1.599)

-0.003

-0.003

-0.002

0.033

0.053*

0.048

-0.010

-0.001

0.003

(0.004)

(0.005)

(0.005)

(0.014)

(0.018)

(0.019)

(0.018)

(0.019)

(0.015)

0.47
None

0.58
Linear

0.57
Quadratic

0.03
None

0.16
Linear

0.15
Quadratic

0.55
None

0.66
Linear

0.68
Quadratic

+ p<0.0111; * p<0.0055; ** p<0.0011 (p-values are adjusted for multiple testing using the Bonferroni adjustment for 9 tests)
Outcome variable is in log scale of the per/100,000 population. All models include county fixed effects and a continuous time trend (including 2nd order term). Standard
errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering within counties. The county ordinance is based on the ordinance of the major city when that city has a population greater
than 200,000 and a population greater than the unincorporated area. Each regression has 1,044 observations and covers the period from 1997-2014.
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Table 5: Sensitivity Checks

City Agencies
Unincorporated County
City Always
Partial Year
Removing San Francisco
Removing Santa Clara
Only Counties 5+ years

Violent Offenses
(1)

Property Offenses
(2)

DUI Arrests
(3)

-0.036

-0.042

0.160

(0.067)

(0.026)

(0.145)

-0.027

-0.068+

0.056

(0.085)

(0.031)

(0.038)

-0.034

-0.054

0.090**

(0.075)

(0.026)

(0.028)

-0.022

-0.052

0.099**

(0.088)

(0.031)

(0.030)

-0.008

-0.036

0.097**

(0.074)

(0.022)

(0.027)

-0.033

-0.059

0.087*

(0.081)

(0.028)

(0.030)

-0.170+

-0.088

0.089

(0.069)

(0.044)

(0.041)

+ p<0.0333; * p<0.0067; ** p<0.0033 (p-values are adjusted for multiple testing using the Bonferroni adjustment for 3 tests)
City Agencies refers to using city agency crime rates and laws. Unincorporated County refers to analysis using laws according to county, even when larger cities exist. City
Always refers to analysis always choosing law applicable to city within county if available. Partial Year refers to using fractions for treatment variable, in case a law was
passed after January. Removing San Francisco, Removing Alameda, and Removing Santa Clara refers to excluding each of these counties, individually, from the analysis.
Only Counties 5+ Years refers to analysis with sample of non-adopters and counties that had law in place 5+ years.
Outcome variable is in log scale of the per/100,000 population. All models include county fixed effects, a continuous time trend (including 2nd order term), and countyspecific linear time trends. Standard errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering within counties. Each regression (except City Agencies) has 1,044 observations and
covers the period from 1997-2014
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Illinois residents could see their home values increase if the state legalizes
recreational marijuana, and the bump could come as soon as a law is passed.
A recent study from Clever Real Estate, a St. Louis-based platform that matches
homebuyers with agents, found the prospect of new cannabis industry jobs brings
residents to town, driving up home values in cities that allow recreational
marijuana dispensaries.
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Though some experts doubt the connection, Chicago-area real estate agents say
buyers are starting to view dispensaries as a convenient amenity that could boost
property values.
“If this thing goes through, you’re going to be throwing gasoline on a fire,” said
Gary Hall, a real estate agent with RE/MAX Central in Roselle. “You’re going to
improve the whole market in Chicagoland and throughout the state.”
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But A Minute Later This H...
Read on to nd out what happened when this man
introduced his wife to two wild gorillas he raised as
babies. Things didn’t exactly go as...
SEE MORE
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Illinois lawmakers introduced a bill earlier this month that would legalize
recreational use of cannabis. If the bill is passed by the end of May, as the sponsors
hope, recreational weed could be for sale Jan. 1. However, the bill faces opposition,
and it could undergo multiple changes before passing.
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Not too long ago, a marijuana supplier was a drug dealer. Now it's a 'creditworthy tenant,' as
Chicago weed companies grow.
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States that legalize recreational marijuana have seen an immediate uptick in home
values even before dispensaries open, according to Clever’s report. The study
analyzed housing data from Zillow and controlled for population and initial
housing prices.

Cities with recreational dispensaries saw home values increase almost $23,000
more over the past five years than cities where pot was illegal. Medical dispensaries
did not have the same effect, the study found.
Hall, who focuses on the north and northwest parts of the city and suburbs, said
his clients started inquiring about marijuana dispensaries a few years go.
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Nowadays, homebuyers’ desires for their neighborhoods extend beyond good
schools and restaurants within walking distance, Hall said. He has had people
looking for nearby hookah lounges, Starbucks and spas, and increasingly,
dispensaries.
“People are into convenience right now,” Hall said. “In our service-oriented,
consumer-based society, this is going to be another widget they’re going to want to
have conveniently located.”

[Most read] Woman, 23, plunges 40 feet from Soldier Field upper level in
accidental fall after Gold Cup final »
A 2018 study from Libertarian think tank Cato Institute looked at the effect on
housing prices when marijuana dispensaries in Denver converted from medical to
recreational use. Homes within one-tenth of a mile of those converted dispensaries
increased in value, according to the study. That could be because of increased
housing demand driven by marijuana job growth, decreased crime rates or other
amenities that located near the dispensaries, the study said.
But it also warned that the research was hyperlocal, and could not necessarily be
applied to other cities.

Not everyone believes that dispensaries could boost housing prices. Sara
McMurray, a real estate agent with Exp Realty who focuses on lakefront properties
in several Chicago neighborhoods, said she’s never had a client ask about legal
marijuana or dispensaries.
Even if recreational weed shops are linked to higher housing prices, Skylar Olsen,
director of economic research at Zillow, said she doesn’t think the dispensaries are
causing the increases.
“I have a hard time believing you’re really picking up an amenity value through
these pot shops that’s not also just explained by something else that’s related, the
economic health of cities or whatever else that made that selection bias happen,”
Olsen said Still all the talk of recreational cannabis is giving some homebuyers
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Olsen said. Still, all the talk of recreational cannabis is giving some homebuyers
hope that future marijuana revenues could one day help offset property tax
increases, said Leigh Marcus, a real estate agent with @properties.

[Most read] As the Bulls lose to the Cavs in summer league, trade interest in
Kris Dunn shows a pulse »
“That’s where the conversation sometimes turns to, well, maybe this is one of the
things that could help,” he said.
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As weed goes legit, '4/20 has become like a Black Friday kind of holiday' — Chicago's April
20 marijuana fest surging
AP R 16 , 20 1 9
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Experts often warn that the money brought in through marijuana sales rarely ends
up being the silver bullet for which people hope. As the bill is written, 35 percent of
tax revenue generated from marijuana sales will go to the state’s general revenue
fund; 25 percent for community reinvestment; 20 percent for mental health and
substance abuse treatment; 10 percent for the state’s unpaid bills; 8 percent for law
enforcement training grants; and 2 percent for public drug education.
The bill would initially give each of the state’s current 55 medical cannabis
dispensaries the option to also sell recreational marijuana. It also would allow
current dispensary operators to apply for a license to open a second dispensary.
The state could then issue additional licenses as the program matures.
Municipalities will be able to ban retail stores for the first year of the program, and
after that, any ban would have to come through voter referendum.
Clients who live near medical marijuana dispensaries say the retailers are good
neighbors, said Nick Libert, CEO and owner of Chicago-based Exit Strategy Realty.
He said having a legal marijuana industry could be a financial positive for the state,
and help improve crime levels — both outcomes that can benefit property values.
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“It is, in a lot of ways then, a no-brainer,” he said.
amarotti@chicagotribune.com
Twitter @AllyMarotti

Topics: Libertarian Party, Medical Marijuana

Ally Marotti
Ally Marotti is a business reporter at the Tribune, covering technology and the business of
marijuana. She writes about how the tech industry influences the city's economy, how
technology affects consumers, and the swiftly expanding cannabis industry. Ally was born and
raised in Ohio, and graduated from Ohio State University.
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Pot Report
Highs and lows in the wake of legalization.
By Allen Best
Eu ora operates in an upscale neighborhood of Aurora, Colorado's third-largest city, selling goods that
would be illegal in most other states. Customers must be 21, but no doctor's prescription is required to
buy the marijuana or, more precisely, the psychoactive constituent tetrahydrocannabinol.
You can buy the THC in beverages, chocolate bars, hard candies, tinctures, and balms. There's also
hashish and concentrate, the latter in the form of oil, wax, and shatter, which is 70 to 90 percent THC.
You "dab" this concentrate onto a hot surface to inhale the vapor. Budtenders say a little dab will do you.
Unlike the "nickel" bags of the 1960s and '70s, though, the contemporary products are explained in detail
and the content of THC calibrated in milligrams. Start low and go slow, signs advise shoppers.
More remarkable than Eu ora's goods is its location among a small sea of chain franchises on the edge of
the Southlands Lifestyle Center. Eu ora itself occupies a former bank building, tan and faux brick on the
exterior, an American ag ying overhead. Inside, except for the former bank vault, it looks like a
smartphone store.
Jars of cannabis sit on the tables. I stop to sniff the Pineapple Express. The adjoining tablet identi es it as
a "hard-hitting Sativa that provides an energetic high that tends to last." Scrolling down the tablet's
display, I am told I will be "happy, upli ed, energetic, euphoric and relaxed." Side effects? No mention of
murderous urges here, unlike the warnings of drug crusaders who persuaded Congress to launch the U.S.
war on drugs in 1937; what I could expect from Pineapple Express was only "dry mouth and dry eyes."
Then I start to wonder: Might a purchase of Black Bubba, Jilly Bean, or some other product discovered
while researching this story be considered a business-related expense? [Editor's note: Nice try, Allen.]

https://www.planning.org/planning/2015/jul/potreport.htm

1/8

7/8/2019

Pot Report

Upright nation
In fact, the U.S. government still classi es cannabis as a controlled substance, its sale or possession
punishable by extended prison sentences. Federal drug agents have le Colorado alone since 55 percent
of Colorado voters approved a constitutional amendment in November 2012 to legalize the production,
sale, and use of the drug.
Re ecting the federal stance, nancial institutions involved in the federal banking system — virtually all
of them are — steer clear of marijuana. Banks won't loan money for start-up ventures or property
purchases, nor will they accommodate checks or credit card transactions overtly identi ed with the
cannabis trade.
Legislation has been introduced in Congress to provide a path for cannabis to enter the nancial
mainstream. "The federal government can't keep an eye on business practices if they are forcing them
of ine and underground," says Rep. Denny Heck (D-Wash.), cosponsor of a bill introduced in April. It
may not even get a committee hearing, though, says Taylor West, deputy director of the National
Cannabis Industry Association. "But we do feel the forward progress even as we ght with the process."
Without access to the federal banking system, the 364 other stores across Colorado licensed to sell
recreational marijuana as of April 30 have either shielded their income from banks or operate in a cashonly economy. You see lots of ATMs.
Both Colorado and Washington State voters approved recreational or "retail" sales in 2012. Washington's
sales began in July 2014, six months a er Colorado's.
"We were starting ... from scratch," says Brennon Staley, the planner in Seattle's Department of Planning
and Development who chie y works on marijuana issues. Complicated regulations have made it dif cult
for pot entrepreneurs to nd locations, he adds. Seattle, like Denver, has led the rest of the state. It has
100 dispensaries, of which 90 were previously medical dispensaries.
Voters in Alaska and Oregon last year also approved production, sales, and consumption of recreational
cannabis. In Alaska, smoking, growing, and owning small amounts of marijuana became legal in
February. State regulators are dra ing rules at the moment; no applications for business licenses will be
accepted until February 2016.
Washington, D.C., voters authorized a different format, called "grow and give." Sales are not allowed. D.C.
residents will be allowed to grow a limited number of plants, possess a limited amount, and give away
what they can't use. Mark Kleiman, a professor of public policy at the University of California, Los
Angeles, argues that this and other alternative models should be examined.
"The path already laid out by Colorado and Washington State is the obvious one," he wrote in an essay
posted on Slate last November. "Since alcohol is the only intoxicating and sometimes habit-forming drug
now legally available without a prescription, the alcohol system — regulated [for] for-pro t commerce —
seems like the natural model to adopt when legalizing another intoxicating and sometimes habit-forming
drug. But are we really satis ed with the results of the current alcohol system?"
Legalization proponents point to rising support for legalization re ected in polls. A Pew Research Center
poll conducted in March found 53 percent of Americans supporting full legalization, and a Fox News poll
in April reported 51 percent. This compares with just 12 percent in 1969, says Keith Stroup, a lawyer who
https://www.planning.org/planning/2015/jul/potreport.htm
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founded the advocacy group NORML in 1969.
Ballot initiatives proposing to legalize cannabis are being readied in Arizona, California, Nevada, Maine,
and Massachusetts, which are among the 23 states, plus Washington, D.C., that allow cannabis sales for
medicinal purposes. "If California legalizes it, it's over," says Russ Belville, who does a daily two-hour
show on 420 Radio, which calls itself the NPR of THC.

Seeking answers
Colorado Gov. John Hickenlooper famously called marijuana legalization the great social experiment of
the 21st century. Little outwardly has changed in Colorado, though. Tourists still come, and they don't see
people standing on street corners vaping on pipes. Crime rates are stable. There have been rough edges,
but for the most part, the experiment has gone better in the early stages than many expected. However,
the core question that has been asked since the 1970s remains to be answered: Will legalized use of a
drug cause more public health problems than it solves?
A er voter approval in 2012, Hickenlooper appointed a task force that took just two months to create a
300-page road map for legislators to consider in regulation of cultivation facilities, product
manufacturers, and retail testing centers. There are still some issues.
Ron Kammerzell, senior director of the Colorado Department of Revenue's Division of Enforcement, says
legalized marijuana remains divisive but that disagreements about rule making "o en lead us to better
public policy."
Particularly divisive, he says, has been the debate about how to keep cannabis products away from
children. A report issued by the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment in January
agged a "three-fold increase" in hospitalization rates for children with possible marijuana exposure
during the six months of legalization. But the data behind that statement was slim.
Rough edges
Another sore point has been packaging of edibles. Somewhat surprisingly, about 40 percent of all THC
has been sold in the form of edibles. New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd didn't get hospitalized,
but she famously wrote about her night curled on a hotel bed in downtown Denver, unable to move, a er
overindulging her mood-altering sweet tooth during the rst weeks of legalized sales.
Dowd wasn't alone. With up to 100 mg per serving, some early customers wolfed down a whole cookie.
Others, ingesting one portion and feeling no effect, would take another and then another. Compared to
smoking, the effects of edibles ingestion are delayed but no less powerful.
Now, packages are better marked and portions clearly divided, with no more than 10 mg per portion.
New rules that went into effect in October require individual packaging of edible marijuana products in a
child-resistant container that is child-resistant for multiple openings. Retailers have also gotten more
careful, with trade groups stressing the start-low and go-slow approach.
Pets, too, are occasionally getting addled. Mountain towns have had reports of dogs dazed a er nding
edibles or, in one case, a THC-infused apple that had been used as a smoking device. Cats tend to be more
persnickety, say veterinarians.
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Tax revenues were a guess. The state projected $70 million for 2014 but realized $63.4 million. Of that,
$52.6 was for recreational cannabis and the remaining $10.8 million for medical. Of this, $17 million was
allocated to school capital construction projects, as the constitutional amendment dictated, with the
balance going into the state's general treasury or returned to local governments. Many local governments
also enacted sales taxes.
Kammerzell says a key lesson from Colorado is to leave plenty of time to adopt rules. "It will be a lot
harder, it will cost a lot more, and it will take a lot more time than you think it will," he says, adding that
Colorado of cials tell their counterparts from other states and nations to "make sure you have the
nancial resources to build a regulatory framework in the proper way."

Local scene
Local governments can set other rules, including locations and operating hours. In metropolitan Denver,
stores close somewhere between 7 p.m. and midnight, depending on the jurisdiction. They also have the
option of just saying no. Two-thirds of county governments took that route. Among municipalities, 53
allowed and 181 prohibited or had moratoria in place as of December 2014, according to Knowledge Now,
a newsletter of the Colorado Municipal League.
"Not every city or town has the resources to support this industry, and not all of them want to support this
industry," says Rachel Allen, staff attorney for the Colorado Municipal League.
Denver opened the gate widely and quickly, treating marijuana like alcohol and letting the free market
determine the number of sales outlets. As of April 1, Denver had 103 of Colorado's 356 cannabis retail
stores. It also had 198 of the state's 500-plus medical dispensaries, according to state Department of
Revenue sources. Denver has more cannabis outlets and dispensaries than McDonald's and Starbucks
stores combined.
Early on, some business leaders warned that legalization would drive off visitors. The fears appear
unfounded. Still, the mountain town of Breckenridge last winter booted a cannabis dispensary off its
Victorian-themed Main Street for fear of sullying the town's family-friendly image. Visitors intent on
securing a stash need go just a short distance to the town's "green-light district," where they can nd a
string of cannabis shops amid the likes of a Cross t gym, a woodworking shop, and an auto-repair
business.
Cannabis shops get plenty of business. A study conducted a er the rst winter of sales found that out-ofstate visitors made up 90 percent of recreational sales in mountain resort communities and nearly 50
percent in metropolitan Denver.
In Aurora, elected of cials steered a middle course. They waited to see the evidence from Denver and
other pioneering cities before allowing up to 24 dispensaries in a slow rollout, divided evenly among the
city's six council wards. Rather than delegate to any one department, city of cials chose to create an
interdisciplinary team from ve departments. Kim Kreimeyer, a senior planner, represents the planning
department.
Aurora, says Kreimeyer, required dispensaries to stay beyond 1,000 feet of a school and 500 feet of a
hospital or any inpatient treatment center. Stores must be at least 300 feet from residential and openspace zones. That doesn't leave all that much space, but dispensaries can be next to one another, if they
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wish.
In fact, dispensaries have brightened Aurora's streetscapes. The Green Solution, a chain retailer, opened
in early April in a former McDonald's that had been empty for several years. Now, the site is dressed up,
and inside, it's like a well-lit jewelry store, the goods kept behind glass cases except for gi items such as
a marijuana-themed clocks, jigsaw puzzles, T-shirts, and caps.
But the federal prohibition remains a sticking point along Colfax Avenue, Aurora's original main street.
An overlay district speci es higher design standards, and other businesses bene t from federal
community development block grant assistance to meet them. Marijuana retailers aren't eligible.
"They're kind of le holding the bag, if you will, because the city applies the regulations to all
applications and can't waive requirements for the cannabis businesses," says Kreimeyer.
But in one key respect, all the cannabis stores differ from liquor, shoe, or most every other store: All are
required by state regulations to have maximum security.
Growing it
Grow operations are legal in Colorado. The marijuana plants are almost entirely grown inside buildings
under intense lights in tightly controlled environments. In Denver, grow operations of up to 100,000
square feet are not uncommon, and there are rumors of a one-million-square-foot grow operation being
planned.
The power needs are enormous. Gabriel Romero, a spokesman for Xcel Energy, the largest single
supplier in Colorado, says the industry uses 150 to 200 gigawatt-hours per year of electricity.
Touring a small grow operation one night in February, I could understand why. Inside a 7,300-square-foot
building on Denver's east side, half the space was devoted to round-the-clock cannabis cultivation under
high-pressure sodium lights. This generates so much heat, even in mid-winter, that air conditioning must
also be employed, as the plants grow best at 70 to 76 degrees, explained Bruys Henderson, our guide.
This creates a tremendous electrical demand, with a bill of up to $15,000 per month. One of Henderson's
jobs is to gure out how to reduce that demand, which he is trying to do with LED lighting.
But in some jurisdictions, smell has been a major issue. What to one person is a slightly sweet, skunky
aroma of owering cannabis plants is all skunk to someone else.
Odor has been among the issues elded by Joan Armstrong, the director of the Pueblo County
Department of Planning and Development. Located two hours south of Denver, the county has an
economy based on a steel mill, retirees drawn by cheap land, and agriculture. Hot weather and plentiful
sunshine allow production of chili peppers — and now cannabis. Controversy has followed. "Every
hearing is a mini-forum," says Armstrong. "People are getting on their soapboxes."
But farther south, sparsely populated Huerfano County has welcomed grow operations along the
Cucharas River to help restore an economy that has faltered since the last coal mines closed 60 years ago.
Steven B. Channel, the county's planner and code enforcement of cer, reports seven applications and
two approvals as of April. The county has approved no testing operations or retail sales, however. It is
leaving that to other jurisdictions.
Going legit?

A er nearly a year and a half of legalization in Colorado and a year in Washington State, many questions
linger. One is whether regulations and taxes have brought the former underground economy above
ground. Tax rates may hinder that. Colorado consumers can pay upward of 30 percent, when all state and
local taxes are included, on recreational cannabis. As a result, many state residents who were "medical"
users before have remained medical patients, simply to avoid the higher tax on recreational pot.
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Seattle's Staley sees a more complex calculus. "If everything — the tax issues, the regulatory burden, the
locational criteria — don't work together to create a legal market, then the black market will still thrive,"
he says. "It's not all lined up yet in Washington State."
There are also questions about public health impacts. Reviewing existing scienti c literature, Colorado's
Retail Marijuana Public Health Advisory Committee in January issued a report that found the risk of
motor vehicle crash doubles among drivers with recent marijuana uses, and that using alcohol and
marijuana together increases the risk of a motor vehicle crash more than using either substance alone.
Too, regular marijuana use by adolescents and young adults is associated with impaired learning,
memory, and math and reading achievement, even 28 days a er the previous use. The report also
pointed to the need to ll in myriad research gaps: "More research is needed on the potential therapeutic
bene ts of marijuana."
In the cannabis shops I visited, there was no residual skepticism. "An overdose is called a nap," one
budtender said with a smile. Another declared she would never use pain pills when she got older;
cannabis was nature's remedy.
Tim Byers, associate dean for public health practice at the Colorado School of Public Health, points out
that growers have been creating new strains that isolate cannabinoid with properties that produce
bene cial neurological effects without making people high. He wants to see more research, but adds that
the federal government doesn't make it easy. He describes "a bunch of hoops and various federal
permits."
"We need to get marijuana to not be a schedule 1-controlled drug, and we need to get the Drug
Enforcement Administration and the Food and Drug Administration to loosen up," he says.
Colorado legislators have appropriated $9 million for "objective scienti c research regarding the ef cacy
of marijuana and its component parts as part of medical treatment." The state Department of Public
Health and Environment has budgeted $6 million for marijuana-related education campaigns.
Do Colorado and Washington State really represent a step forward? Or do other models make more
sense? We now have several laboratories to examine those questions.

Allen Best is based in Denver, where he edits the e-zine Mountain Town News. He is a frequent
contributor to Planning.
Oregon Gets Ready

https://www.planning.org/planning/2015/jul/potreport.htm

6/8

7/8/2019

Pot Report

By Erick Mertz
When Oregon's Measure 91 passed the public vote by a 56–44 margin in November 2014, legalizing
marijuana for recreational use, it was yet another step in a national trend toward decriminalization. In
March, Tom Towslee, the acting director of communications for the Oregon Liquor Control Commission,
answered questions about the challenges facing state staff.

Q: How much did Oregon's proposed legalization copy Colorado's and other states'?
A: Like Oregon, Colorado had an existing medical marijuana program prior to the legalization of
recreational marijuana. For that reason, it has been a much better model for us as we move forward.
Of cials from the OLCC have been in touch with their counterparts in Colorado and Washington to learn
from their experiences and determine the best practices.

Q: How much of the existing medical marijuana legislation was carried over?
A: The ballot measure that legalized recreational marijuana in Oregon made it clear that the existing
medical marijuana program would remain separate and not fall under regulation by the OLCC. Also,
Oregon's medical marijuana program is largely unregulated, while the recreational marijuana program
will regulate marijuana from seed to sale.

Q: Explain some of the external pressures, perhaps from counties and municipalities, to form legislation
that takes their speci c needs into account.
A: The voter-approved measure that legalized recreational marijuana expressly prohibited local taxes on
marijuana. There are efforts by cities and counties in Oregon to li that ban and allow for local taxation.
That is something that the state legislature will need to sort out. The OLCC will begin writing rules based
on the law that exists today. If the law is changed then we will adapt accordingly.

Q: Legalized possession begins this month (July 2015); license application review will start next January.
How will the state planning agency use that time?
A: The OLCC will use that time in three ways. First and foremost is writing the rules necessary to
implement the new law by January 4, 2016, the deadline to begin accepting applications for commercial
recreational marijuana outlets and getting public input on those rules. Second will be an educational
campaign before the July 1, 2015, legalization date to help Oregonians understand what is legal under the
new law and what isn't. Third will be hiring the staff necessary to run the program and getting the
technology up and running.

Q: How much of your planning has been affected by the public's marijuana misconceptions? Is the state
looking at this as an informative opportunity?
A: Thanks in part to the existence of a medical marijuana program, Oregon has a well-established and
sophisticated marijuana industry that many Oregonians are already familiar with. The biggest challenge
facing the commission is to ensure that Oregonians understand what is allowed and what is not allowed
under the new recreational marijuana law.

Q: The state's call for applicants to a marijuana advisory committee closed in March. How will you
employ that board?
A: The Rules Advisory Committee is an integral part of the process. The committee will spend the time
between now and November writing the rules necessary to implement the new law and present them to
the commission for approval. What the agency learned during a public participation process that started
in January with a survey of Oregonians and included 11 listening sessions throughout the state will play a
key part in guiding the committee's work.
Erick Mertz is a writer originally from Portland, Oregon. His background is in case management and
working to effectively operate nonpro t organizations serving persons with mental health and
developmental disabilities.

RESOURCES
Images: With 40,000 square feet of cultivation space and two stores in Denver and Aurora, Medicine Man
Inc. is one of Colorado's largest marijuana dispensaries. Dubbed "the Costco of cannabis" by the media,
the company grows enough pot to fully stock both retail locations. Photos by Theo Stroomer.
"Planning for Marijuana: The Cannabis Conundrum," by Jeremy Németha and Eric Rossa, in JAPA,
Volume 80, Issue 1, 2014.
Brookings Institution's 4/20 blog series: www.brookings.edu/blogs/ xgov/series/420
(http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/ xgov/series/420).
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