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SAM promotes an evidence-based approach to 
marijuana policy that prioritizes public health

• SAM takes an evidence-based, scientific 
approach to marijuana policy that rejects 
the false dichotomy that we must either 
lock up marijuana users OR legalize pot

• We are non-partisan, and work with 
Democrats, Republicans, and independents

• Groups we have worked with include:
 American Society of Addiction Medicine
 American Academy of Pediatrics
 American Academy of Child and Adolescent 

Psychiatry
 Over 30 state affiliates
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We are living in 1918…
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Repeating History?
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The false dichotomy: 
“Legalization OR incarceration?”

vs

Icons:  Ddigital Innovation, FR; Iconathon; Edward Boatman (The Noun Project)



6©

Three separate issues that often get conflated

Penalizing drug 
users/ 

”decriminalization
”

Medicinal use of 
compounds 
derived from 

marijuana/other 
drugs

Legalization 
of marijuana 

or other 
drugs for 

“non-
medical” use

1 2 3
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Source: 
3CCannabis

Not This…
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…But This

ource:  Marijuana Business Journal; other open source media
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Pot use is strongly correlated with psychosis

Source: Andréasson et al Lancet, 1987 (left graphic); Arseneault et al  BMJ 2002 (right graphic)
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Causal Relationship between marijuana and 
mental illness
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Constellation Brands: $4B into Canopy
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Outline

• The Current Landscape

• Marijuana and Opioids

• Current Regulatory Failures

• A Way Forward

• Conclusions
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Is Legalization Inevitable?

OK
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Does the Public Support Marijuana Legalization?
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How You Ask the Question Is Key

• Most polls pose a binary question: 
legalization or criminalization

• The public equates decrim and 
legalization

• But there is a difference

• When you introduce additional options, 
the polling changes significantly
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Example: Marijuana Replacement Guidance

Question: Would you support or oppose enforcement of federal 
marijuana laws if it did not involve penalties for possession and use of 
small amounts of marijuana?

Support: 50% Oppose: 42% Undecided: 8%

National Poll, 1000 Registered Voters, Mason Dixon, Jan 10-13, 2018
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Example: Support for Legalization Dips Below 50% 
When Given Other Choices

Option Percentage

Keep the current policy: 16%

Keep the current policy, but legalize the use of marijuana for 
physician supervised medical use: 

29%

Decriminalize marijuana use by removing the possibility of jail time for 
possession and also allowing for medical marijuana, but keep the sale 
of marijuana illegal:

5%

Legalize the commercial production, use and sale of marijuana for 
recreational use, as they have done recently in several states:

49%

National Poll, 1000 Registered Voters, Mason Dixon, Jan 10-13, 2018

Question: Currently, possessing and using marijuana is against federal law. 
Which one of the following best describes your preference on national 
marijuana policy?

For full legalization: 49%
Prefer some other option: 50%
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Example: Support for Legalization Drops 20 Points

NY state poll, 600 voted in 2016 election, Emerson College (Nov 30-Dec 2, 2017)

Question: Do you think the use of marijuana should be made legal for adults 
aged 21 and older?

Yes: 60% No: 29% Unsure: 11%

Question: Knowing that personal marijuana possession is already 
decriminalized and medicalized in New York, which one of the following 
marijuana policies do you prefer?

Keep current policy: 26%
Keep medical, repeal decriminalization: 22%
Legalize marijuana: 40%
Repeal both, make marijuana completely illegal: 11%
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Midterms

• Democratic control of the House of 
Representatives would put more 
pressure on banking and anti-
enforcement amendments

• Pelosi’s son is on the board of a 
marijuana company

• Senate can block full descheduling, 
but there will be pressure for a 
compromise
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Federal Action

• We have our own proposal, shopping for 
sponsors

• Successfully blocked banking/other 
amendments

• Rohrabacher still in place, but only 
broadly applies in 9th Circuit

• President Trump still doesn’t like 
recreational weed
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What’s Happening in States

• No state has successfully 
commercialized recreational marijuana 
in 2017 or 2018

• Lawmakers are much more open to 
hearing the lessons of legalized states
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Priority States

HI

AK

SAM Rhode Island
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SAM Resources

• Cost Reports

• Science Advisory Board

• Communications Strategy

• Polling
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Why talk
POT

During 
an 

opiate 
epidemic

? 
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The Marijuana Industry Sees a Business Opportunity

https://media.jamanetwork.com/news-item/lower-opioid-overdose-death-rates-associated-with-state-medical-marijuana-laws/

https://media.jamanetwork.com/news-item/lower-opioid-overdose-death-rates-associated-with-state-medical-marijuana-laws/
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Lancet Study
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Lancet Conclusions

• No evidence that cannabis use improved 
patient outcomes; 

• Those who used cannabis had greater 
pain and lower self-efficacy in 
managing pain

• No evidence that cannabis use reduced 
pain interference or exerted an opioid-
sparing effect
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“Our findings disconfirm the 
hypothesis that a population-
level negative correlation 
between medical marijuana use 
and prescription drug harms 
occurs because medical 
marijuana users are less likely to 
use prescription drugs, either 
medically or 
nonmedically. Medical 
marijuana users should be a 
target population in efforts to 
combat nonmedical prescription 
drug use.”
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National Academy of Sciences report 
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And This…
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Current Regulatory Failures

• No Potency Caps

• Black Market (and Cartels)

• Increased Access for Minors

• Pesticides and Contaminants

• Recommended to Pregnant Women
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Marijuana is not “just a plant” anymore –
derivatives contain up to 99% THC 
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99% THC is already on sale in our country
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Product Innovation in Delivery Systems
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Old Initiation: free dabs
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New Initiation: Sophisticated Marketing Data

https://www.eaze.com/blog/posts/eaze-insights-2017-cannabis-data-report
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Gen Z highest users of concentrates

https://www.eaze.com/blog/posts/eaze-insights-2017-cannabis-data-report
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What about edibles/drinkables?

• Delay in effect encourages additional 
consumption (the first time)

• Additional consumption may result in an 
expensive visit to the ER

• THC metabolizes into 11-hydroxy THC 
in the stomach

• CBD metabolizes into THC in the 
stomach

• Much more psychoactive, much more 
dangerous mental health impacts
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The Black Market Has Gotten Worse
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“Legal” growers, illegal activity

“From my side, I have yet to see one 
(grow) that’s legit. The whole mantra 
for pro-marijuana legislation was that it 
would be legal, regulated and taxed. 
What you’re seeing here is none of 
that.” – Sheriff’s Deputy Ray Gerhart, El Paso County, CO

Colorado's black market thrives under a legal marijuana canopy, law 
enforcement tries to keep up. Colorado Springs Gazette, 1 May 2017.



50©

”Seed-to-Sale” Tracking Has Many Loopholes

https://kdvr.com/2017/05/01/missing-marijuana-weed-disappearing-from-licensed-dispensaries-not-all-cheaters-get-caught/

“One pattern of noncompliance stood out: The much-touted “seed-to-sale” tracking 
of every marijuana plant has some flaws…

“But plenty of pot still ends up missing. How the METRC system works, by law, is 
supposed to be a bit of a mystery…

“Within that gray area is where cheaters can list perfectly good marijuana product as 
too damaged to sell, then sell it anyway.”

https://kdvr.com/2017/05/01/missing-marijuana-weed-disappearing-from-licensed-dispensaries-not-all-cheaters-get-caught/
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Sales to Minors
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Increased Availability to Minors
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States are failing to regulate pesticide use

https://www.wcvb.com/article/5-investigates-what-s-in-your-weed/19581415

https://www.wcvb.com/article/5-investigates-what-s-in-your-weed/19581415
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States are failing to regulate pesticide use
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Non-publicized Recalls of 
Marijuana Products (In CO) 

http://www.denvergov.org/content/denvergov/en/environmental-health/about-us/news-room/2018/LightshadeLabsRecall.html
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70% of marijuana dispensaries in Colorado 
recommended THC products to pregnant 

women.

• Medical dispensaries were more likely to recommend 
marijuana products than retail dispensaries: 83% and 60% 
respectively

• Marijuana’s effects on developing babies could include low birth 
weight, and other developmental problems – including fatal 
anencephaly 

Source: Denver Health (2018)
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Juvenile Arrest Rate Before and 
After Legalization

Source:  Colorado Department of Public Safety (March 2016)

8% 29% 58%

White
s

Hispanic
s

Blacks
Overall juvenile 

arrests

5%
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Conclusions

• States are not effectively regulating marijuana now.

• No state has successfully put a limit on potency.

• The marijuana industry is actively promoting 
increased use and access to high potency 
products.

• Increased marijuana access and use is harming 
those who need help and hope to recover from 
opioid addiction.
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What is our alternative?
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In States That Have Legalized:

• Edibles and high THC concentrates should be outlawed 
or severely restricted

• The Marijuana Industry should not serve on rule-
making bodies to determine regulations.

• Pot advertising and promotions should be prohibited.

• A science-based public awareness campaign should be 
implemented across multiple media.

• Drugged driving prevention should be a priority, with 
tough laws imposed on those who drive stoned.
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In States That Have Not Legalized:

• Remove criminal penalties and arrest records for 
personal possession of pot. 

• Pot use should be discouraged, and people caught 
repeatedly with marijuana should be directed to early 
interventions and/or treatment.

• A science-based public awareness campaign should be 
implemented across multiple media.

• Drugged driving prevention should be a priority, with 
tough laws imposed on those who drive stoned.
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OVERALL OBJECTIVES
An alternative policy to drug legalization that:

• Minimizes drug use, especially problematic use

• Resolves underlying substance abuse problems driving criminal 
behavior (beyond simple possession and use)

• Reduces recidivism

• Saves societal resources

1

2

3

4
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G
O

AL

Prevent people from entering 
criminal justice system—
providing an alternative to 
“you’re either in trouble or on 
your own” 

Diversion by prosecutors into 
alternative outcomes

Treatment & recovery options 
during criminal sentence

Social re-integration and maintenance 
of recovery process (includes 
probation/parole)

M
O

D
EL

S

• Civil fines
• Diversion by police
• Administrative justice 

model (e.g., Portugal)
• Immediate referral to social 

services

• DTCs/therapeutic justice
• Post-indictment diversion 

into treatment/education

• State-run, in-prison treatment 
& recovery programs

• Prison treatment & recovery 
programs run by civil society 
or private companies 
(generally state-funded)

• Re-entry services & training
• Expungement & sealing

EX
AM

PL
ES

o NH pot decrim law
o LEAD programs
o Portuguese model
o Swedish model of obliging 

police to inform social 
services of drug cases

o Integrating SBIRT w/ police

o NADCP drug court 
guidelines

o Mont. Cty. MD IPSA 
program

o Cook & St. Clair Cty Drug 
School Diversion Program

o Federal programs (insufficient 
supply)

o TASC services:  Prison 
Substance Abuse Screening 
& Treatment

o Prison Fellowship

o TASC services: Clinical Pre-
Release Program, Supportive 
Release Center & Jail Discharge 
Program

o Prison Fellowship life skills 
program

Pre-entry Pre-
sentencing Pre-release Re-entry

TRANSVERSAL PROGRAMS (available to the public)
• Prevention and education resources for the public, especially focused on children – ideally nationally coordinated
• Expanded mental health services, with free or low-cost options to lower-income individuals
• State-sponsored activities for kids (part of Icelandic model)

PH
AS E

POLICY FRAMEWORK

https://www.leadbureau.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/sbirt
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/COR/Resources/Files/ipsabrochure.pdf
http://www2.tasc.org/program/state%E2%80%99s-attorney%E2%80%99s-drug-school-diversion-program
https://www.bop.gov/inmates/custody_and_care/substance_abuse_treatment.jsp
http://www2.tasc.org/program/prison-substance-abuse-screening-treatment-assignment
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/about/in-prison/
http://www2.tasc.org/program/clinical-pre-release-and-reentry-services
http://www2.tasc.org/program/supportive-release-center
http://www2.tasc.org/program/jail-discharge-program
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/about/reentry-support/
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/teens-drugs-iceland/513668/
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Get Involved!

“We were gaining momentum. But now that's 
flipped and we're more on the defensive.” – Rep. 
Dina Titus (D-NV), one of the biggest marijuana 
supporters in Congress.

Sign up for alerts and 
news, also donate to 

the cause at 
learnaboutsam.org

Grassroots organizing 
through SAM Action 

App 
(text SAM to 797-979 
or find in App Store)

Connect with us via email at 
info@learnaboutsam.org

&
Follow us: 

@learnaboutsam
Facebook.com/learnaboutsa

m
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A final word from Volkow et al in the NEJM:

Source: 

“Repeated marijuana use during adolescence may result in 
long-lasting changes in brain function that can jeopardize 
educational, professional, and social achievements. 

“However, the effects of a drug (legal or illegal) on individual 
health are determined not only by its pharmacologic properties 
but also by its availability and social acceptability.

“In this respect, legal drugs (alcohol and tobacco) offer a 
sobering perspective, accounting for the greatest burden of 
disease associated with drugs not because they are more 
dangerous than illegal drugs but because their legal status 
allows for more widespread exposure.”
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Resources

Source: 

Drugabuse.gov
LearnaboutSAM.org
MarijuanaReport.org
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What You Can Do Now

www.sam-ny.org



Email: Kevin@LearnAboutSAM.org
Website: www.learnaboutsam.org

mailto:Kevin@LearnAboutSAM.org
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