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Marijuana has had little impact so far on various public health measures in states where it has
been legalized, according to a report from the Drug Policy Alliance released Thursday.

Three years after commercial marijuana markets first opened in Colorado and Washington,
the nonprofit organization, which favors marijuana legalization, acknowledges that it is “too
early to draw any line-in-the-sand conclusion about the effects of marijuana legalization.”

But in the DPA's reading, the preliminary numbers are encouraging: “so far, so good,” as the
report sums things up. The DPA report echoes the findings of a study by the libertarian Cato
Institute earlier this year.

Here's what the DPA report found:
1. Teen marijuana use is unchanged.

In both Colorado and Washington, state surveys have shown no significant change in marijuana
use among teens since voters passed legalization measures.

This is an important issue, as researchers generally agree that people who start using marijuana
in their teens are more likely to become dependent on the drug later in their lives, and may be
at higher risk of other physical and mental health problems related to marijuana use.

Opponents of legalization often point out that one highly regarded federal survey on drug use
shows that Colorado is No. 1 in the nation when it comes to teen marijuana use. But experts say
that the trend in that survey was in place long before Colorado voters legalized marijuana.
Experts also point out that the official state survey, which uses a much larger sample size than
the federal survey, indicates that Colorado teens are middle-of-the-pack on marijuana use
compared to teens in the rest of the nation.

“Preliminary data show that the legalization of marijuana has had little to no impact on the
overall rate of youth use of marijuana,” the DPA report concludes.
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2. Marijuana arrests are way down — but racial disparities remain.

“Arrests in all states and Washington, D.C. for the possession, cultivation and distribution of
marijuana have plummeted since voters legalized the adult use of marijuana,” the DPA finds,
citing official state and municipal numbers. The reduction in arrests is “saving those jurisdictions
millions of dollars and preventing the criminalization of thousands of people.”

In Colorado, marijuana arrests fell by nearly half from 2012 to 2014. Marijuana possession
charges in Washington state fell by a more dramatic 98 percent between 2012 and 2013.
Alaska, Oregon and D.C. show similar declines.

From a criminal justice standpoint, that's a significant development.

A report out yesterday from the ACLU and Human Rights Watch found that in a given year,
American police typically arrest more people for marijuana use than for all violent crimes
combined.

“By no longer arresting and prosecuting possession and other low-level marijuana offenses,
states are saving hundreds of millions of dollars,” the Drug Policy Alliance writes, citing the
$200 million spent on marijuana enforcement in Washington state between 2000 and 2010.
Still, the DPA notes that disparities in marijuana arrest rates between black and white citizens
remain, even after legalization: “While legalization substantially reduces the total number of
blacks and Latinos arrested for marijuana offenses, it does not eliminate the forces that
contributed to the disparity in the first place.”

3. Marijuana legalization appears to have had little impact on traffic fatalities.

“In Colorado and Washington the post-legalization traffic fatality rate has remained statistically
consistent with pre-legalization levels, is lower in each state than it was a decade prior, and is
lower than the national rate,” the DPA writes, citing federal traffic statistics through 2014.

More recent data through 2015 and 2016 analyzed by the Cato Institute yields similar
conclusions.

Opponents of legalization point out that while overall fatal crash rates are little changed, drivers
in fatal crashes are now more likely to test positive for marijuana in places like Washington.

But one challenge to these figures is that marijuana impairment can't be measured via blood
tests the same way alcohol impairment can: “it is difficult to establish a relationship between a
person's THC [the active psychoactive compound in marijuana] blood or plasma concentration
and performance impairing effects,” the National Highway Transit Safety Administration writes.

This is because the active compounds in marijuana are absorbed slowly into the body, and may
be detectable in blood samples long after impairment has passed. Post-legalization, if more
drivers are testing positive for marijuana that may simply “demonstrate an as-expected increase
in marijuana use by adults over 21 years of age in the states that have legalized,” according to the
Drug Policy Alliance.
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4. Tax revenues have gone up, but make up a small slice of state budgets overall.

By the second year of legalization, marijuana tax revenues exceeded projections in both
Colorado and Washington. In the most recent fiscal years, recreational marijuana brought in
$129 million in taxes in Colorado and $220 million in Washington.

“These revenues fund school construction, marijuana enforcement and general state needs,” the
DPA writes.

Relative to the overall size of the state budgets, these numbers aren't huge — they represent less
than 1 percent of total state expenditures in both cases.

5. Other effects

The Drug Policy Alliance report doesn't make note of other effects of legalization frequently
mentioned by marijuana opponents.

Rates of marijuana poisonings among small children in Colorado increased post-
legalization, although the overall numbers remain negligible: There were 47 marijuana-related
poison control center calls in Colorado in 2015, up from 25 in 2013.

The rate of adult emergency department visits for marijuana use also increased following
legalization. This was mostly attributable to more emergency department visits from tourists who
had come to the state and had a negative experience with marijuana.
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