
 Public Health Implications of 
Commercializing Marijuana 

Rachel Ann Barry 
July 6, 2016 



Marijuana is not harmless 
The State of California has identified marijuana smoke as a cause of cancer (CalEPA, 2009) 

Smoking marijuana is associated with an increased risk for cardiovascular disease, heart attack, 
and stroke in young adults (Hall, 2016) 

One minute of exposure to marijuana smoke significantly impairs vascular function and 
increases risk for cardiovascular disease (Wang, 2016) 

Risk for marijuana dependence is lower (25%) than risk for nicotine addiction (67%) and 
higher than alcohol dependence (16%) (Cougle, 2016) 

Highly potent marijuana products increase acute risk for unpleasant experiences (i.e., anxiety, 
panic attacks, paranoia, and schizophrenia) (World Health Organization, 2016) 



Health impacts after legalization 
Prevalence among adults is increasing in Colorado, Washington, and Oregon 

Teenagers perceive marijuana to have little to no health risks in Colorado and Washington 

Calls to poison control centers involving accidental marijuana ingestion in children doubled 
between 2013 and 2014 in Colorado and Washington 

More adults report unpleasant psychological feelings experiences (i.e., anxiety, panic attacks, 
paranoia, and schizophrenia) and severe vomiting after using highly potent marijuana products 

Public health harms will likely increase as legal barriers that have kept major corporations out 
of the market are removed 



Corporations prioritize profits over 
public health…bottom line. 
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Rebrand 
marijuana 

Sophisticated audience 





It is possible to legalize marijuana 
without excessive commercialization

So far, the four US states did not use
best practices to protect public health



Warning Labels 
Tobacco Wine 



Ineffective Warning Labels 
Washington California Initiative 





“The involvement of organizations or individuals 
with commercial or vested interests in the tobacco 
industry in public health policies with respect to 
tobacco control is most likely to have a negative 
effect… [Governments] should not allow any person 
employed by the tobacco industry or any entity 
working to further its interests to be a member of 
any government body, committee or advisory group 
that sets or implements tobacco control or public 
health policy.” 

Protecting the Policy Process 



Advisory Committee Membership 



Advisory Committee Membership 



Denormalization Campaigns 



Ineffective Prevention 



Tobacco Industry Messaging 

Talk. They’ll Listen 



Ineffective Advertising Restrictions 





“If you come out against it, I’m all 
ears, you got a better idea, let’s 
hear it.” 



Immense Public Health Threat 



What legal or policy issues should 
ChangeLab address over the next two years? 

“Given that marijuana legislation may be in the near 
future, it would be great if we could have support on 
how marijuana and tobacco policies intersect in 
California and locally.” 



What can local governments do now to 
proactively create a social and legal 
environment to protect public health? 



Pass local resolutions to 
prevent marijuana industry 
influence in policy process 



ENCOUARGING STATE LEGISLATURE TO ADOPT 
LEGISLATION FOR STRICT CONFLICT OF INTEREST 

REQUIREMENTS IN PUBLIC HEALTH DECISIONMAKING FOR 
RETAIL MARIJUANA 







Conclusions & Recommendations 
Marijuana has adverse health effects, including cancer, heart disease, 
dependence, and unpleasant psychological effects 

Tobacco companies interested in marijuana since at least 1960s 

Protecting public health has not been a priority in marijuana legalization 

May be impossible to change or improve regulatory controls once a large 
industry emerges 

Possible to legalize marijuana in California without excessive commercialization 
through a tobacco control frame at day one 

Local governments should act now and work with ChangeLab Solutions to pass 
strict conflict of interest resolutions to prevent marijuana industry involvement 
in regulatory process 
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