
Marijuana Issues: 
What You Need to 
Know

WWW.LEARNABOUTSAM.ORG

Kevin A. Sabet, PhD, 
President & CEO

Luke Niforatos  
EVP



NON-PARTISAN BUT HIGH-PROFILE
founded by former Democratic Congressman Patrick 
Kennedy and leading Republican pundit David Frum

SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY BOARD
composed of more than 12 leading researchers,
professors, and public health/legal experts

HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF PRESS MENTIONS
including major media outlets such as The New York
Times, NBC News, Slate, BBC News, and FoxNews

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



A 501(c)(3) non-profit, educational
organization funded by volunteers
and private organizations

Promote HEALTH-FIRST, SMART
POLICIES and attitudes that decrease 
marijuana use and its consequences

What is SAM?

Our Mission: EDUCATE CITIZENS on the science
of marijuana



Collaboration
SAM has collaborated
with credentialed and 

reputable groups 
across the country

American Medical 
Association

American Academy 
of Pediatrics

National Business 
Group on Health

American Academy of 
Child and Adolescent 

Psychiatry

Other leading public health authorities



Ultra Potent 
Marijuana



Not this...



...but this



Source: DEA St. Louis Division Twitter Account, https://bit.ly/3lgmRsi
Source: iheartjane.com/products/15540/kandy-care-cotton-candy-55mg



Marijuana Has
Become  
Significantly  
More Potent 
Since the 
1960s, 70s,
80s, and 90s

average of 3%
to an average
of nearly 20%
THC

2008

18-23%
2021

Marijuana Plant 
Potency
From an

8.9%

55.7%
2017

95-99%
2021

Concentrate
Potency

4.7%
2008

El Sohly Mahmoud A et al. “A Comprehensive Review of Cannabis Potency in the USA in the Last Decade.” 
doi: 10.1016/j.bpsc.2020.12.016. Cannabis Policy: Public Health and Safety Issues and 

Recommendations. Caucus on International Narcotics Control, United States Senate,



Butane Hash Oil (BHO)

"Budder"

"Green Crack" Wax

Hash Oil Capsules
"Shatter"

"Ear Wax"
Marijuana is 
not “just a 
plant” 
anymore
Derivatives 
contain up to 99% 
THC



A new kind of 
consumer: 

Drinking 33 
cappuccinos 

to get 65x 
caffeine in one 

20 oz Cola

Caulkins, 2019



Why this 
matters

Source: Caulkins based on NSDUH

Daily and Near-
Daily (DND) Use  

is much more 
common

Percent of past-month users 
who consume daily or near daily

marijuana

alcohol



900,000 versus 15 million

Times as many daily 
users now vs 1992 

(12 years old +)

15
= 100,000

NSDUH
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Number of 
marijuana users

Source: Colorado Department of Revenue: Market Size and Demand for Marijuana in Colorado

The 
addiction  
for profit 

model

Amount Consumed

22%

8%

9%

32%

29%

67%

20%

7%
6%



We’ve Been Here Before



www.learnaboutsam.org/industry-profiles



Altria Makes
$1.8 Billion 
Investment 

in Big 
Marijuana

Cronos Group holds 100% ownership of the only two Canadian 
companies licensed to cultivate and sell medical marijuana

Majority shareholder



Big Tobacco 
is Big 

Marijuana
same players, slightly 

different marketing



"like it or 
not Big 

Tobacco
is invading 
cannabis."



4th Largest 
Tobacco 

Company on 
Earth Invests 

in Big 
Marijuana

July 25, 2019

Auxly Cannabis 
signs $123M deal 

with tobacco giant 
Imperial Brands
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/auxly-cannabis-deal-with-tobacco-giant-imperial-brands-1.5224955



Lessons 
learned?

Coming Soon From Molson  
Coors: Marijuana Beer

US News, Aug. 3, 2018



Lessons 
learned?

Molson Coors reveals Truss' 
cannabis-infused beverage 

line-up
Beveragedaily.com, April 15, 2021

https://www.beveragedaily.com/Article/2020/08/27/Molson-Coors-reveals-cannabis-infused-beverages-line-up



6.4%

15.5%

75.1%

20

40
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100%
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Source: Cook, P. J. (2007). Paying the tab: The economics of alcohol policy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press

Top 10% of 
the population 
make up 75% 

of the Alcohol 
Industry’s U.S. 

Sales
0.0% 0.1% 0.6% 2.2%

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th

Average of 
10 drinks 
per day



"Crime in the United States 2017 - Arrests," FBI Uniform Crime Report (Washington, DC: US Dept. of Justice, September 2018), p. 1, and Arrest Table: Arrests for Drug Abuse Violations.

1.3M
Arrests for alcohol-related 
crimes in 2017, including 
violations of liquor laws and DUI*

659,700
Marijuana-related  
arrests in 2017

*does NOT include arrests for alcohol-related violence

“If only we 
treated 
pot like 

alcohol…”



Pot arrest rates 
are still 

disproportionately  
biased against 
people of color

The racial disparity in marijuana- related
arrests still exists in every state that has 
legalized or decriminalized marijuana.

American Civil Liberties Union. (2020, April 20). A Tale of Two Countries: Racially Targeted Arrests in the Era of
Marijuana Reform (Rep.). Retrieved April 9, 2021, from https://www.aclu.org/report/tale-two-countries-racially-
targeted-arrests-era-marijuana-reform

Hispanic and Asian arrest rates
have also increased within the

same period.



Legalization  
has not 

reduced
the prison

population

District of Columbia

635,630 650,114 660,797 672,736 684,336 693,972

2288
2209

1709 1759 1803

2043

District population 
Prison population

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Legalization 
implemented

State population 
Prison population

Colorado

23,186 22,860 22,610
21,037

20,135 20,522 20,626 19,619 20,101

4.972M
5.048M

5.262M
5.116M 5.186M

5.342M 5.44M
5.53M 5.607M

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Legalization Parole violation 
implemented legislation passed



26%↑

In Colorado, 
African-

Americans were 
disproportionately  
arrested without a 

warrant or 
previous incident 

report in 2017.

2017

1353

1074

2015

18%
White

39%
Black

Black on-view arrests 
were 21% more likely 

than white on-view 
arrests in 2017

arrests

arrests



Why Isn’t Marijuana Legalization  
Doing Any Good for People of 
Color?

February 10, 2020 June 8, 2020

By the numbers: How legalized  
cannabis fails BlackAmerica

February 14, 2020

A law said pot taxes should help
communities harmed by the war
on drugs. That hasn’t happened

January 30, 2020

White Weed Entrepreneurs Are  
Gaming Programs Meant to  

Help People of Color



Marijuana 
businesses in 

Denver are 
concentrated 

in communities 
of color

Locations of pot businesses. 
Dots represent businesses; 
neighborhoods shaded by 
income, lighter = lower-income.

Denver neighborhoods colored 
by race/ethnicity; green = White; 
orange = Latino; purple = Black; 

red = Asian; blue = Other.



Density of 
marijuana 

stores in 
areas of low 
income and 

communities  
of color in 
California

Minority populations in California are disproportionately 
exposed to both licensed and unlicensed marijuana stores

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32714779/



1 Penalizing drug users/  
"decriminalization”

2
Medicinal use of 

compounds derived  
from marijuana

3 Use, sales, production,  
and distribution

Three 
separate 

issues that  
often get 
conflated



Research 
Highlights



Cannabinoid  
Receptors Are

Located
Throughout the

Brain and 
Regulate a Host

of Brain
ActivityBrain Development

Memory & Cognition
Motivation & Reward

Appetite

movement sensations

vision

judgment
reward

memory
coordination

Immunological Function
Reproduction  

Movement Coordination
Pain Regulation & Analgesia



Prevalence of Use Disorder Among Teens Aged 
12-17 by Time Since Initiation of Use (in Months)

5.6
6.6

10.7

6.8
6

14.6

7.9

11.6

16.8

9.1

11.4

20.1

>12 >12<24 >24<36
Alcohol Cigarettes

>36
Marijuana

Youth Marijuana
Addiction  
Prevalence 
Double That of 
Alcohol & Other 
Substance Use
Disorders



The adolescent brain is especially susceptible 
to marijuana use

Past-Year Users Have 
CUD (Addiction)

When kids use, they have a greater chance of 
addiction since their brains are being primed

1 in 3 who used marijuana in the past year will 
become addicted (Cannabis Use Disorder)

1in3



Early Marijuana 
Use and
Intensity of Use 
are Associated
with Lower
Educational
Attainment

High School Completion
Marijuana users show much higher high 

school dropout rates than non-users

University Entrance Score
Marijuana users that complete high school still 

do poorly on univeristy entrance tests

< 14 years old < 14 years old> 14 years old > 14 years old

- 28%

- 1%

- 11%

- 28%

1%

- 11%

Low-intensity use 
Medium/high-intensity use

0%

-10% - 12%

-20%

-30%

0%

-10% - 12%

-20%

-30%

Source: Cobb-Clark et al. http://ftp.iza.org/dp7790.pdf



2 Diagnoses1 Diagnosis 3 Diagnoses Marijuana
use is also 
associated 
with lower IQ 
among 
adolescents



What have we 
learned?



Children At Risk



Dispensary
Denver



Corporate  
Accountability



2021 & 2019
Colorado Health 

Department
Reports

32,800
32,800 homes where 
children 1-14 years of age 
are exposed to second-
hand marijuana smoke

CDPHE, 2019

14.8%
14.8% increase in 
youth under age 15 
using marijuana over 
the past 2 years

Marijuana vaping 
and dabbing up 

40+% among youth

40+%

400%
400% increase in 
marijuana poisonings of 
children 0-9 years of 
age

23,009
23,009 homes with 
children are not storing 
marijuana products 
safely



Colorado  
Hospitalization  

Rates Related 
to Marijuana

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
2013

2014

Jan-Sep
t 2015

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0

Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, Monitoring Health Concerns Related to Marijuana in Colorado; 2016



= 10 calls

110 Calls
(2012)

276 Calls
(2019)

Marijuana  
Exposure Calls 

to Colorado 
Poison Control

Centers
CDPHE, 2019



Colorado Traffic 
Fatalities where 

the Driver
Tested  

Positive for 
Marijuana

Colorado Department of Transportation, 2020

Recreational marijuana 
legalization implemented

2015 2016 2017 2018 20192009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Traffic Fatalities

Traffic Fatalities, Driver Tested Positive for Marijuana
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Colorado Washington Oregon

Licensed MJ Dispensaries
Starbucks  

McDonalds

2017 Data
Colorado Department of Revenue; Starbucks Coffee Company, Corporate Office Headquarters; McDonalds Corporation, Corporate Office

A Dispensary
on Every 

Corner



Results of 
Legalization

Colorado is consistently one of 
the top states for youth initiation 
to marijuana in the country
Rampant advertising/ 
commercialization
A thriving underground market –
white, grey, and black

Commercialization

Promotion of Special Interests
THC caps have failed (Colorado)
Limit on number and location of stores 
has failed (Denver)
Money diverted to general fund 
(Washington)



Legalization 
reversing 
downward 
trend in
youth use

Non-Medical Marijuana Legalization (NML) is associated with an 
increased likelihood of youth marijuana and alcohol use.

Researchers accounted for an overall downward trend in youth 
substance use across the nation to more closely scrutinize use in 
NML states, a factor that previous studies may have missed.

The adjusted odds ratios of youth use of marijuana and alcohol in 
states with NML were 6.85 and 3.38, respectively.

“Among teens, NML may 
be working against hard-

won, population-level 
decreases in the 

prevalence of marijuana 
and alcohol use.”

Bailey et al., 2020

Past Year 
Marijuana Use

Past Year 
Alcohol Use

3.38
AOR

6.85
AOR



more likely to abuse 
marijuana

Study of 1,087 twenty-four-year-olds who reported recent marijuana 
use, found that users of high potency marijuana were:

JAMA Psychiatry (2020)

Association of 
High-Potency 
Cannabis Use 

With Mental 
Health and 

Substance Use in 
Adolescence

4x 2x
as likely to develop 
anxiety disorders



Number of Exposures
2007 111

2008 129 16.2%
2009 132 2.3%

2010 195 47.7%
2011 263 34.9%
2012 245 -6.8%
2013 278 13.5%
2014 337 21.2%
2015 452 34.1%
2016 617 36.5%

The rate of 
children aged 5 

and younger 
exposed to 
marijuana 

increased by
147.5%

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

750

500

250

0

Marijuana 
exposures are 
increasing 
across the 
country

The increased 
occurrence of 
accidental exposure 
to marijuana among 
children is 
attributed largely to 
states where 
medical and 
recreational 
marijuana had been 
legalized.

National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse – 2018

Number of Exposures



of exposures were
attributed to accidental 
ingestion of marijuana 

products

75% 78%
Children younger than

age 3 accounted for 78
percent of the exposures

National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse – 2018



Percent increase 
in calls made to 

poison control
center for
marijuana  
exposures 

following 
legalization in

the state

Washington  
103.2%↑

2013-2019

Rocky Mountain HIDTA, 2019; Whitehill et al, 2019; Washington Poison. Center, 2018

Colorado 
112.8%↑
2013-2019

Massachusetts  
140%↑

2016-2019



In Oregon and 
California, 
pre-k and 

kindergartens
aren’t considered

“schools”



Scenes from a 
dispensary in 

Manitou Springs,
Colorado



It’s All About the  
Industry



Aggressive Marketing: free samples, billboard 
advertising, and other Big Tobacco tactics

Contaminants: in 2015, Colorado recalled hundreds of 
thousands of edibles containing banned pesticides

Fighting regulation: the pot industry has lobbied hard against 
common sense regulations such as warning labels, dosing 
rules, and bans on targeting children

Kid-friendly: comes in shapes and colors attractive 
to children, like candy and soda

The  
Industry  

Today

Source: Marijuana Business Journal; other media. Icons: Marianna Nardella; Anton Gajosik; Petra Prgomet; Joey Golaw; Creative Stall; Luis Prado; Aha-Soft

Potent: often made with concentrates of up to 95% 
pure THC (joints are ~18-23% THC)



Tobacco giant Altria takes 35% 
stake in Juul, valuing e-cigarette  
company at $38 billion
December 20, 2018

https://www.cnbc.com/2018/12/20/altria-takes-stake-in-juul-a-pivotal-moment-for-the-e-cigarette-maker.html

"The all-cash deal announced Thursday has drawn criticism for Juul, which 
has positioned itself as an enemy of Big Tobacco.

"'We are taking significant action to prepare for a future where adult smokers 
overwhelmingly choose non-combustible products over cigarettes by 
investing $12.8 billion in Juul, a world leader in switching adult smokers,' 
Altria CEO Howard Willard said in a statement."

Big Tobacco's 
playbook is 

(still) addiction
for profit



Silicon Valley start-
up, Juul, used savvy

social media
marketing strategies 
to promote a trendy 

image associated 
with their products.

They are currently
under investigation

by the FDA.



The Marijuana  
Underground

Chapter 8



Despite 
legalization, 

the illicit pot  
market has 

grown

April 27, 2019

"Getting worse,
not better"

Illegal Pot Market Booming in 
California Despite Legalization

Photo: NBC News



Just 18 to 30
Percent of 
Oregon’s 
Marijuana is  
Sold Legally

= 10,000 kg
Source: Oregon State Police
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"A dangerous  
drug"

Former U.S. Surgeon General Jerome Adams warns 
against marijuana use by pregnant women, teens:

“This isn’t your 
mother’s 

marijuana; the 
marijuana of today 

is significantly 
more potent.”



Lancet 2019 Population-Level 
Study Conclusions

more likely to 
develop psychosis

5X Compared to 3 times 
more likely for regular 
users of lower potency 
marijuana of the past.

Di Forti et al https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(19)30048-3



"[M]arijuana is, in  
fact, addictive"

What we know is that marijuana is in 
fact addictive... this may come as a 
surprise to some people... We don't 

at this point have high-quality 
evidence that tells us that in fact, 

marijuana is both safe and effective 
for use for medical purposes."

“Public policy is outpacing science 
when it comes to marijuana.

U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy 
July 27, 2017



Or visit 
smokescreenbook.com

Scan to 
purchase  

now!



GET 
INVOLVED!

Contact: Brendan@LearnAboutSAM.org
learnaboutsam.org

Training Events

SAM State Affiliate 
Program

Donate

Volunteer 
Opportunities


