
Implementing Cannabis 
Regulations to Achieve Public 

Health and Safety Goals in 
California 

An Assessment of the Successes and 
Challenges of the First Year of Regulation 

Dr. Jennifer Price, DC

Principal Cannabis Compliance Consultant

Abundant Universe

Santa Rosa, California, U.S.A.



Goals for 
Presentation

Explore some of the public health and safety goals 
which prompted the decision to begin regulating 
the cannabis industry in California after twenty 
years of legalization without regulation.

Discuss ways of measuring success of these goals.

Discuss the challenges California has experienced 
in implementing its new regulatory framework and 
achieving these goals.



History of the 
Regulation of 
Cannabis in 
California

California was the first state to allow medicinal
cannabis use, and for 20 years, left it essentially
unregulated, giving way to a state-sanctioned free
market

 1996 – Medical Marijuana made legal but regulation left 
to local agencies

 2015 - California enacted the Medical Cannabis 
Regulation and Safety Act (MCRSA) 

 2016 – Voters approve Proposition 64, the Control, 
Regulate, and Tax Adult Use of Marijuana Act (AUMA)

 2018 – Start of formal regulation of medical and adult 
use cannabis by the state of California



Goals for Regulating Cannabis

 Limiting the impact of the illegal cannabis market
 Suppressing the presence of an illegal market for cannabis and cannabis 

products both in and out of state

 Reducing negative environmental impacts that result from illegal cannabis 
activities

 Reducing harm to public health and safety
 Reducing and preventing crime, violence, and use of firearms in relation 

to cultivation and distribution of cannabis

 Understanding and preventing drugged driving



Suppressing the Illegal Cannabis Market
 California is the largest cannabis economy in the world, but illegal operators pose 

health and safety risks to the public such as violent crime, untested products with 
no quality standards that can cause huge public health crises, and environmental 
pollution and destruction of wildlife habitats.

 Success will be measured by:
 Successful transition of cannabis operators from grey market to regulated 

market

 Reduction in number of illegal operators

 Challenges:
 Transition has been very difficult for cannabis operators trying to enter 

the regulated market
 Cost, Local Permitting, Frequent Changes in Regulations, Bureaucracy

 Black market is thriving
 Demand still exists in and out of state, Much more affordable to operate, Prices have risen



Suppressing the Illegal Cannabis Market
 An audit conducted in 2019 by the United Cannabis Business Association found 

approximately 2,835 unlicensed dispensaries and delivery services operating 
in California. By comparison, only 873 cannabis sellers in the state are 
licensed, according to the Bureau of Cannabis Control. 

 A 2019 forecast, from BDS Analytics and Arcview Market Research, estimates 
that California’s total cannabis market is expected to earn about $11.8 billion 
this year, with $8.7 billion going to illicit operators and $3.1 billion to the 
state-authorized market. 

 However, in 2024 legal marijuana sales are forecast to reach $7.2 billion, 
surpassing the projected $6.4 billion in illicit cannabis sales.

 A report from the California Grower’s Association in 2018 estimating that 
California had 68,000 cultivators prior to the regulated market, but at the 
end of the first year of licensing, only approximately 2,800 operators had 
applied for cultivation licenses according to the CDFA online licensing portal.



Reducing Negative Environmental Impact 
from Illegal Cannabis Cultivation
 Illegal cannabis cultivation activities are having direct impacts on water 

supply and water quality which is endangering public safety, endangering fish 
species, and impacting other wildlife

 Success will be measured by:
 Reduction in erosion and sediment discharge

 Reduction in illegal water diversions 

 Improvement of the water quality in areas traditionally impacted by high pollution 
of the water supply from discharge of trash, human waste, pesticides, fertilizers, 
and petroleum hydrocarbons

 Challenges:
 Internal coordination issues amongst independent Regional Water Board offices 

trying to work under a broad statewide regulatory framework & coordination issues 
amongst different state regulatory agencies

 Lower enrollment than anticipated

 Limited tools for enforcement



Reducing Negative Environmental Impact 
from Illegal Cannabis Cultivation

 In June 2019, the California State Water Board released its 2018 
Cannabis Program Review & Assessment Report

 398 state water use permits approved

 2,145 state wastewater discharge permits approved

 Outreach and Education Program launched for operators and the public

 Performed over 500 enforcement inspection



Reducing and Preventing Crime and 
Violence in Relation to Cannabis Activity

 Illegal cannabis activities have been associated with violent crimes.

 Success will be measured by:

 Reduction in the number of violent crimes in direct association with 
illegal cannabis activities

 Challenges:

 The amount of black-market activity needs to be reduced

 Not all crime is reported when it occurs within the illicit market so 
statistics used to assess reduction in crime and violence may not be 
entirely accurate 



Reducing and Preventing Crime and 
Violence in Relation to Cannabis Activity
 A 2017 study on the effects of medical marijuana laws on US crime in Mexico 

border-states found that violent crimes related to marijuana were reduced 
(Gavrilova et al, 2017)

 FBI data shows California saw a 15% reduction in violent crime with the introduction of a 
medical cannabis program in 1996

 The legal market competes with the illegal market and drives down prices across the 
board, making the cost of conducting and enforcing illegal activity through violence less 
financially viable

 A study published in 2018 in the Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization (Chu 
and Townsend, 2018) found that for states with medical marijuana laws: 

 No causal effects of medical marijuana laws on violent or property crime at the national 
level

 No strong effects within individual states, except for in California where the medical 
marijuana law reduced both violent and property crime by 20%.

 A 2019 literature review by Leafly and the Humboldt Institute for Interdisciplinary 
Marijuana Research found the presence of legal cannabis retail stores reduced or 
had no impact on crime in the neighborhoods in which they are located



Understanding and Preventing Drugged 
Driving
 Preventing cannabis drugged driving is an important concern for public health 

and safety as cannabis becomes widely legalized but understanding the 
mechanisms of intoxication and creating a mechanism for gauging level of 
impairment proves an elusive endeavor.

 Success will be measured by:

 The discovery of technology that can accurately and reliably determine cannabis 
intoxication level

 The implementation of a program of public education and enforcement of drugged 
driving

 A reduction in the number of moving violations and accidents attributed to 
cannabis intoxication

 Challenges:

 There are many variables that make standardizing a means of assessing cannabis 
intoxication very difficult



Understanding and Preventing Drugged 
Driving

 According to a presentation by Thomas D. Marcotte, PhD, at the UC San Diego 
Center for Medical Cannabis Research Symposium in June 2018 entitled 
“Cannabis & Public Safety: The Challenge of Cannabis Impaired Driving”:
 Effects are not standardized – a “per se law” cannot be applied like it can with 

alcohol

 No reliable assessment of impairment

 Different modes of consumption, smoking vs. ingesting, have different effects and 
by different mechanisms

 Results in a controlled environment vs. real-life situations vary

 In controlled environments it is evident that cannabis can cause impairment in braking and 
reaction times

 In practice, it has been found that many cannabis users drive with caution

 More likely to judge themselves as being impaired

 Tend to leave more headway between themselves and the car in front

 Less likely to attempt passing another vehicle



Conclusions

2018 has provided minimal preliminary insight into the overall success of the 
goals of regulation; more time is required to truly measure success

Reducing and eliminating the black market is a long way off with only an 
estimated 4% of cultivators coming into the regulated market in the first year

The ability to significantly reduce the environmental impact of illegal cannabis 
cultivation will depend on significantly decreasing illegal cultivations which has 
yet to occur

Reducing and preventing crime, violence, and use of firearms in relation to 
cannabis activity is likely to be successful based on reduced crime during the 
unregulated medical cannabis laws, and evidence from other states who have 
already implemented regulations

Understanding and preventing drugged driving requires more research and 
innovation to achieve success



Thank You
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