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Abstract 

This study examines how to reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are 

produced by cannabis legislation in British Columbia. Criminalization of recreational 

cannabis aims to decrease demand. However, prior research reveals that this approach 

has little effect on usage rates. Although there are hazards associated with cannabis 

use, studies suggest that alcohol and tobacco consumption are more dangerous, yet it is 

legal to possess those drugs. Furthermore, the status quo allows criminal organizations 

to capture sizeable tax-free profits, which are frequently used to fund other unlawful 

activities. Cannabis prohibition also increases violence and elevates risks related to 

unsafe cultivation and storage. A cross jurisdictional analysis and expert interviews are 

used to identify and assess policy alternatives. The results indicate that while cannabis 

legalization is the most preferable option, provincial decriminalization has a greater 

likelihood of being accepted by government and the public.     

Keywords: cannabis; legislation; British Columbia; harms; benefits; alternatives 
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Executive Summary 

Cannabis legislation in British Columbia produces too much harm and not 

enough benefits. With the exception of sanctioned medicinal purposes, production, 

distribution, and possession of cannabis are illegal in Canada. The objective of this 

policy is to reduce demand. However, research illustrates that this type of approach has 

little impact on cannabis consumption patterns.  

Individuals who are caught possessing cannabis face considerable social costs. 

These include loss of liberty, diminished employability, financial hardship, community 

alienation, and travel restrictions. Such costs are especially prevalent in British 

Columbia, where the number of arrests and charges for possession are higher than in 

many other Canadian regions.   

There are potential harms associated with cannabis use, particularly with respect 

to young people, respiratory functioning, mental health, and driving. However, studies 

indicate that alcohol and tobacco consumption is more dangerous, yet those drugs are 

legal. Furthermore, prohibition allows criminal organizations to control the underground 

cannabis market and capture lucrative tax-free profits, which are frequently used to fund 

other illicit activities. The status quo also increases violence and elevates risks 

associated with unsafe cultivation and storage. 

 A cross-jurisdictional analysis and expert interviews help to identify policies that 

will achieve the following objectives: decrease the harms that cannabis laws impose on 

consumers, improve the capacity of the British Columbia government to address public 

health and safety risks associated with cannabis, and enhance economic efficiency.  

The evaluation presents cannabis legalization as the best of three policy 

alternatives. Legalization is recommended because it ranks as the most effective option 

for diminishing the harms and expanding the benefits that are produced by cannabis 

legislation in British Columbia. However, in the short-term, provincial decriminalization is 

proposed as it is more likely to be accepted by government and the public.     
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1. Introduction

Cannabis is a prohibited drug in Canada, as outlined in the Controlled Drugs and 

Substances Act (CDSA). Although the policy objective for prohibition is to reduce 

demand, cannabis remains the most commonly used illicit drug in the nation (SSCID, 

2002). In British Columbia (BC), recent efforts to decrease consumption have been 

ineffective as usage rates have changed very little since 2008 (Centre for Addictions 

Research of BC, 2013; Forum Research Inc., 2014). Furthermore, support for less 

restrictive cannabis laws is greater in BC than any other Canadian region (Forum 

Research Inc., 2013).  

Despite public support for change and the ongoing lack of success at diminishing 

demand, the number of persons charged with cannabis possession offences in BC 

nearly doubled between 2004 and 2013 (Police Services Division, BC Ministry of Justice, 

2014). Moreover, BC has the second highest cannabis offence rate among the provinces 

(Statistics Canada, 2013).  Throughout Canada, including BC, cannabis possession 

offences also account for the majority of all police reported drug crimes (Boyce et al., 

2014). 

Prohibition of drugs began in Canada with the 1908 Opium Act and was primarily 

based on negative attitudes towards Asians (Carter and MacPherson, 2013).  Shortly 

after, at the Hague Opium Conference of 1911-1912, which was attended by Canadian 

Prime Minster Mackenzie King (Carstairs, 2006), a recommendation was made to 

undertake a scientific study on cannabis (Carstairs, 2000, as cited in Taylor 1969). Ten 

years later, a campaign against cannabis was accelerated by Judge Emily Murphy, 

whose anti-drug writings were widely distributed across Canada (Carstairs, 1999). In 

1922, Judge Murphy published “The Black Candle”, in which she referred to cannabis as 

“poison” and asserted that the following three methods are the only way of overcoming 

cannabis addiction: abandonment, insanity, and death. In the same book, she cited a 

Los Angeles Police Chief who described individuals under the influence of cannabis as 

“... raving maniacs (who are) liable to kill or indulge in any form of violence...” Judge 

Murphy also portrayed cannabis use as a sinful foreign behaviour that was brought to 

Canada by Asian immigrants. The following year, in 1923, Canada criminalized cannabis 

without any parliamentary debate (SSCID, 2002).  
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Nearly a century later, ethnicity and drug use continues to be an issue in some 

parts of the country. In BC, South Asians have faced elevated scrutiny by police 

because of yearly Criminal Intelligence Service Reports that link their community to the 

illicit drug trafficking market (Harris, 2003, as cited in Bahdi et al., 2010). This issue is 

also demonstrated in the 2001 Annual Report of the Organized Crime Agency of BC 

(OCABC), which states “that there is...increasing evidence that Asian Groups are 

extensively involved in the illicit drug trade, producing locally grown marihuana...” 

Concerns related to drugs and race are also prevalent in other provinces, including 

Ontario.  For instance, an examination of over 10,000 arrests in Toronto between 1996 

and 2001 illustrated that Canadians of African descent were much more likely to be 

arrested and charged for drug possession than Caucasian Canadians (Owusu-Bempah 

and Wortley, 2013).    

Scientific evidence is beginning to alter prior notions surrounding cannabis use. 

While consumption of the drug does pose some risks, recent studies show the dangers 

are lower than previously believed and that cannabis is less harmful than alcohol and 

tobacco (Carter and Macpherson, 2013). This concept is revealed by examining the 

health care costs associated with each substance. For example, in 2002, while total 

health care costs linked to cannabis in BC were approximately $20 million, aggregate 

health expenditures were roughly $600 million for tobacco and $550 million for alcohol 

(Rehm et al., 2006). In addition, approximate per user health care costs for these 

substances in Canada are as follows: $20.00 for cannabis, $165.00 for alcohol, and 

$820.00 for tobacco (Thomas and Davis, 2009). The Senate Special Committee on 

Illegal Drugs (SSCID), 2002, also opined that dependency on cannabis is moderate 

compared to alcohol and nicotine. These findings indicate that the potential health risks 

with cannabis are lower than alcohol and tobacco. However, cannabis is not a benign 

substance; under certain circumstances, it can present serious health and safety 

concerns, particularly with respect to young people, respiratory functioning, mental 

health, and the ability to operate a motor vehicle.  

Since outlawing cannabis does little to deter demand for the drug (SSCID, 2002), 

an underground market is flourishing, and this has created a major source of funding for 

organized crime (OCABC, 2001). Consequently, illegal groups that are involved in the 
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cannabis trade will sometimes engage in violent disputes over market share, which 

endangers the health and safety of gang members and the public (OCABC, 2001).  

In 2007, the federal government introduced a five year initiative called the 

National Anti Drug Strategy, which aimed “...to prevent use, treat dependency, and 

reduce production and distribution of illicit drugs” (Government of Canada Department of 

Justice, undated). Under the plan, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), which is 

the national police force in Canada, received $91.4 million to strengthen their ability to 

address illegal cannabis sales and production. In 2012, the Strategy was renewed for 

five more years, under which the RCMP is set to receive $112.5 million to combat illicit 

cannabis growing operations (Carter and MacPherson, 2013). However, increasing 

enforcement is unlikely to have the desired effect. Since criminal organizations are very 

efficient at producing cannabis, and with such lucrative profits at stake, each operation 

that is destroyed will likely be replaced by another (Easton, 2004). Nonetheless, there 

continues to be political pressure from the US to keep cannabis illegal. This is because 

Canada, and especially BC, routinely exports a large of supply of illegal cannabis to the 

US (Gecelovsky, 2008).        

  In conjunction with providing a better understanding about cannabis 

consumption, cultivation, and distribution, the goal of this study is to explore policy 

options that will reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are produced by 

cannabis legislation in BC. In particular, this paper seeks to answer the following 

research questions: (1) How can the harms that current laws impose on cannabis 

consumers in BC be decreased?, (2) How can the BC government improve its capacity 

to address public health and safety risks associated with cannabis?, and (3) What is the 

best way to enhance economic efficiency in relation to cannabis in BC?  

This paper is organized as follows: Chapter 2 reviews prior literature on socio-

economic and health and safety issues related to cannabis; Chapter 3 outlines the 

methodology used in this study; Chapter 4 examines cannabis policies in other 

jurisdictions; Chapter 5 analyzes themes from five expert interviews; Chapter 6 

describes the policy options; Chapter 7 presents criteria and measures for assessing the 
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options; Chapter 8 evaluates the options; Chapter 9 provides policy recommendations; 

Chapter 10 discusses future considerations; and Chapter 11 concludes the study.     

2. Literature Review

This chapter reviews prior literature on socio-economic and health and safety 

issues associated with cannabis. 

2.1. Socio-Economic Concerns 

 Enforcing cannabis possession laws in BC is expensive. Between 2002 and 

2011, total police and court costs amounted to about $105 million, with current 

expenditures being around $10.5 million annually and yearly spending anticipated to 

reach $18.8 million by 2018 (Boyd, 2013). Arrests and charges for possession have also 

been increasing, and this is illustrated in Table 1, which follows: 
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Table 1: Drug Offences in BC, 2004 to 2013 

 

Source: BC Ministry of Justice Police Services Division, 2014 
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As shown in Table 1, between 2004 and 2013, there was a rise in the number of 

cannabis possession offences, from 13,108 to 16,085 (Police Services Division, BC 

Ministry of Justice, 2014). Meanwhile, Table 2 shows the number of cannabis 

possession charges during the same period. 

 

Table 2: Drug Charges in BC, 2004 to 2013 

 

Source: BC Ministry of Justice Police Services Division, 2014 
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Between 2004 and 2013, total charges for cannabis possession increased 

dramatically, from 1,854 to 3,620 (Police Services Division, BC Ministry of Justice, 

2014). Additionally, there were more charges for cannabis possession in jurisdictions 

that are policed by the RCMP. For example, the following charges per 100,000 people 

occurred in 2011: 57.9 in Burnaby, 79.1 in Richmond, and 90.8 in North Vancouver 

(McKnight, 2012). Meanwhile, in Vancouver, which has its own police force, the rate was 

only 30.3. RCMP areas outside of the Lower Mainland also had an elevated number of 

charges per 100,000 persons in 2011. For instance, there were 298 within the RCMP 

patrolled regions of Nelson (the city also has a local police department) while Tofino had 

588 (McKight, 2012). Comparatively, Table 3 presents the total number of charges in 

jurisdictions that have their own police agencies.  

 

Table 3: Cannabis Possession Charges in Non-RCMP Jurisdictions, 2011 

  

Number of Drug Charges 

 

Abbotsford 

 

22 

Central Saanich 9 

Delta 82 

Nelson 29 

New Westminster 12 

Oak Bay 3 

Port Moody 3 

Saanich 9 

Vancouver 203 

Victoria 41 

West Vancouver 21 

Total 434 

 

Total Cannabis Charges in all of BC, 2011 

 

3,843 

 

 

Sources: McKnight, 2012; BC Ministry of Justice Police Services Division, 2014 
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There are roughly 4.5 million residents in BC, and approximately 1.25 million 

(around 28%) live in the eleven municipalities that have their own police organizations 

(BC Stats, 2014). However, Table 3 reveals that in the year 2011, only 11% of all 

cannabis possession charges in BC occurred in regions that have their own police 

departments. Hence, there was a much higher charge rate in the areas that are policed 

by the RCMP.  

Tables 1 and 2 also show that although arrests and charges for cannabis 

possession have risen in BC, offences and charges for trafficking, importing, exporting, 

and producing the drug have declined substantially. This is surprising, especially 

considering the enhanced funding that the RCMP has been receiving under the National 

Anti-Drug Strategy since 2007. A potential reason for this contrast is that cannabis 

production and distribution have decreased. But that seems unlikely as consumption 

patterns have remained relatively stable in BC. Another possibility is that the RCMP 

used the funds for other purposes, such as enforcement against cannabis possession, 

which, if true, would help to explain the drastic increase in offences and charges of that 

nature. It may also be that the RCMP has become less effective at combating activities 

associated with illegal cannabis cultivation and distribution. In any case, it appears that 

despite increased funding, the RCMP in BC is not achieving the policy objective of the 

National Anti-Drug Strategy, which is to reduce illicit production and distribution of 

cannabis. Moreover, given that there are many less offences and charges for those 

activities, it is reasonable to assume that while considerable funds are being spent on 

supply reduction initiatives, the greatest share of costs are allocated to the enforcement 

of cannabis possession laws.                 

Although the goal of cannabis prohibition is to reduce demand, past year 

cannabis consumption has changed very little in BC; approximately 13% of the 

population admitted to using the drug between 2008 and 2012, which is somewhat 

higher than the 10% national average during the same period (Centre for Addictions 

Research of BC, 2013). This indicates that enforcing cannabis possession laws is 

ineffective at decreasing demand for the drug, a conclusion that is echoed by The United 

Kingdom Home Office. In 2014, the agency conducted an international comparative 

review of drug policies and “... did not find ... any obvious relationship between the 
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toughness of a country’s enforcement against drug possession and (consumption) 

levels...” Thus, it seems there is policy inefficiency in BC as the province continues to 

dedicate resources toward enforcement despite evidence that doing so does not reduce 

consumer demand for cannabis.  

Enforcing cannabis possession laws also produces significant social costs. 

These include intrusion on individual liberty, diminished employability for those with 

criminal records, financial hardship from paying fines and legal fees, and community 

alienation resulting from arrest or conviction (Single et al., 2000). Moreover, having a 

criminal record can restrict ability to travel (Boyd, 2013). It is surprising that the individual 

consequences for cannabis possession are so high, especially since research suggests 

that the risks associated with cannabis use are lower than other legal drugs, such as 

alcohol and tobacco.  

In a recent national poll, 46% of respondents in BC supported taxation and 

legalization of cannabis while 30% favoured decriminalization of small amounts (Forum 

Research Inc., 2013). This indicates that the majority of people in the province would 

prefer having cannabis policies that are less strict. In addition, it illustrates that of those 

who favour reforming  the laws, most want the government to regulate cannabis 

production and sales rather than maintain efforts to diminish the underground market for 

those activities. Support for moderated laws is also higher in BC than the rest of 

Canada, where 36% support legalization and 34% favour decriminalization of minor 

quantities (Forum Research Inc., 2013). Low support for legalization throughout the 

country could be a holdover from longstanding cultural opposition to the drug, much of 

which has been linked to morality, racial bias, and misconceptions about the potential 

risks surrounding cannabis use. Consequently, while support for decriminalization 

indicates an attitudinal moderation towards consumption, most Canadians do not 

support having a legitimate cannabis market.     

A recent study estimated that recreational cannabis consumers in BC spend 

$407 million per year (Werb et al., 2012). Meanwhile, criminal organizations are the chief 

benefactors as they control 85% of the provincial cannabis market (OCABC, 2001). 

Consequently, the BC government is unable to collect what could be a substantial 
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amount of tax revenue on the income and sales that are associated with cannabis. 

Instead, these lucrative financial benefits are primarily captured by individuals who are 

involved in organized crime, with the profits often being used to fund other illegal 

activities “...such as importing heroin and cocaine, violent offences, and money 

laundering...” (OCABC, 2001).  

Evidence that cannabis regulation can produce considerable tax revenue has 

been illustrated in two nearby jurisdictions. During the first eleven months after Colorado 

implemented regulation of recreational cannabis, the state generated $67.6 million in tax 

revenue and fees (Marijuana Policy Project, undated). Furthermore, the state of 

Washington, which introduced similar laws about six months after Colorado, generated 

roughly $25 million in tax revenue within the first nine months after sales became 

permissible (Washington State Liquor Control Board, 2015). The reason for the sizeable 

difference in revenue is that implementation in Colorado has been more rapid, which has 

resulted in a greater number of recreational cannabis businesses in that region (Hughes, 

2014). Nonetheless, it is realistic to assume that as the industry expands in Washington, 

tax revenue in that state will increase.   

Another potential economic benefit of a regulated cannabis market is legal job 

creation. In the first eleven months after Colorado legalized cannabis, approximately 

16,000 new jobs were created directly in the cannabis industry (Marijuana Policy Project, 

undated). Furthermore, employment in ancillary sectors such as accounting, legal 

services, real estate, advertising, transportation, construction, property management, 

security, insurance, and cultivation equipment supply have also been enhanced 

(Marijuana Policy Project, undated).  

As indoor cannabis growing operations require a considerable amount of artificial 

light, BC is losing a lot of money from producers who steal electricity to decrease their 

production costs. According to Diplock and Plecas, 2011, the yearly value of this theft is 

close to $109.4 million. Furthermore, this illegal activity raises power costs for all 

consumers because it creates a boost in overall demand for electricity, and as a result, 

BC has to purchase more expensive power from independent contractors to meet 

consumer needs (Diplock and Placas, 2011). Hence, “...if all theft of electricity from 
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growing operations (in BC) were eliminated, the savings to...consumers would be nearly 

$154.5 million” (Diplock and Plecas, 2011).  

  

2.2. Public Health and Social Development 

Cannabis consumption presents a number of concerns regarding potential 

impacts on mental health, with adolescents being particularly vulnerable to negative 

outcomes. Children who regularly use cannabis are more susceptible to reduced brain 

function and cognitive abilities, which can have an adverse impact on academic 

performance (California Society of Addiction Medicine, 2009). The risk of dependency on 

cannabis is also higher for youth; approximately 13% of children between the ages of 12 

and 17 become dependent on cannabis, with the highest rate being 17.4% among 13 

year olds (California Society of Addiction Medicine, 2009). Comparatively, only 9% of 

those over the age of 18 “...satisfy the criteria for dependence at some time in their 

lives...” (California Society of Addiction Medicine, 2009).  

Another concern with respect to cannabis consumption is that it can trigger 

psychosis, including schizophrenia, and those who are genetically predisposed to such 

illnesses are especially susceptible (Caspi et al., 2005). The risk is also likely elevated 

for children as “the neurodevelopmental characteristic of adolescence probably creates 

a more vulnerable circumstance...” (Malone et al., 2010).  

Other studies indicate that adolescents who consume cannabis are at an 

increased risk of being impoverished and unemployed. “However, the findings do not 

confirm a direct causal relationship between (cannabis) use and poor performance in ... 

life” (Diplock et al., 2012). This is because biological traits and prior social environment 

of the individual may contribute to negative social development (Fergusson and Boden, 

2008).  

Bonn-Miller et al., 2005 and Moore et al., 2007 state that young people who use 

cannabis are more vulnerable to developing depression and anxiety. But as other 
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studies have contrasting results, there is inconclusiveness on whether cannabis 

consumption exacerbates these conditions or if people who have such ailments are 

more prone to using the drug (Diplock et al., 2012). 

A further issue is the potential physical harms associated with cannabis use. For 

example, since the most common way of ingesting cannabis is to smoke it, many 

consumers are at an increased risk of developing respiratory ailments (Diplock et al., 

2012). However, there are differing opinions about the extent of lung damage that can 

occur from smoking the drug. Some researchers consider inhaling cannabis to be as 

harmful as tobacco, others claim that it is less damaging, and some state that it causes 

more harm (Diplock et al., 2012). Despite this uncertainty within the research, it is 

probable that smoking cannabis does pose some risk of developing pulmonary 

problems, with smoking frequency being a likely determinant of the risk level. In 2012, 

Pletcher et al. found “... that occasional use of marijuana ... may not be associated with 

adverse pulmonary function ...” but that heavier use does cause an accelerated decline 

in lung health. This suggests that if cannabis is smoked in moderation the risk of 

respiratory harm is significantly reduced.  

In 2013, Sullivan et al. examined health risks that are linked to cannabis 

pesticides. The authors discovered “...that chemical residues...on cannabis will directly 

transfer into the mainstream smoke, and ultimately the end user.” They also found that 

filtering the smoke with a water pipe substantially diminishes the toxicity level. The use 

of a vaporizer to inhale cannabis may also help to decrease the risk of respiratory 

problems as it can filter out many of the harmful ingredients (Diplock et al., 2012). But 

there are still risks with this method as Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the main 

psychoactive component in cannabis, can cause the lungs to become inflamed (Safarian 

et al., 2005). To address this problem, Sullivan et al., 2013 propose that regulating 

cannabis in a manner similar to tobacco would allow for better oversight on how 

pesticides are applied in the cultivation process.  

Regulating production could also help to ensure that cannabis is not exposed to 

mould, a problem that can occur if moist plant matter is not stored properly (Masters, 

2011). Mould is also frequently found in illegal grow operations, and this is typically due 
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to improper ventilation (Plecas et al., 2011). The most common type of mould found in 

cannabis is Aspergillus, and in extreme cases a person may develop Aspergillosis, a 

chronic disease that can lead to sinusitis, pulmonary infection, and pneumonia (Masters, 

2011). Thus, to reduce these risks, safe storage and aeration methods are imperative as 

contact with mould can cause a number of negative health issues, especially for 

individuals who have immune systems that are already compromised (Masters, 2011).  

Some studies link heart and cardiovascular problems to cannabis use. However, 

“...there is little evidence to suggest that the outcomes ... are typical or the norm for most 

users” (Diplock et al., 2012). Research has also shown that consumption of the drug can 

decrease fertility in both men and women (Diplock et al, 2012). Furthermore, cannabis 

can potentially cause negative consequences to the immune system, but more so for 

those whose systems are already weakened (Gargani et al., 2011). With respect to 

cancer, there are mixed opinions within the scientific community as to whether cannabis 

use can cause the disease. As a result, further research is required to establish if there 

is a causal relationship (Diplock et al., 2012). 

There has been a longstanding debate about whether cannabis is a gateway 

drug that leads to the use of more dangerous substances. Research indicates that many 

people who consume harder drugs do use cannabis beforehand. Yet studies such as 

Shukla, 2013, which explored perceptions about cannabis and the gateway theory, 

found that alcohol and tobacco were the first drugs consumed by the majority of 

participants. Sentiments about a lack of a causal link between cannabis use and 

subsequent consumption of more dangerous drugs have also been asserted in studies 

by Hall and Lynskey, 2005 and Fergusson et al, 2005. In addition, Diplock et al., 2012 

claim that while “... marijuana users have an increased likelihood of continuing on to 

other illicit drugs ... this may be more of a result of (pre-existing circumstances) of the 

user.” To that end, genetic predisposition and lifestyle may help to provide a better 

understanding about cannabis consumption preceding the use of other drugs (Agrawal, 

et al., 2007).  
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2.3.  Public Safety                      

 A major concern with cannabis use is motor vehicle operation, and “... there 

appears to be a strong consensus that marijuana has a negative and potentially harmful 

effect on driving” (Diplock et al., 2012). However, while most researchers agree that the 

drug causes psychomotor dysfunction, there is a lack of agreement on the extent of 

impairment that it can cause. This is because a given amount of THC will not have the 

same affect on every person. Consequently, the degree of intoxication will often depend 

on individual tolerance, which usually coincides with frequency of use and method of 

ingestion (Armentano, 2013).  

Armentano, 2013 maintains that studies on cannabis use and traffic accident risk 

are inconsistent. For example, a 2001 report by Lowenstein and Koziol-McLain declared 

that cannabis use on its own does not elevate crash risk but that such risk is increased 

when it is used in conjunction with alcohol. In contrast, Bedard et al., 2007 found that 

cannabis use on its own does enhance the risk of getting into a car accident. But despite 

this inconclusiveness, there appears to be accord that cannabis can cause impairment 

and that those who operate a motor vehicle while under the influence of the drug may, in 

certain circumstances, be at an increased risk of getting into a traffic accident. Thus, in 

the event that a policy change leads to less restrictive cannabis possession rules, a 

reliable intoxication screening mechanism will be essential. A dependable test would 

also be beneficial at present, particularly since a recent study discovered that next to 

alcohol, cannabis was the most common substance found among a random sample of 

2,513 drivers in BC, with roughly 3% having the drug in their system (Beasley and 

Beirness, 2012). 

Illicit cannabis cultivation also presents a number of public safety risks, one of 

which is violence. In BC, the illegal cannabis market has been linked to homicides, 

armed confrontations, drive-by shootings, home invasions, and extortion (Watts et al., 

2009). Moreover, there are dangers related to the large amount of power that is needed 

for indoor cultivation, especially since many grow operations run on electrical systems 

that have been erroneously installed. As a result, these sites are highly susceptible to 

hazards such as fire, shock and electrocution (Plecas et al., 2011).                        
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3. Methodology 

This section outlines the research methodologies that help to identify, and find 

solutions to, the policy problem, a process that involves answering the following 

research questions: (1) How can the harms that current laws impose on cannabis 

consumers in BC be decreased?, (2) How can the BC government improve its capacity 

to address public health and safety risks associated with cannabis?, and (3) What is the 

best way to enhance economic efficiency in relation to cannabis in BC?  

The primary research for this study consists of semi-structured interviews with 

experts who have specialized, professional knowledge about cannabis. Secondary 

methods include a general literature review and cross-jurisdictional analysis.  

3.1. Literature Review 

This portion of the study examines prior literature on the legislation, enforcement 

methods, public health and safety concerns, and socio-economic considerations 

associated with cannabis in BC. The research is drawn from academic journals, 

government and non-profit agency websites, newspapers, magazines and books.   

3.2. Cross-Jurisdictional Analysis     

In this section, policy models from other democratic jurisdictions, with similar 

cultural traits to BC, are analyzed. The objective with this process is to establish 

potential policy alternatives that will reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are 

produced by cannabis legislation in BC. Information for this segment of the study was 

collected from academic journals, government and non-profit agency websites, 

newspapers, magazines and books.   

The first regions examined are the US states of Washington and Colorado, two 

areas that recently legalized the sale of recreational cannabis. The next analysis is of the 

Netherlands, a country which has employed a written policy of non-enforcement 
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regarding the sale and possession of small amounts of cannabis since 1976. Next, 

South Australia is inspected as it was the first Australian state to decriminalize small 

quantities of cannabis. Lastly, the policy framework in Portugal is reviewed, where all 

drugs, including cannabis, were decriminalized in 2001.  

3.3. Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with five professionals; a criminologist, a drug policy 

expert, an economist, a Non-Commissioned Officer from a BC police agency, and a 

psychologist. In a professional capacity, each participant has specialized knowledge 

about cannabis, and this allowed them to provide insight on policy options that aim to 

reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are produced by cannabis legislation in 

BC.   

All interviewees were initially contacted by email with a description of the study 

and a request to participate. Upon acceptance of an invitation, the interview guide and 

consent form were sent. The interviews occurred in-person or by telephone. 

To analyze the interview transcripts, the six step thematic analysis process 

described by Braun and Clarke, 2006, is used. The order of the technique is as follows: 

(1) become familiar with the interview data by reading the entire transcript, without 

coding, (2) extract codes by identifying words and ideas that form patterns, (3) sort the 

various codes and place them into possible themes, (4) review the preliminary themes to 

determine whether any should be eliminated or if any can be divided into more than one 

theme, (5) define and refine the themes to describe how they relate to the research 

question, and (6) produce the final written thematic analysis.  

A thematic analysis was chosen for this study for its ability to highlight similarities 

and differences across data sets and because of its suitability to inform policy 

development (Braun and Clarke, 2006).    
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3.4. Limitations 

This study has a number of limitations. First, as the interview participant sample 

is small, the data cannot be generalized to represent the majority of those who have 

specialized, professional knowledge about cannabis. In particular, none of the 

participants endorsed the current legal framework surrounding cannabis in BC. Thus, 

there might be a lack of perspective on the status quo. Moreover, as all of the 

interviewees are Caucasian males, there is a limitation in terms of being able to 

determine whether ethnicity and gender have any influence on attitudes or opinions 

related to cannabis in BC.   

There are also limitations with using a thematic analysis to interpret the interview 

data. Other methods, such as content and discourse assessment, can present divergent 

results by contextually interpreting specific language that is used.  

Another methodological constraint is that the cross-jurisdictional analysis 

contains only five regions. Hence, there might be policy alternatives from other 

jurisdictions that could help to reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are 

produced by cannabis legislation in BC. Furthermore, since cannabis legalization 

policies were only recently implemented in Washington and Colorado, there is less data 

on policy-related outcomes in these jurisdictions than the Netherlands, South Australia, 

and Portugal.   

Lastly, in doing a comprehensive examination of the numerous societal and 

governmental concerns associated with recreational cannabis in BC, the extent and 

depth to which this study can investigate each issue is limited.     

4. Cross-Jurisdictional Analysis 

This chapter examines cannabis policies in other jurisdictions to help identify 

potential alternatives for BC. 
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4.1. Washington 

In December 2011, a petition with 355,000 signatures, which was well above the 

minimum requirement of 241,153, was submitted to the Washington state government to 

add a cannabis legalization measure on the ballot for the next election (Connelly, 2011). 

The measure was accepted, and on November 6, 2012, Washington voters passed         

Initiative 502, legalizing the sale of recreational cannabis. In doing so, Washington 

became one of the first contemporary jurisdictions in the world to regulate the sale of the 

drug (Kilmer et al., 2013); the state of Colorado passed a similar initiative on the same 

day (Sensible Colorado, 2013).  

The new law, which came into effect on December 6, 2012, “... made it legal for 

anyone aged 21 or older to possess up to one ounce of marijuana, 16 ounces of 

marijuana infused product in solid form, or 72 ounces of marijuana-infused product in 

liquid form” (Kilmer et al., 2013). Oversight and licensing for retail cannabis are managed 

by the Washington State Liquor Control Board (Kilmer et al., 2013).  

Under US federal law, the possession and sale of cannabis remains illegal. 

However, federal Deputy Attorney General James Cole said that the US Department of 

Justice will not interfere with state legalization of recreational cannabis, as long as such 

activity does not occur outside of the regulated system, does not divert to other states, 

access to minors is prohibited, and revenue from sales is thoroughly monitored (Cole, 

2013). However, the illegality of cannabis at the US federal level, and in other states, is 

an issue in relation to Canada, especially for BC. This is because “...BC presents the 

largest source of Canadian marijuana for the US market...”; roughly 90% of the 

provincial crop is exported south of border, which is a major concern for US law 

enforcement agencies that operate in jurisdictions where cannabis remains unlawful 

(Gecelovsky, 2008). Consequently, the Canadian federal government is subject to a 

substantial amount of US political pressure to keep cannabis illegal (Gecelovsky, 2008).   

In addition, the jurisdictional inconsistency within the US could pose an enhanced 

risk for Canadians with respect to travel. This is because under U.S. federal law, “... 

admission of past marijuana use or ... intent to buy or smoke marijuana in the future...” 

can result in an entry ban (Lus, 2014). According to Lus, 2014, Blaine, Washington 
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lawyer Len Saunders handles two to three entry ban cases per month involving 

Canadians who admit to past cannabis use while at a border crossing. Lus, 2014 also 

states that Mr. Saunders anticipates having more business of this type now that 

Washington has legalized the sale of recreational cannabis.       

Between 1986 and 2010, it is estimated that Washington spent $300 million on 

enforcement of cannabis possession laws, which included 240,000 arrests (Levine et al., 

2012). Interestingly, 129,000 of those arrests and $200 million of the enforcement costs 

occurred after 2001 (Levine et al., 2012). In addition, cannabis possession arrest rates 

for African-Americans, Hispanic-Americans and Native-Americans were all consistently 

higher than the rate for Caucasian-Americans (Levine et al., 2012). With respect to 

consumption patterns, African and Hispanic-Americans used cannabis less than 

Caucasians while Native-Americans consumed the drug at a slightly higher rate than 

White-Americans (Levine et al., 2012). Thus, as with Canada, this illustrates that there 

has been racial bias in enforcing drug possession laws in the state of Washington. 

In 2011, 800,000 Washington residents reported that they had consumed 

cannabis in the past year (Kilmer et al., 2013). Since the population of Washington was 

approximately 6.75 million at that time (State of Washington Office of Financial 

Management, 2013), this means about 12% of the population admitted to using cannabis 

in the year prior to legalization. However, it is difficult to verify whether the self-reported 

data regarding cannabis use was accurate at that time as the drug was still illegal. To 

that end, studies confirm there is a risk of under-reporting when asking about illicit 

behaviour because some people will likely be reluctant to admit to current or past illicit 

drug use (Tyler and Simmons, 2014; Tjepkema, 2004; Harrison and Hughes, 1997). 

Nevertheless, the self-reported rate in Washington does demonstrate cultural similarity 

with BC as cannabis consumption patterns were essentially the same in the two 

jurisdictions during 2011.  

The 2014 UN World Drug Report argues that legalization in Washington, and 

Colorado, may lead to an increase in cannabis use. In making this claim, the report 

states that legalization will probably reduce production costs, which will lead to a price 

decrease and a subsequent increase in demand. It is also possible that certain people 
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will be more willing to try cannabis. This is because legalization removes the risk of 

criminal punishment and likely increases access to the drug for some individuals. 

However, since patterns of use tend to rely on self-reporting, it is also possible that 

legalization will compel a greater number of existing consumers to report using the drug. 

Thus, in the event that there is a reported rise in usage, it will be difficult to establish 

whether it is the result of an increase in consumption or enhanced willingness to admit to 

using cannabis. One way to control for this might be to ask current consumers about 

their usage patterns both before and after legalization. Doing this could also help to 

verify whether the reported pre-legalization consumption rates are accurate.   

 To address driving while under the influence of cannabis, section 46.61.502 of 

the Revised Code of Washington declares that an offence is committed if a “...person 

has, within the last two hours after driving, a TCH concentration of 5 (nanograms per 

millilitre of blood) or higher.” In addition, section 46.04.586 specifies that the 

measurement is to be of delta-9 THC, the main psychoactive ingredient in cannabis, and 

not carboxy THC, which is a benign component of the drug (Revised Code of 

Washington, 2012). However, critics of the law question whether this limit is an accurate 

measure of impairment. This is because scientific evidence relating to cannabis and 

traffic accident risk is not conclusive and because THC levels can remain elevated in 

heavy users for longer than two hours (Rahn, 2012).  

Another potential concern that arose is that the prevalence of THC among 

Washington drivers increased after cannabis was legalized. A 2014 study by Couper and 

Perterson established that the existence of delta-9 THC in those who were suspected of 

impaired driving in Washington went up by approximately 6% between 2012 and 2013. 

But according to Bob Calkins of the Washington State Patrol, blood testing of drivers by 

police has also risen since cannabis was legalized, which means there has not 

necessarily been an increase in the number of people driving while intoxicated by the 

drug (Johnson, 2013). 
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4.2. Colorado 

In November 2012, voters in the state of Colorado legalized recreational 

cannabis by passing Amendment 64, which permits those aged 21 and older to possess 

a maximum of one ounce of the substance and allows individuals to grow up to six 

plants for personal use (Rocky Mountain High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area, 2014). 

Although this differs from Washington, where a licence is needed for any amount of 

cultivation, a state licence is required in Colorado for production that exceeds the six 

plant limit (Garvey and Yeh, 2014). Prior to legalization, the penalty for possessing up to 

one ounce of cannabis was a $100 fine, but a conviction for the offence still resulted in a 

criminal record (Levine, 2012).    

From 1986 to 2010, there were approximately 210,000 arrests for cannabis 

possession in Colorado, with 108,000 occurring after 2001 and the majority of arrestees 

being 25 years of age or younger (Levine et al., 2012). Furthermore, like Washington, 

African and Latino-Americans were arrested more frequently than Caucasians, despite 

lower cannabis usage rates among the former two groups (Levine et al., 2012). Thus, 

this also demonstrates a similarity with Canada in terms of ethnic bias and the 

enforcement of drug possession laws.  

The cost of enforcing cannabis possession laws was approximately $33 million in 

Colorado during the 2005 to 2006 fiscal year (Miron and Waldock, 2010). However, it is 

evident that enforcement had minimal impact reducing cannabis use as annual 

consumption hovered between 10% and 11% of the population from 2003 to 2007 

(Gettman, 2009). Like Washington, this illustrates a cultural resemblance to BC 

regarding prevalence of cannabis use. 

The THC limit while driving in Colorado is 5 nanograms per millilitre of blood 

(National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws, undated), which is the same 

as Washington state. However, the law differs in that Colorado drivers can provide 

evidence in court to show they were not impaired despite being above the limit, a legal 

standard which is referred to as permissive inference (Fuchs, 2013). Interestingly, since 

recreational cannabis was legalized in Colorado, the number of drivers who tested 

positive for cannabis and were involved in fatal crashes dropped from 8.9% in 2011 to 
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5.7% in 2013 (Colorado Department of Transportation, 2013). This is surprising, 

especially considering that there was an increase from 2009, the same year medicinal 

cannabis was legalized in Colorado, until 2011 (Colorado Department of Transportation, 

2014).  

A possible explanation for the diminished presence of THC among drivers 

involved in fatal crashes is that there was a drop in consumption after recreational 

cannabis was legalized. However, the number of registered medical marijuana patients 

rose between 2011 and 2013, from 82,089 to 110,979 (Colorado Department of Public 

Health and Environment, 2013). Furthermore, a recent study prepared for the Colorado 

Department of Revenue states that between 2011 and 2014 there was an increase in 

the number of past year recreational cannabis users, from approximately 549,000 to 

686,284 (Light et al., 2014). These figures suggest that the mere existence of THC in a 

driver does not establish a causal link between consumption of the drug and enhanced 

traffic accident risk. Thus, other factors that vary according to the individual, such as the 

driver’s THC level and frequency of use, should also be assessed (Balko, 2014).  

4.3. The Netherlands   

The coffee shop policy model in the Netherlands stemmed from a hypothesis that 

the gateway between cannabis and harder drugs is the result of socio-economic factors, 

and thus separating the market would reduce contact between cannabis users and those 

who consume and sell more dangerous substances (MacCoun, 2011). This policy, which 

was implemented in 1976, did not actually legalize cannabis. Instead, the federal 

government generated an official document declaring that violations involving the 

possession or sale of up to 30 grams of cannabis would not be enforced (MacCoun, 

2011). Subsequently, in the 1980s, “...a system of ‘coffee shops’ evolved in which the 

purchase of small quantities of cannabis by adults was informally tolerated and then 

formally permitted in shops that were licensed” (Reinarman et al., 2004). The 

government also set guidelines that forbade coffee shops from advertising and from 

selling cannabis to anyone under the age of 16 (MacCoun, 2011). Those policies 

remained unchanged until 1995, at which time the government, in response to internal 

and foreign political pressure, lowered the allowable possession level to 5 grams and set 
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a 500 gram supply limit for coffee shops (MacCoun, 2011). The objective of this was to 

thwart drug tourists from purchasing larger amounts of cannabis and bringing it back to 

their home countries (Dolin, 2001). The following year, in 1996, the Netherlands 

government also increased the legal cannabis purchasing age to 18 (MacCoun, 2011).  

A harsher measure that sought to combat the problems associated with drug 

tourists was put forth by the Dutch government in 2011. Under the new scheme, coffee 

shops would be prohibited from selling cannabis to non-citizens (MacCoun, 2011). 

However, the initiative received mixed support throughout the country, and in 2012, a 

new federal coalition government permitted municipalities to decide whether to adopt the 

policy (Rolles, 2014). Consequently, there is now substantial inconsistency across the 

country; larger cities that have the majority of coffee shops, such as Amsterdam and 

Rotterdam, have not implemented the new policy, but a number of border towns did 

adopt it (Rolles, 2014).  

Despite these regional contradictions, there is a shared national problem; 

because the government has never sanctioned or regulated cannabis production, 

cultivation is done on the black market, and it frequently involves criminal organizations 

(Rolles, 2014). This is similar to BC, where cultivation is also frequently managed by 

criminal organizations.      

In 2009, 7% of the Dutch population had used cannabis in the past year, which 

was an increase from the average of 5.5% between 1997 and 2005 (van Laar et al., 

2011). But van Laar, 2011 notes that because the survey techniques for 2005 and 2009 

were dissimilar, the variation is “...more likely (a reflection of) methodological differences 

rather than actual changes...in drug use.” Comparatively, the European average for 

annual cannabis consumption is approximately 5% (United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime, 2011). Furthermore, many countries within close proximity to the Netherlands 

have similar or higher usage rates (EMCDDA, 2014), which is surprising considering 

cannabis rules in Holland are less restrictive than most European nations. These 

findings seem to suggest that there is little correlation between the legality of cannabis 

possession and rates of consumption. However, it is also conceivable that factors other 

than law enforcement, such as cultural differences, have an influence on patterns of use 
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in the various nations. In that sense, it is possible that certain cultures may be more 

prone to using the drug than others.    

With respect to harder drugs, the number of 15 to 34 year olds in the Netherlands 

who had ever tried cocaine and amphetamines between 1998 and 2008 was close to or 

lower than many other European countries (MacCoun, 2011). Although this does not 

confirm that the policy objective, which was to separate the cannabis market to reduce 

consumption of harder drugs, has been achieved, it may indicate that consumption 

levels for more dangerous substances are not amplified by lenient cannabis rules.           

In 2008, the annual value of the domestic cannabis market in the Netherlands 

was estimated to be between $372 million and $728.5 million (Kline, 2012). In the same 

year, the government collected $520 million in tax revenue from the coffee shops, on 

total domestic and foreign sales of over $2.6 billion (Kline, 2012). Given the prevalence 

of cannabis consumption in BC, this illustrates an opportunity for the provincial 

government to significantly enhance its yearly tax revenue.  

In 1995, the per capita cost of drug law enforcement in the Netherlands was 

$27.00 (Common Sense for Drug Policy, 1998). In 2002, it was estimated that the yearly 

cost of drug enforcement in Canada was between $700 million and $1 billion (SSCID, 

2002). As the total Canadian population was about 30 million at that time (Statistics 

Canada, 2014), the per capita drug enforcement cost was between $23.00 and $33.00 

(700 million/30 million and 1 billion/30 million). With a mean of roughly $26.00, it appears 

that Canadian per capita expenditures on drug enforcement were almost the same as 

the Netherlands, which is surprising considering that cannabis laws in Canada are 

stricter. A potential explanation for this is that the Netherlands spent more on 

enforcement against other drugs. Alternatively, it is possible that the Dutch regulatory 

rules for cannabis possession and sales are costly to enforce. Nonetheless, a 

substantial portion of any monitoring costs are probably negated by the large sum of 

cannabis related tax revenue that is collected by the Dutch government each year. 

More recently, the only projection of public drug related expenditures in the 

Netherlands is by Rigter, 2006, and although it states that total enforcement costs in 

2003 came to approximately 16  million Euros (roughly $22.8 million Canadian), the 
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methodology and results have been questioned by other researchers (EMCDDA, 2014). 

Thus, due to those limitations, and a lack of government record keeping, recent public 

drug related costs in the Netherlands are uncertain, (EMCDDA, 2014).    

Under Article 8 of the 1994 Dutch Road Traffic Act, it is illegal to drive a motor 

vehicle while impaired by a drug (Government of the Netherlands, undated). However, 

aside from alcohol, defined legal limits for drug concentrations and driving do not exist in 

Holland (van Laar, 2011). This is particularly surprising in the context of cannabis given 

how long they have been employing moderate policies for that substance. It is also 

surprising because next to alcohol, THC is the most prevalent substance found among 

Dutch drivers; nearly 1.7% of motor vehicle operators use it as a standalone drug, which 

is slightly above the European average of 1.3% (Institute for Road Safety Research, 

2011). Additionally, another 0.4% of drivers in Holland consume THC in conjunction with 

alcohol (Institute for Road Safety Research, 2011). Nevertheless, change does appear 

to be looming; a bill to amend the Act and add concentration limits for other drugs, 

including cannabis, was recently introduced, and it is expected to take effect in the near 

future (Government of the Netherlands, 2014). In developing the bill, Dutch ministers 

followed the recommendations from a recent study (Government of the Netherlands, 

2014) by Verstraete et al., 2011, which proposes a level of THC concentration between 

3 and 5 nanograms per millilitre of blood.   

4.4. South Australia 

Possession of small amounts of cannabis for personal use is decriminalized in 

some Australian jurisdictions (National Cannabis Prevention and Information Centre, 

2013), and in 1987, South Australia was the first state in the nation to decriminalize 

small quantities of the drug. The rationale was that it would save money and that the 

potential harms from cannabis use were thought to be lower than the harms associated 

with criminal conviction (Single et al., 2000).  

Currently, any individual who is found with up to 100 grams of cannabis, 20 

grams of hashish, 1 non-hydroponic plant, or any cannabis smoking equipment faces a 

fine ranging from $50 to $150, with 60 days to pay (National Cannabis Prevention and 
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Information Centre, 2013). For the purpose of this analysis, however, the South 

Australian model is referred to as pseudo-decriminalization. This is because the policy 

“...does not represent a complete decriminalization of personal cannabis use...” as 

failure to redress the penalty results in a criminal conviction (Single et al., 2000). Such 

an approach likely has negative consequences for individuals who are unable to afford 

the fine. As a result, the policy appears to favour those who have greater socio-

economic status.   

There was a rise in the number of fines in South Australia “...from around 6,000 

in 1987/88 to approximately 17,000 in 1993/94...” (Single et al., 2000). However, 

according to Single et al., 2000, this was not a reflection of increased usage but rather 

was the result of police agencies shifting from occasional use of discretionary caution 

towards recording all minor possession offences. Additionally, studies have shown that 

although consumption in South Australia has risen since pseudo-decriminalization, the 

increase has been similar to other Australian states, including those that have more 

prohibitive policies (Single et al., 2000). For example, approximately 11% of South 

Australians use cannabis, whereas in Queensland, a jurisdiction without any form of 

decriminalization, 10.5% of the population consumes the drug, placing both regions near 

the national average of 10% (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2011).  

South Australia has roughly 1.7 million residents while Queensland has around 

4.7 million people (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014). But despite similar 

consumption patterns, the arrest rate for possession in Queensland is significantly 

higher. During the 2012 to 2013 fiscal year, there were 16,331 arrests for cannabis 

possession in Queensland and 1,037 in South Australia (Australian Crime Commission, 

2014). This indicates that stricter punitive measures have little effect on decreasing 

cannabis usage rates. Moreover, the figures in Queensland resemble the numbers in 

BC. As noted earlier, in 2013 there were 16,085 arrests for cannabis possession in the 

province, which is nearly identical to the number of arrests in Queensland at that time. 

The populations are also alike, as BC has approximately 4.5 million residents (BC Stats, 

2014). Consequently, the enforcement methods in Queensland and BC appear to be 

ineffective as cannabis consumption rates in those areas are comparable to the pseudo-

decriminalized jurisdiction of South Australia. 
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The South Australian scheme has also generated cost savings. Brooks et al., 

1999 reports that during the 1995 to 1996 fiscal year, the government spent 

approximately $1.2 million on enforcement and received $1.7 million in revenue from 

fines. Meanwhile, the researchers claimed that if pseudo-decriminalization was not in 

place, enforcement costs would have been around $2 million while revenue from fines 

would only have amounted to about $1 million.        

In South Australia there is a zero tolerance policy with respect to THC level and 

operating a motor vehicle (Government of South Australia, 2012), and in 2006 the 

government introduced random roadside saliva testing to detect the presence of the 

drug (Thompson, 2008). With this test, an initial screening produces a result in 

approximately five minutes, and if positive for any concentration of THC, the driver must 

go with the police officer to a drug bus or police station and provide a second oral 

sample for testing (Government of South Australia, Undated). If the second test returns 

positive, a portion of that fluid is given to the driver “...and the rest is sent to a police 

laboratory for a more accurate test” (Mallick et al., 2007). If this final screening, which 

takes a few weeks to complete, is also positive, the individual will be charged with 

impaired driving (Government of Australia, Undated).  

Of 43,838 drivers who were randomly screened in the fiscal year of 2009 to 

2010, 602 tested positive for THC (Littlely, 2012). In the 2010 to 2011 financial year, 

42,309 were randomly screened, with 527 testing positive for THC (Littlely, 2012). This 

means that approximately 1.2% to 1.3% of all randomly screened drivers tested positive 

for THC from mid 2009 to mid 2011 (Littlely, 2012). However, according to Mallick et al., 

2007, as “...there are considerable gaps in the...evidence regarding the accuracy and 

effectiveness of (saliva testing)...it is vital that (more) research be undertaken to better 

inform the implementation of future countermeasures.”                      

4.5. Portugal 

Portugal decriminalized all drugs in 2001, including cannabis. The objectives of     

this policy were to reduce economic and social costs associated with the criminal justice 

system, to deter drug use, and to encourage dependent users into treatment (Hughes 
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and Stevens, 2010). Possession of a substance is limited to a supply that lasts for ten 

days, which for cannabis is set at two and a half grams (Hughes and Stevens, 2010). 

While possession above that amount is a criminal offence,  possession of two and a half 

grams or less will result in a police referral to a local Commission for the Dissuasion of 

Drug Addiction, at which the motivations for and circumstances surrounding the offence 

are discussed  (Hughes and Stevens, 2010). The purpose of this process is to determine 

whether an offender is a non-dependent or dependent user, and then to decide if the 

individual should be sanctioned (e.g. community service, fine, suspension of a 

professional licence) or whether the person should be compelled to enter into a 

treatment program (Hughes and Stevens, 2010). As a result, although the Portuguese 

model removed criminal sanctions for possessing small amounts of cannabis, the 

framework still allows the government to either penalize consumers or compel them to 

participate in therapy that aims to alter their behaviour.     

While figures for government spending related to cannabis in Portugal are 

difficult to find, there is data on expenditures for all drugs. In 2000, which was one year 

prior to decriminalization, the government spent over 100 million Euros on drug policy, of 

which 24 million Euros was for law enforcement (van Beusekom et al., 2002). More 

recently, the Portuguese government has not reported specific expenditure trends, such 

as the proportion of budgetary spending that is allocated to enforcement (EMCDDA, 

2014). However, in 2008, total drug policy costs were significantly lower than they had 

been before decriminalization, down to $77.5 million (US), which is about 67.5 million 

Euros (Russoniello, 2012).  

The prevalence of lifetime cannabis consumption among 15 to 64 year olds in 

Portugal rose from 7.6% in 2001 to 11.7% in 2007 (Santos et al., 2012). But this was not 

necessarily representative of an increase in consumption as decriminalization may have 

enhanced willingness to report usage (Hughes and Stevens, 2010). Furthermore, 

between 2001 and 2005, Portugal had the lowest rate of lifetime cannabis use in the 

European Union (EU) (Greenwald, 2009). In 2006, the lifetime consumption rate in 

Portugal was 8.2%, which surprisingly was only slightly higher than the past year EU 

average of 7.1% (Greenwald, 2009). This could indicate that less strict laws have little 

effect on rates of consumption. Alternatively, it could be the result of cultural differences 
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throughout Europe. In any event,  as patterns of regular cannabis use in Portugal  

changed very little between 2001 and 2007, with past year consumption rising from 3.3% 

to 3.6% and past month consumption remaining at 2.4% (Santos et al., 2012), it appears 

that decriminalization has not led to a usage increase.  

The legal limit in Portugal for driving and THC is zero for blood and 50 

nanograms per millilitre of urine (EMCDDA, 2007). Drivers who are suspected of drug 

impairment can be required to take random roadside saliva or sweat tests (Hughes, 

2007).  In the event that the initial test is positive, a subsequent blood or urine analysis is 

conducted at a health facility (Hughes, 2007).  

A 2012 study by Costa, et al. discovered that alcohol was the most common 

substance found among Portuguese drivers involved in fatal traffic accidents, followed 

by opiates and then cannabis. Thus, the authors conclude that while alcohol requires 

significant consideration with respect to road safety, “...the presence of illicit drugs...in 

road traffic accidents should deserve further attention and supervision.”   

5. Qualitative Findings 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the following five experts who 

have specialized, professional knowledge about cannabis: (1) Neil Boyd, Director of the 

School of Criminology at SFU, (2) Donald MacPherson, Executive Director of the 

Canadian Drug Policy Coalition and Adjunct Professor at SFU, (3) Stephen Easton, 

Professor of Economics at SFU, (4) a Non-Commissioned Officer from a police agency 

in the Lower Mainland region of BC (who is hereinafter referred to by the pseudonym of 

“Officer Jones”), and (5) Zach Walsh, Co-Director of the Centre for the Advancement of 

Psychological Science and Law and Associate Professor in the UBC Department of 

Psychology.     
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5.1. Morality and Ethnicity 

 A prominent theme that arose during the interviews was morality in relation to 

cannabis consumption. In response to being asked why cannabis possession became 

illegal in Canada, Officer Jones stated that “the government of the time, or thinking of the 

time, was that it was evil.”  Furthermore, in reply to the same question, most participants 

mentioned that in the early 1900s there was a negative shift in public perception about 

the drug, suggesting that Canadians began to view cannabis use as a dissolute 

behaviour.  

When talking about why recreational cannabis continues to be prohibited in 

Canada, Professor Easton stated: 

Because I think there’s a moral imperative that says this stuff is bad for you, it’s 

bad for children, bad for adults, and we ought not to do it. I think it’s a holdover 

from old morality plays.  

In addition, while discussing problems that exist with the current legal framework, 

Professor Boyd said: 

I don’t see it as a moral issue. I really can’t see saying to somebody, for example, 

‘this person smokes tobacco, that’s not morally wrong. You smoke cannabis, 

that’s morally wrong.’ It just doesn’t add up for me. 

 These comments illustrate a consensus among the interviewees that morality 

had, and continues to have, considerable influence on policy surrounding recreational 

cannabis in Canada. Such comments might also suggest that the sinful portrayal of 

cannabis by Judge Emily Murphy, and others, in the early 1900s, influenced the decision 

to prohibit the drug in Canada.  

Most participants also mentioned ethnicity in connection to banning cannabis, 

which echoes the published material of Judge Murphy, who considered cannabis 

consumption to be an immoral foreign behaviour. For example, Professor Walsh noted:  
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The reason (cannabis) is illegal...is...tied to racism and social control...Cannabis 

is identified early on with ethnic minorities and suspect classes, and...making it 

illegal allowed for the control of those classes...Later, in the 70s and 80s, it 

became identified with counterculture movements. So to the extent that political 

forces were at odds with those movements, it was convenient to maintain a 

prohibition on cannabis...I think it’s been one of the most clear-cut mistakes of 

modern social health policy...(Historically), there are all kinds of absurd and 

destructive prohibitions against different psychoactive substances, and they are 

almost always tied to cultural clashes. 

On the same topic, Professor Boyd noted that “marijuana was associated with 

Mexican migrants...” and that “(Cannabis was a drug) of the third world, or of developing, 

less powerful cultures, relative to Britain (and) North America.” Moreover, Professor 

MacPherson stated that, “banning cannabis had to do with racist roots, (and that) 

Mexican immigrants to the United States used cannabis and they threatened jobs...It 

was all about race.”  

These comments seem to indicate that US views on cannabis may have 

impacted Canadian opinions about the drug, which is something that Professor Easton 

stated more explicitly. On that, he noted that the Canadian government, in agreeing with 

the rationale for US cannabis prohibition, said that “...bad people are doing this, and (so) 

we’re going to stop it.”  

The participant statements reflect the literature in that a link between racism and 

moral perceptions led to the criminalization of cannabis in Canada. More pointedly, the 

comments indicate that cannabis consumption in Canada was viewed as a depraved, 

foreign behaviour that was corrupting the societal values of the dominant Caucasian 

population.                

5.2. Young People 

The subject of how cannabis can potentially harm young people was prevalent in 

all of the interviews. When asked about health issues associated with cannabis, 
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Professor Boyd discussed possible negative consequences for children who are 

attending school while intoxicated by the drug. On that, he noted that children may not 

be able to function properly, and as a result, will not “...be able to get as much out of 

school.” This sentiment echoes the 2009 findings of the California Society of Addiction 

Medicine, which notes that frequent cannabis consumption by kids can have an adverse 

impact on academic performance, primarily because children who use the drug are more 

susceptible to reduced brain function and cognitive abilities.  

Professor Boyd is unsure if young people who experience schizophrenia tend to 

self-medicate with cannabis in a destructive manner. He is also uncertain about whether 

cannabis consumption can trigger schizophrenia. However, he does believe that for 

“...young people who are experiencing (symptoms of schizophrenia)...that marijuana 

would definitely be a detriment.”  

Some of that uncertainty is clarified by Professor Walsh, who stated: 

It does seem that cannabis may provoke a psychotic episode in people who are 

at risk. But that is quite a small number of people...It’s hard to 

know...why...people who are at risk of schizophrenia seem to be drawn to 

cannabis. There are different strains of cannabis with different relative 

proportions of active ingredients across the strains. The two big ones are THC 

and CBD (cannabidiol). CBD seems to have some effects that counter anxiety 

where THC appears to exacerbate them. So what we might see is that people 

smoke cannabis because it makes them feel better if they are struggling with 

psychotic disorders. But then it also might make them feel worse...But I don’t 

think (cannabis) is a real mental health problem. I don’t think the mental health of 

Canadians would decrease at all if cannabis were legalized tomorrow. (That) also 

might have to do with the fact that I don’t think we’d see an increase in cannabis 

use...          

Professor Walsh’s sentiments echo the scientific literature, such as Caspi et al., 

2005 and Malone et al., 2010, which found that cannabis use can accentuate symptoms 

of psychosis, including schizophrenia. But his remarks on how cannabis can potentially 

be beneficial for some people who have psychotic ailments, such as anxiety, are distinct. 
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This is because the literature assessed in this study focuses on the negative 

relationships between cannabis use and mental health, including anxiety. In addition, 

Professor Walsh’s opinion that cannabis consumption is unlikely to rise if legalized 

reflects prior research, which illustrates that rates of use have changed very little in a 

number of jurisdictions where cannabis laws are less strict.    

Professor Boyd and Professor Walsh also stated that despite increases in 

cannabis use, schizophrenia among the population has not risen. But the scientific 

research on this is inconsistent. For example, some researchers are skeptical about the 

recent findings of a Canadian psychiatrist, who examined a number of studies on 

schizophrenia, and concluded there has been a gradual increase in the national rate 

(Blackwell, 2013). Nonetheless, even if there has been an increase, there does not 

appear to be any evidence of a relationship between cannabis use and rates of 

schizophrenia. Instead, current research demonstrates that use of cannabis by those 

who are genetically predisposed to schizophrenia can result in an accelerated 

emergence of symptoms.  

For Professor MacPherson, the most notable concerns surrounding young 

people and cannabis are law enforcement and stigmatization. With respect to former, he 

noted that: 

...You have young people who are criminalized, I mean everyone is criminalized, 

but particularly young people that are chased around the city, harassed by police.  

When asked why young people are targeted more often by police, he stated: 

They don’t have a place to use it because they’re stigmatized. Old guys like me 

can sit on the back porch and puff away, if we want. Young people get 

stigmatized, and that’s a bad thing, so they have to go out in public to smoke it, in 

parks or festivals, or wherever. So they’re more visible...I think if a police officer 

comes across a young person smoking a joint it’s just not good for the 

relationship between the two, even though it’s very common for people to smoke 

dope, and youth aren’t so discreet either.   
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These views are interesting in that they illustrate a possible Canadian similarity to 

Colorado, where young people accounted for the majority of arrests for cannabis 

possession when it was still illegal.  

Professor MacPherson also referred to the Dutch coffee shops as a 

commendable model for reducing police scrutiny of young people. Regarding that, he 

stated that the policy was created to shield youth from drug dealers and harder drugs, 

and to provide them with a safe place to consume cannabis. Considering the examined 

literature within this study emphasizes preventing young people from using cannabis due 

to the elevated health risks that they are susceptible to, this is a surprising policy 

objective. However,  Professor MacPherson’s sentiment is somewhat echoed by 

MacCoun, 2011, which states that the Dutch model was based on the hypothesis that 

the gateway between cannabis and harder drugs is the result of socio-economic factors, 

and thus separating the market would reduce contact between cannabis users and those 

who consume and sell more dangerous substances. Although shielding youth is not 

specifically mentioned, it appears that it was considered in the policy making process as 

the initial legal purchasing age was 16. Nonetheless, the literature also notes that the 

Netherlands subsequently increased the legal age to 18, presumably to minimize the 

elevated risks young people are susceptible to by reducing their ability to access the 

drug.             

 Patterns of cannabis consumption by young people in Canada came up a 

number of times during the interviews, with the consensus being that the current usage 

rate is high. When asked about national decriminalization as a policy option, Officer 

Jones said that he does not think consumption among young people would increase 

“...because obviously young people can readily access it now...” Moreover, while 

discussing the policy option of legalization, Professor Easton said there would be a 

sustained demand for cannabis by young people “...because kids are (currently) 

smoking it in grade school, and I don’t think any government would permit legal sales to 

minors.” Professor MacPherson also mentioned a 2013 report by the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and thought that it said cannabis consumption among 15 to 

20 year olds in Canada is higher than anywhere in the world. 
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 These perceptions on cannabis accessibility and usage among young Canadians 

do, for the most part, reflect the literature. But there are a couple of discrepancies 

surrounding the details from the UNICEF report. First, while self-reported cannabis use 

among young Canadians is listed as the greatest at 28%, the report only evaluated 29 

developed countries. Second, the young people who were surveyed were 11, 13, and 15 

year olds, not 15 to 20 year olds. Nevertheless, this still illustrates that there is a high 

rate of cannabis use by young Canadians, especially considering that the lowest rate 

among the 29 nations was Norway, at approximately 5%.  

The high prevalence of cannabis use by young people also helps to provide 

insight on whether that group is scrutinized by police more than other consumers of the 

drug. To that end, as the population of Canada is about 35 million (Statistics Canada, 

2014), at a rate of 10%, there are roughly 3.5 million cannabis users in the nation. 

Moreover, there are approximately 2 million Canadians who are between the ages of 12 

and 17 (Statistics Canada, 2009). Since about 28% of that age group consumes 

cannabis, this amounts to roughly 550,000 children, or 15% of all cannabis consumers in 

Canada. Meanwhile, 12 to 17 year olds account for 24% of all cannabis offences in the 

country (Dauvergne, 2009). Hence, it appears that Professor Macpherson’s comments 

about young people facing elevated scrutiny are correct as the representative share of 

all offences for that group is considerably higher than the proportion of all consumers 

they account for.                     

         Officer Jones had a distinct perspective about how cannabis cultivation, in certain 

circumstances, can increase the risk of harms to young people. In that regard, he stated: 

I had a grow-op beside my own house, years ago, and what made me annoyed 

about it is not that I’m a police officer, but that I have kids, and this idiot is 

growing enough dope that somebody might rip him. As if I want some people 

coming in and doing a home invasion and firing some shots.  

The above statement is a unique viewpoint that was not discussed by the other 

participants. However, as noted previously, Watts, et al., 2009 stated that home 

invasions are a risk that is associated with illicit cannabis cultivation. In addition, 

according to Officer Jones, such incidents are likely under-reported, to which he noted: 



 

36 

The dark figure of crime surrounding grow rips is unbelievable, people getting 

shot and nobody reports it. Very few people say ‘Hey, somebody just came in 

and tried to steal my dope.’ 

 Collectively, the comments of the participants demonstrate that cannabis 

consumption, and in some instances production, can present a number of health and 

safety risks to young people. While the types of hazards discussed were varied, it is 

evident that the interviewees recognize the importance of protecting young people from 

these possible dangers. 

5.3. Comparisons to Alcohol and Tobacco        

Comparisons to alcohol and tobacco were very common throughout the 

interviews. For instance, in response to being asked why recreational cannabis 

possession is illegal in Canada, Professor Boyd noted: 

Now if we look at this problem through the lens of public health and say, ‘Well, 

wait a minute, why is (cannabis) illegal and a drug like alcohol, or more pointedly 

a drug like tobacco, which takes seven years off your life if you begin to smoke 

with any degree of regularity, how have we made these choices?’ (The) best 

answer is we’ve made these choices in some relative ignorance.  

Furthermore, when asked about his views on increasing enforcement of cannabis 

possession laws in BC, Professor Boyd stated: 

With something like cannabis, when you’re using the criminal law, which is 

essentially a sledge hammer, to deal with something that’s much less significant 

than the drugs people use every day in alcohol and tobacco, and caffeine, more 

enforcement just doesn’t seem...to be an effective policy option...We should have 

effective enforcement around distribution of knowledge, around public health, 

around inappropriate forms of use, around high school kids not using, young 

people not using, certainly in the context of education or in the context of the 

developing brain. 
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Officer Jones also cited an example of cannabis being less dangerous than 

alcohol. When asked about the option of increasing enforcement against cannabis 

possession in BC, he stated:  

There’s obviously no value to it. I just don’t see why you would increase 

enforcement...Smoking weed doesn’t appear to be like alcohol, where you get 

stupid and violent ... (More enforcement) would (anger) the public... (and) it’s a 

waste of...resources and time...I think the public and the government are going to 

have to...adapt until they think they can get it as right as they can. It’s about 

people’s freedom to do what they wish versus anything that harms the public 

safety aspect of it, sometimes through enforcement of the law, or not.    

 These assertions that cannabis is less harmful than alcohol and tobacco echo 

the findings from previously discussed research. For instance, Rehm et al., 2006 found 

that the total health costs associated with alcohol and tobacco are much more costly 

than for cannabis while Thomas and Davis, 2009 illustrated that the per user health 

costs for cannabis are also much lower. Additionally, the 2002 report by the SSCID 

states there is less risk of dependency with cannabis than there is with alcohol and 

tobacco.  

With respect to Officer Jones’ comment about alcohol being more likely to trigger 

violent actions than cannabis, it is assumed that such a view is based on his 

experiences as a police officer. While the selected literature for this study does not 

compare alcohol to cannabis in terms of whether one is more likely to cause violence 

than the other, none of the reviewed studies indicate that violent behaviour is a risk 

associated with cannabis use. Moreover, an extensive literature review on alcohol and 

injury by Alliston, 2012 notes that “a causal relationship has been established between 

alcohol and violence from both individual and population-level studies.” Thus, it seems 

the view of Officer Jones is likely accurate.      

Professor Boyd believes cannabis should be regulated in a similar manner to 

tobacco. More specifically, he said that the framework should be as follows:  
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“...more or less among consenting adults in private places (and)... in a way that 

promotes public health (with) regulations in place so people don’t see it as 

acceptable.” 

Similarly, Professor MacPherson argued that the present strategy in place with tobacco 

is better than alcohol as there is less promotion of cigarettes and because alcohol 

advertisements frequently target young people. Hence, he claimed: 

Most people on the public health side of things think that if cannabis comes in we 

need to be much stricter with our regulations around promotion and packaging 

and take...the (attraction) away from it...  

Furthermore, Professor Walsh states: 

I don’t think (cannabis policy) necessarily has to follow the regulations that we 

have on alcohol. It’s much less dangerous than alcohol (and) it should be lightly 

regulated, (and) probably kept away from children. Aside from that, I think it 

should be fairly available. I’m not a fan of decriminalization...The people who 

produce and sell it will still be highly criminalized..., (including) people who might 

be of lower socio-economic status...It also deprives the public of the tax revenue. 

So it makes no sense. If it’s okay for people to use cannabis, why would you 

make it illegal to produce and sell it? It’s...hypocrisy.    

Some of the interviewees who support cannabis legalization do not advocate 

using existing alcohol laws as a model for regulation. Most participants also agree that 

young people, particularly children, should not be permitted to access cannabis. With 

respect to how it should be regulated, Professor Boyd and Professor MacPherson favour 

a scheme that is similar to tobacco and does not allow for heavy promotion of the drug. 

In proposing this, they echo Sullivan, et al. 2013, which recommends that cannabis be 

regulated in a manner that is similar to tobacco. Their views also reflect policy in the 

Netherlands, where cannabis advertising by coffee shops is forbidden.  

Although Professor Walsh did not specify a particular policy framework, he did 

state that “...safe and reliable access is the bottom line, and (this) is going to vary 
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according to a number of factors that are specific to different communities.” This is an 

interesting point, particularly because it is well illustrated by the cross-jurisdictional 

analysis within this paper. In addition, Professor Walsh’s comment about people of lower 

socio-economic status is surprising because the literature in this study does not mention 

that issue. Instead, it focuses on the cannabis market being dominated by organized 

crime. As noted previously, it was estimated that such groups control 85% of the market. 

Thus, it is possible that the remaining 15% could include individuals with socio-economic 

disadvantages.                      

While discussing road safety, Professor Boyd indicated that it is difficult to detect 

if an individual is driving while intoxicated by cannabis. To address this, he suggested 

allowing police officers to apply twenty-four hour licence suspensions to those who are 

suspected of operating a motor vehicle while under the influence of cannabis. This type 

of discretion is currently available to police in the context of alcohol impairment, albeit 

testing for that category of intoxication is more reliable.   

Professor Walsh noted that cannabis impairment is not as profound as alcohol 

intoxication. In addition, he stated: 

There is a recent (US) study that shows reduced traffic fatalities in medical 

cannabis states compared to non-medical cannabis states, and they associated 

that with a reduction in alcohol use. 

Interestingly, the study he was referring to, which was conducted by Anderson and 

Rees, 2011, found “...strong evidence that marijuana and alcohol are substitutes.” But 

the authors hesitate to conclude that it is less dangerous to drive while under the 

influence of cannabis than while inebriated by alcohol. This is because they believe that 

unlike alcohol, which is frequently consumed in business establishments, cannabis is 

typically used at home. Thus, they state that the reduction in traffic fatalities could be the 

result of more people choosing to stay in and use cannabis, rather than going out to 

consume alcohol and then potentially driving home afterwards.  
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In any case, Professor Walsh does acknowledge that there are safety issues with 

cannabis use and driving. Like Professor Boyd, he expressed concern about the 

accuracy of cannabis impairment testing methods, to which he stated: 

...You don’t want to pull someone over and test them and say they’re positive for 

cannabis because they smoked it a few days ago. (But unfortunately) there is 

nothing as precise as the blood alcohol test that we can use for cannabis.  

The sentiments on cannabis impairment by Professor Boyd and Professor Walsh 

echo the literature, which concludes that there is a need to develop a reliable road side 

test. However, Professor Boyd’s suggestion of allowing police officers the discretion to 

impose roadside suspensions is not found within the literature for this study. So perhaps 

that is a potential mechanism that can be provisionally implemented until a dependable 

screening technique is developed. For example, in the event that a driver is suspected of 

being intoxicated by cannabis, a police officer would have the option of suspending their 

licence for twenty-four hours. With respect to suspected cannabis intoxication, Officer 

Jones noted that “...you’ll have...(a scenario) where the car is weaving around the road 

and (the police officer is) thinking the person might be impaired...(, and then) obviously 

you can smell it because it (has) such a potent (odour).”                           

For Professor Easton and Officer Jones, the most notable comparison drawn 

between alcohol and cannabis is the organized criminal activity that results from 

prohibition. When asked about his thoughts on provincial decriminalization as a policy 

option for BC, Professor Easton stated: 

The problem with that is it means there is a high reward to providing the supply, 

and by and large the supply is by organized crime, and I actually don’t like 

organized crime. I think they use the fruits of this stuff to fund really bad activities, 

where people get hurt...They make themselves wealthy. I think...this is precisely 

the same thing that happened with alcohol prohibition...They take that money 

and stick it in properties and development. It becomes a source for illegal 

income...I’m sympathetic to (provincial decriminalization) in the sense that it 

would at least make consumers not face the same penalties. But I think it’s still a 

bad idea.  
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Moreover, while discussing legalization as a policy option, Professor Easton 

noted that “...there are bad things with smoking and there are bad things with drinking. 

But the balance of the alternatives is you don’t have organized crime.” Meanwhile, 

Officer Jones emphasized that legalization would only diminish organized criminal 

involvement with cannabis, rather than eradicate it. In particular, he stated: 

...If you legalize (cannabis) and you end up having a government weed store, or 

perhaps in the liquor store they have the weed section, I’m confident that much 

like there is with alcohol and cigarettes, there will be a huge black market 

of...weed...Organized crime has made such an amount of money out of it that I 

can’t see them going away just because now you can buy it legally. 

Professor Easton echoed this perspective by stating, “There will always be (an illegal) 

market, like cigarettes. About one third of all cigarettes in Canada are illegal.”  

The concern about persistent organized crime despite legalization is not 

mentioned within the literature that is reviewed for this study. Perhaps the reason is that 

researchers have yet to think of any feasible policy options that will completely eliminate 

the organized criminal element that is associated with cannabis. If this is the case, then 

options that substantially reduce organized crime would be viewed as the most viable 

solution. In that regard, if recreational cannabis were legalized, the views of Officer 

Jones and Professor Easton present an important policy implication as there will likely 

still be a need for law enforcement against organized crime, albeit at a decreased 

capacity.  

Professor Walsh has a slightly different view on the organized crime component. 

To that end, he stated: 

“It’s putting money into the hands of people who are sometimes involved in 

crime. I don’t want to make too much of that. I think there’s too much made of 

that. But to some extent it’s true, that perhaps (cannabis) may be financing 

people who are engaged in other anti-social activities...But I certainly think the 

money should be going into the public coffer, at least the taxable parts of it. 
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There is also the money we waste enforcing (cannabis laws), which is just 

flushed down the toilet.” 

Professor Walsh does not explicitly mention organized crime. However, his comment 

about cannabis being used to finance other illicit endeavours does reflect the literature 

that is examined in this study, which states that criminal organizations frequently engage 

in such activities. However, contrary to the literature, and to the perspectives of 

Professor Easton and Officer Jones, Professor Walsh appears to suggest that there is 

too much focus on organized crime. Alternatively, he may be uncertain about the extent 

to which it exists. Either way, it is likely that this relates to his previously noted comment 

regarding people who are of lower socio-economic status. In that sense, he could be 

indicating that there is not enough attention on problems pertaining to those who 

produce and sell cannabis but are not involved in organized crime.           

In comparing cannabis with alcohol and tobacco, there was a general consensus 

among the interviewees that the status quo is not an adequate way of addressing the 

potential harms associated with using the drug, particularly since legal alcohol and 

tobacco are more harmful. Some also indicated that enforcement of current cannabis 

laws is an insufficient use of resources. Furthermore, certain participants agreed that 

prohibition enhances public safety risks, especially regarding organized crime and 

violent activities that can occur in association with illicit cannabis cultivation. Finally, all of 

the participants indicated that cannabis laws should be less stringent, which is not 

surprising considering the majority of BC residents share that view. In terms of how to 

moderate the rules, most of the interviewees suggested that cannabis should be 

legalized and that existing alcohol and tobacco laws can be used as models for 

regulating the drug.       

5.4. Current Political Environment 

The majority of interviewees indicated that the present political atmosphere in 

Canada is a significant barrier to moderating cannabis laws. For instance, when asked 

about provincial decriminalization in BC, Professor Boyd noted that “governments are 

very slow to change in this realm.” Moreover, in discussing legalization, he iterated: 
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We’re different from the US. There they have a state by state system, although 

federal law still prohibits use and distribution. But Colorado and Washington have 

said, ‘We’re going to tax and regulate recreational marijuana.’ That’s going to be 

more difficult in Canada with the current government...But if Justin Trudeau 

becomes Prime Minister, maybe it’s possible...He says he wants to do this. I 

think we’re on the cusp of change, given what has happened in Washington and 

Colorado. Oregon (also recently) voted to legalize..., as did Washington D.C.  

       Professor MacPherson has a similar opinion about the political environment, to 

which he noted, “...it’s a very exciting time to be involved in cannabis reform efforts, 

unless you’re in Canada, because the federal government is dead set against it.” 

However, like Professor Boyd, he believes that a change is imminent and thinks that 

recreational cannabis will be legal in Canada within five years. 

Professor Easton also argued that there are political barriers to modifying 

cannabis laws in Canada. The reason for this is “...that people have not voted in (those) 

who are willing to (make a) change.” In addition, he stated: 

I think at the grass roots, if you talked to any politician seriously about it, they 

fully understand this issue, and they would certainly vote it in if they had their 

druthers, and I’m talking about Conservatives as well. I think there’s just a 

universal agreement, but they’re all gun shy because they’re leading from 

behind. My own guess is it’ll happen through the courts. The government will say, 

‘Oh, the courts have said it.’ So (the courts will) have taken the heat off their 

stupid policy. 

Although Officer Jones did not state that the current political environment is an 

impediment to changing the law, he did appear to signify a possible reason for why the 

Canadian federal government is apprehensive about altering the legal framework. In 

particular, he said: 

I know in Washington...there are things (that) they may not have even thought 

about when they put the law in place, and so they continue to evolve. It’ll be 

interesting to see where it goes here, and Canada will go through with the 
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exercise. I think in part, some people are surprised about what’s going on in the 

US. But it’s an evolutionary process. When you make substantive changes to 

law, to things that some people choose and not, there are going to be 

repercussions, and I don’t think anybody can ever foresee them all. 

This statement might be suggesting that the federal government needs to evaluate 

outcomes in the US before deciding whether to vary the law in Canada. If that is true, a 

reason could be that the Canadian government wants the capacity to anticipate as many 

problems as possible so that it can implement a scheme that includes sufficient 

safeguards to protect the public from any potential risks. 

It is clear the interviewees think that the present federal government in Canada is 

either not interested in changing cannabis laws or is reticent about doing so, and 

considering recent statements made by members of the federal government, such 

sentiments appear to be accurate. For example, in 2013, the Canadian Association of 

Police Chiefs recommended allowing police officers the discretion to issue tickets for 

possession of small amounts, to which Prime Minister Harper said he would consider 

(Wingrove, 2014). However, in 2014, federal Justice Minister Peter MacKay stated that 

the government was still examining the options. He also said that if a change is made, 

the new policy would not be decriminalization or legalization and it would continue to 

include police discretion to use criminal offences (Wingrove, 2014).  

The participants did not discuss whether the BC government would support 

reforming cannabis laws. But comments by current BC Premier Christy Clark 

demonstrate that the provincial government is avoiding the issue. Despite appearing to 

hint that she used cannabis in high school, Premier Clark stated that she is reluctant to 

answer questions on cannabis use because she wants to be a good role model for her 

children (The Canadian Press, 2012). More recently, she evaded questions about 

cannabis decriminalization by stating that “...the province needs to focus on ways to 

grow the economy...” (Ferreras, 2013).  

Recent changes in certain US states were commonly cited by the participants, 

and the majority believe that those events will influence a transformation in attitude 

towards cannabis within the Canadian political environment.  Most also think that a 
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political conversion will likely result in the legalization of cannabis. Alternatively, one 

interviewee suggested that a change will probably derive from the Canadian court 

system. An issue that was not mentioned by the participants, but is prevalent in the 

literature, is ongoing US political pressure, which creates a barrier to repealing cannabis 

laws in Canada.  

5.5. Quality Control 

The issue of consumer health risks associated with cannabis production was 

raised in all but one interview. In particular, there was widespread concern about not 

knowing what substances and techniques are being used with respect to the cannabis 

growing process. For instance, Professor Boyd stated that “the trouble with prohibition is 

(that) you have people buying from the black market but don’t know quite what they’re 

buying.” He expanded on this by noting, “We don’t know the quality of it. There are a lot 

of mould related issues for both product and places it’s grown, like houses, and that’s 

not a good thing.”  

Moreover, Professor MacPherson stated: 

(I know people who have) had experience with smoking cannabis that is way too 

strong...So there is no sophistication in use..., unless you are a highly sophisticated 

user. But most people don’t have that knowledge. They don’t know where the 

(cannabis) has come from. They don’t know how strong it is, and that’s a problem... 

So...the regulation of the substance...is important, like it is with food...It’s a 

cannabis safety (issue)...You know what you’re getting when you (purchase from) a 

licensed retail establishment...When you’re paying...a friend of a friend on a corner, 

you often don’t know, again, unless you have very sophisticated networks...But 

(generally) there is no quality assurance, which, if you’re going to inhale a product, 

you would like to have that.  

While providing his thoughts on decriminalization, Officer Jones also noted issues 

related to quality, to which he said: 
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... (Currently), hydroponic (cannabis) that’s being grown has all kinds of pesticides 

and all kinds of miracle grow stuff that if anybody actually realized what they’re 

smoking into their body, and all the chemicals on the plants, they probably wouldn’t 

do it. 

Similarly, Professor Walsh said:  

...With illegal cannabis, often in terms of long term effects for people who are using 

frequently, it’s hard to know what the impact is of contaminants, mildews, and 

pesticides people have been taking in (to their bodies), because there is no quality 

control in an illegal market ... (So) people who are using cannabis are risking their 

health because they’re not able to ascertain the purity or cleanliness of their 

product.  

Overall, the interviewees believe that because cannabis is illegal, there are 

potential health risks for consumers as most do not know how it is being cultivated or 

stored prior to purchasing the drug. Notable participant concerns include mould, 

pesticides, and potency. Surprisingly, while risks surrounding the first two issues reflect 

prior research, cannabis strength, which presumably relates to the THC level, is not 

mentioned in the literature. Nevertheless, it seems to be a reasonable concern, 

especially in view of a drug like alcohol, to which the content percentage is clearly listed 

on the label of any given beverage.      

6. Policy Options 

This section outlines possible policy alternatives to decrease the harms and 

enhance the benefits that are produced by cannabis legislation in BC.  

6.1. Policy Option One: National Decriminalization 

Under this policy, the Canadian federal government will amend the CDSA and 

include a provision that states there are no criminal penalties for possessing a certain 



 

47 

amount of cannabis (e.g. up to 30 grams). There are variations to consider with respect 

to this option, such as the amount that can be possessed and whether any civil penalties 

should be imposed as an alternative to criminal punishment. Similar to alcohol and 

tobacco, it may also be desirable to put restrictions around public usage. Whatever the 

case may be, in accordance with an initiative from Sensible BC, an organization that 

advocates for cannabis decriminalization in the province, the BC government should 

ensure that minors would only be penalized to the same extent as being caught in 

possession of alcohol, which is currently a fine of $230 (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013). 

The full Sensible BC proposal, which is attached as Appendix B, is summarized in the 

next policy option.  

Federal and provincial guidelines for driving under the influence of cannabis will 

also need to be put in place as many researchers, and most of the expert interviewees, 

agree that it can be dangerous to operate a motor vehicle while intoxicated by cannabis. 

Because the science on cannabis and how it affects driving ability is still developing, the 

Colorado scheme could be a potential model for BC. As noted in the cross-jurisdictional 

analysis, the Colorado policy has a THC limit of 5 nanograms per millilitre of blood.  

However, if drivers test above the legal level, they are allowed to provide court evidence 

that demonstrates they were not impaired. Moreover, as suggested by Professor Boyd, 

governments could also allow police officers to apply twenty-four hour licence 

suspensions to those who are suspected of operating a motor vehicle while under the 

influence of cannabis.          

6.2. Policy Option Two: Provincial Decriminalization 

Under this policy, the provincial government will amend the BC Police Act to 

include a provision that directs all police agencies operating in the province to refrain 

from enforcing the CDSA cannabis possession sections. It will also require the BC 

government to stipulate the amount of cannabis that a person may possess and whether 

any type of civil punishment might apply with respect to possession or public use.  

A potential set of directives for this option has been developed by Sensible BC, 

an organization that recently led a petition to compel the BC government to hold a 
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referendum on cannabis decriminalization. The initiative did not succeed as Sensible BC 

was unable to obtain the minimum number of required signatures, 10% of registered 

voters in each district, within the 90 day period allotted to them by Elections BC 

(Meissner, 2013). Interestingly, Sensible BC Board Member Dana Larsen stated that 

“...the petition would have succeeded in Washington... (as) the sign up period is longer, 

fewer signatures are required, and the disclosure rules about where voters live are not 

as strict” (Meissner, 2013). He also stated that the organization plans to initiate a second 

petition prior to the 2015 federal election (Meissner, 2013). Despite the lack of success 

with the first petition, Sensible BC’s proposed changes to the BC Police Act can still be 

initiated by the provincial government without a referendum.  

If the BC government adopts the Sensible BC framework, there are two areas 

that will likely need further consideration. First, the initiative does not include any new 

provisions for driving while under the influence of cannabis. Instead, the organization 

states that police can continue to handle such incidents in the same manner as they 

presently do (Sensible BC, Undated). However, for reasons that were discussed in the 

previous policy option, if the BC government chooses to decriminalize possession of 

small amounts, it should prescribe a legal framework for cannabis and driving, which can 

be modelled on Colorado’s policy and Professor Boyd’s proposal regarding licence 

suspensions.     

The second issue that will need to be addressed is that although Sensible BC 

recommends decriminalizing “simple possession”, they do not define that term. Hence, 

the BC government will have to set out the maximum allowable quantity that individuals 

can possess without being subject to a criminal penalty. Moreover, they will need to 

decide whether the policy includes any civil penalties. In addition, as stated in the 

previous policy option, minors who are caught possessing cannabis will be reprimanded 

in the same manner as those who unlawfully possess alcohol.  

6.3. Policy Option Three: Legalization    

This policy will require the Canadian federal government to repeal all of the 

CDSA cannabis provisions, which will allow every province to tax and regulate the drug. 
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As with the other two policies, federal and provincial governments will need to create 

rules that address driving and cannabis intoxication. However, with this option the 

provinces will also have to introduce legal purchasing ages. Furthermore, minors who 

possess cannabis, and anyone who sells or provides it to them, will be subject to the 

same penalties that exist for such offences involving alcohol. For the latter, the penalty in 

BC is a minimum fine of $500 (BC Government, Undated).  

To ensure product safety and consumer awareness, the provincial governments 

will also have to introduce quality control measures for cannabis production, storage, 

and ingredient labelling. Provinces can use their existing alcohol and tobacco laws as 

models for designing such measures and to create rules that limit or restrict cannabis 

advertising.             

7. Criteria and Measures 

To reduce the harms and enhance the benefits that are produced by cannabis 

legislation in BC, a policy option should achieve the following three objectives: (1) 

decrease harms that cannabis laws impose on consumers in BC, (2) improve the 

capacity of the BC government to address public health and safety risks associated with 

cannabis, and (3) enhance economic efficiency.   

Policy alternatives are compared according to four criteria: effectiveness, 

substance user equity, cost, and acceptability. All criteria are defined and given specific 

measures. Each measure is described using a benchmark that corresponds to a value 

(score) of low (1), moderate (2), and high (3). All criteria are weighted equally. Scores for 

each alternative are tallied and the policy with the highest total is considered the most 

preferable option. Table 4 describes the criteria and measures and illustrates the indices 

used for their scoring. 
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Table 4: Criteria and Measures 

Criteria Definition Measure Index 

Effectiveness The extent to which a policy will 
achieve each policy objective 

Substantially 
achieves the 

objective 

High (3) 

 

Somewhat achieves 
the objective 

Moderate (2) 

 

Minimally achieves 
the objective 

Low (1) 

 Substance 
User Equity 

Whether the policy allows adults to 
access cannabis in a way that is 

comparable to alcohol and tobacco  

Accessibility is 
comparable 

 

High (3) 

 

 

Accessibility is 
unchanged 

 

Moderate (2) 

Accessibility is 
reduced 

Low (1) 

 Cost The degree to which a policy 
minimizes enforcement expenditures 

Substantially 
decreases 

expenditures 

High (3) 

Reduces some 
expenditures 

Moderate (2) 

Maintains or 
increases 

expenditures 

Low (1) 

Acceptability The level of political and public support 
that a policy is expected to receive  

Government and 
public are likely to 

approve 

High (3) 

Government and 
public support is 

uncertain  

Moderate (2) 

Government and 
public are likely to 

reject 

Low (1) 
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7.1. Effectiveness 

This criterion assesses the ability of a policy option to reduce the harms and 

enhance the benefits that are produced by cannabis legislation in BC. It measures the 

capacity of a given option to achieve each policy objective as follows: (1) if an objective 

is substantially satisfied, the policy is highly effective, (2) if an objective is somewhat 

met, the policy is moderately effective, and (3) if an objective is minimally fulfilled, the 

policy has a low level of effectiveness. For the third policy objective, enforcement costs 

are excluded as they will be assessed in the cost criterion. 

7.2. Group Equity  

This criterion, which investigates the extent of fairness that a policy option will 

provide for recreational cannabis consumers, is examined in two ways. For options that 

are solely within the policy jurisdiction of BC, equity for recreational cannabis users in 

the province is evaluated. With initiatives that require federal intervention, equity is 

analyzed for recreational cannabis consumers in Canada.  

Since the literature and expert interviewees confirm that alcohol and tobacco are 

more dangerous than cannabis, this criterion assesses whether a policy option will treat 

cannabis consumers fairly compared to consumers of those drugs. The effectiveness 

criterion already evaluates equity issues surrounding autonomy, stigmatization, 

economic opportunity, and product quality. Thus, to avoid double-counting, this criterion 

only measures whether the policy will allow adults to access cannabis in a way that is 

comparable to alcohol and tobacco. If accessibility will be comparable, equity is 

considered high, if accessibility will be unchanged, equity is deemed moderate, and if 

accessibility will be reduced, equity is low.  
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7.3.  Cost 

This criterion examines the extent to which a policy minimizes expenditures on 

enforcement relative to the status quo. A policy that will substantially decrease costs 

receives a high score, a policy that will reduce some costs gets a moderate rating, and a 

policy that will maintain current expenditures or increase the outlay is given a low score.     

7.4. Acceptability 

This criterion evaluates political and public acceptability. Political acceptability 

refers to the willingness of the BC and federal governments to implement a given policy. 

Political acceptability is measured as follows: a high score is allotted if the current 

government is expected to approve the option, a moderate score is given if it is uncertain 

as to whether the present government will endorse the policy, and a low rating is applied 

if the existing government is expected to reject the policy.  

Public acceptability refers to the anticipated level of public support for a particular 

policy. An assessment of recent survey results is used to measure whether support for a 

particular policy is low, moderate, or high.  

8. Policy Analysis 

This section evaluates the policy options based on the criteria and measures 

discussed in the previous chapter. The results of the analysis are summarized in Table 

5. 

8.1. Policy Option One: National Decriminalization  

Effectiveness: This option will decrease the damage that cannabis laws impose 

on recreational consumers in Canada as possessing a small amount of the drug will not 

be a criminal offence. Moreover, cannabis users will no longer face the possibility of 

restricted mobility, diminished employability or stigmatization that can result from a 



 

53 

criminal conviction. If the policy includes civil penalties, such as fines, it is possible that 

adult cannabis users will still experience some financial hardship. Furthermore, minors 

caught possessing the drug may experience monetary hardship as they will be subject to 

a fine. Nonetheless, vulnerability to financial burdens will be lessened for all users as 

individual legal costs will decrease and consumer employability will be enhanced. 

Hence, for the first policy objective, this option receives a score of high (3 points) as it 

will substantially reduce the harms that cannabis laws impose on recreational 

consumers in Canada. 

Unlike the status quo, which aims to reduce cannabis consumption by prohibiting 

possession, national decriminalization will allow the BC government to increase its focus 

on addressing risky forms of use (e.g. adolescent consumption, dependency, 

consumption by individuals who are susceptible to or have mental illness, and driving 

while intoxicated). However, there will still be considerable attention paid to the illegal 

production and sale of cannabis. Furthermore, those activities will continue to pose 

dangers to the public, such as violence and health risks associated with unsupervised 

growing and storage. Thus, for the second policy objective, this criterion is given a score 

of moderate (2 points) as the capacity of the BC government to address health and 

safety risks associated with cannabis consumption and production will only be somewhat 

improved. 

As noted above, the risk of diminished employability of cannabis consumers in 

BC will be reduced. But the province will continue to relinquish potential tax revenue and 

legitimate employment opportunities because the cultivation and distribution of cannabis 

will remain in the underground market. Consequently, this criterion gets a score of low (1 

point) with respect to the third policy objective as economic efficiency will only be 

minimally enhanced.  

 Substance User Equity: Because production and sales of cannabis will continue 

to be unlawful under this policy, adult access to the drug will be the same as the status 

quo. Consequently, this criterion receives a score of moderate (2 points).  
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 Cost: This option will significantly reduce criminal justice system costs related to 

cannabis possession. In particular, it will lessen expenditures on policing, court, and 

correctional services. However, a portion of those savings will need to be allocated 

towards enforcement measures that help to minimize traffic accident risk. In addition, 

because production and distribution of cannabis will continue to be illegal, law 

enforcement costs associated with those activities will still be considerable. Hence, this 

policy receives a moderate (2 points) score as it will lower some costs relative to the 

status quo. 

Acceptability: Most of the interviewees believe that the current federal 

government is not willing to repeal existing cannabis possession laws. However this may 

not be entirely accurate as recent statements by the Prime Minister and federal Justice 

Minister have indicated that they are considering options to moderate the penalties. 

Nonetheless, they also made it clear that decriminalization is not an alternative that is 

being considered. As the literature notes, one likely reason for this is US political 

pressure to maintain the status quo. Consequently, national decriminalization receives a 

low (1 point) score for political acceptability. 

Recent surveys demonstrate that the majority of Canadians are in favour of 

making cannabis possession laws less strict. Thus, this aspect of the criterion gets a 

high (3 points) score as the public is likely to accept national decriminalization. 

8.2. Policy Option Two: Provincial Decriminalization 

Effectiveness: It is possible that this policy will not reduce the harms that 

cannabis laws impose on recreational cannabis users in BC to the same extent as 

national decriminalization. This is because the RCMP, which is a federal police agency, 

provides a significant amount of provincial and municipal policing services in the 

province. Hence, there is a chance that the RCMP would challenge the policy and 

continue to enforce current cannabis possession laws in the BC jurisdictions that they 

oversee. However, for the purpose of this assessment, unless the RCMP explicitly states 

an intention to disregard the policy, it is assumed that they will comply with the provincial 
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directive, which will have the same impact as national decriminalization. Therefore, this 

aspect of the criterion receives a high (3 points) ranking.  

The caveat regarding the RCMP is also a potential setback with respect to the 

second policy objective. Otherwise, provincial decriminalization will improve the capacity 

of the BC government to address public health and safety risks to the same extent as 

national decriminalization. Thus, this portion of the criterion receives a score of moderate 

(2 points).  

The RCMP caution aside, provincial decriminalization will enhance economic 

efficiency to the same level as national decriminalization. As such, a score of low (1 

point) is allotted to this part of the criterion.  

 Substance User Equity: This policy will have the same effect on cannabis 

accessibility in BC as national decriminalization. Thus, this criterion gets a moderate (2 

points) rating. 

Cost: Assuming provincial decriminalization is not challenged by the RCMP, the 

policy will reduce costs to the same extent as national decriminalization. Consequently, 

this criterion receives a moderate (2 points) score. 

Acceptability: BC Premier Christy Clark has avoided discussing the government’s 

position on cannabis decriminalization, stating that she wants to be a good role model 

for her children and prefers to focus on the economy. Another reason for evading the 

subject might be due to political pressure from the US as the majority of cannabis grown 

in BC is exported to that country. However, if a second Sensible BC petition gathers 

enough signatures for a referendum, it is possible that a majority of voters could endorse 

provincial decriminalization, which would obligate the BC government to adopt the 

policy. Thus, despite a lack of approval, a score of moderate (2 points) is given as the 

possibility of a referendum creates uncertainty as to whether the policy will be accepted 

by the BC government.  
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Recent survey results illustrate that the majority of people in BC want cannabis 

laws to be less strict. Therefore, public acceptability for provincial decriminalization 

receives a high (3 points) ranking.  

8.3. Policy Option Three: Legalization  

Effectiveness: By making possession legal, this policy will eliminate the majority 

of harms that cannabis laws impose on consumers in Canada. The policy will include 

fining minors who are caught possessing cannabis. However, compared to the status 

quo, for which 12 to 17 year olds account for 24% of all cannabis offences, there will be 

a significant reduction in potential criminal justice system harms to underage consumers. 

Thus, this aspect of the criterion is given a score of high (3 points) as harms to all users 

will be significantly reduced. 

With legalization, there will be much less concentration on possession as well as 

illicit production and distribution because all of those activities will be legal. Therefore, 

compared to both decriminalization policies, the BC government will have a greater 

capacity to focus on addressing risky forms of cannabis use. Furthermore, legalizing the 

production and sale of cannabis will drastically reduce dangers to the public such as 

violence and health risks associated with improper growing and storage. Consequently, 

this portion of the criterion is given a score of high (3 points). 

Like decriminalization, legalization will help to improve the employability of 

cannabis consumers as there will no longer be criminal convictions for possession. 

Moreover, it will create legitimate employment opportunities related to cannabis 

cultivation and distribution, for which the BC government can collect tax revenue. 

Therefore, this part of the criterion gets a score of high (3 points) as economic efficiency 

will be substantially enhanced. 

 Substance User Equity: Legalization will improve cannabis accessibility for 

adults to an extent that is similar to alcohol and tobacco. Therefore, this criterion is given 

a score of high (3 points). 
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 Cost: Like the decriminalization options, costs associated with enforcing 

cannabis possession laws will be significantly reduced. Moreover, spending on 

enforcement against production and distribution of cannabis will also be substantially 

decreased as those activities will be legal under this policy. Some of those savings will 

be offset by increased road safety, business, and quality assurance monitoring. But 

expenditures for those areas can also be funded with the expected increase in 

government tax revenue. Thus, this criterion gets a high (3 points) rating as overall 

enforcement costs will be substantially reduced.  

Acceptability: The current federal government has stated that legalization is not 

an option that they are presently considering. As with national decriminalization, a likely 

reason for this is US political pressure to maintain the status quo. Consequently, the 

criterion receives a low (1 point) rating with respect to political acceptance.    

Recent survey data illustrates that 70% of Canadians support having less strict 

cannabis laws. However, only 36% favour legalization. As such, this criterion gets a 

score of low (1 point) for public acceptance.  
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Table 5: Policy Analysis Summary 

Criterion National 
Decriminalization 

Provincial 
Decriminalization 

Legalization 

Effectiveness 6  6  9  

Harms to 
recreational 
consumers 

3 3 3 

Public Health and 
Safety Risks 

2 2 3 

Economic Efficiency   1 1 3 

Substance User 
Equity 

2 2 3 

Adult Cannabis 
Accessibility 

2 2 3 

Low Cost 2 2 3 

Enforcement 
Expenditures 

2 2 3 

Acceptability 4  5   2  

Political  1 2 1 

Public  3 3 1 

Total 14  15  17  

9. Recommendations 

The evaluation of the policy options reveals that none are dominant. The most 

notable trade-offs between the decriminalization options and legalization are 

effectiveness and acceptability. Legalization is more effective at achieving the policy 

objectives. However, compared to the decriminalization policies, public support for 

legalization is low and government acceptance is unlikely.  

For substance user equity, legalization is better than the decriminalization options 

because adult access to cannabis will be comparable to alcohol and tobacco. 

Furthermore, legalization will reduce more enforcement costs than the other policies and 
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will increase the capacity of the provincial government to address risky form of cannabis 

use.  

With these trade-offs in mind, legalization is recommended as the most preferable 

option for reducing the harms and enhancing the benefits that are produced by cannabis 

legislation in BC. The primary rationale is that the analysis illustrates that legalization will 

be the most effective at achieving the policy objectives. It is also noteworthy that 

legalization ranked highest for three out of the five criteria that were examined.  

Despite being more effective, the assessment demonstrates that for legalization to 

be implemented, a change in political and public disposition is necessary. It is possible 

that national support for legalization is low because of longstanding cultural opposition to 

the drug, and while attitudes towards consumption are moderating, most Canadians do 

not endorse a legitimate cannabis market. Furthermore, although some US states have 

recently legalized cannabis, there continues to be political pressure from that country to 

keep cannabis illegal in Canada. Thus, in the interim, provincial decriminalization is 

recommended as it has the greatest likelihood of being accepted and it will still achieve 

the policy objectives more than the status quo.  

10.  Future Considerations 

Future investigation surrounding cannabis in BC should focus on some of the 

research gaps that are discussed in this study. These include the inconsistent findings 

regarding some of the potential health impacts of cannabis use and the inconclusive 

results with respect to cannabis impairment and driving. Since cannabis legalization in 

Washington and Colorado are recent phenomena, a future evaluation of the policy 

outcomes in those jurisdictions is also advisable as it could provide further insight on 

how to achieve the policy objectives that are outlined in this paper. An investigation of 

additional jurisdictions that have more moderate cannabis laws could also help to 

identify further alternatives for BC.  
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11.  Conclusion          

Each year, approximately 585,000 people use cannabis in BC, which is a sizeable 

contingent given the total population of the province is roughly 4.5 million. But while the 

policy objective of cannabis prohibition is to decrease demand, the literature examined in 

this study demonstrates that enforcing cannabis laws is costly and has little effect on 

consumption patterns.  

There are potential hazards associated with cannabis use, particularly with 

respect to young people, respiratory functioning, mental health, and driving. However, 

prior research indicates that it is more dangerous to consume alcohol and tobacco, both 

of which are legal. Meanwhile, cannabis consumers are at risk of being criminalized, 

which can result in loss of liberty, diminished employability, financial hardship, 

community alienation, and travel restrictions. In addition, the status quo allows criminal 

organizations to control the cannabis market and capture lucrative tax-free profits, which 

are frequently used to fund other illicit activities. The current approach also increases 

violence and elevates risks associated with unsafe cultivation and storage. 

An analysis of foreign jurisdictions suggests that usage rates change very little 

when cannabis laws are moderated. In addition, the assessment provides evidence that 

more lenient rules reduce enforcement costs and, depending on the policy, can enhance 

government revenue and legitimate employment opportunities.  

In providing valuable insight on the policy trade-offs, the expert interviewees 

echoed most of the findings from the literature that is reviewed in this paper. Overall, 

they agreed that prohibition is an inapt policy and that the laws should be moderated.     

The results of this study indicate that cannabis legalization is the most preferable 

option. However, in the short-term, provincial decriminalization is recommended as it has 

a greater likelihood of being accepted by government and the public. Although it ranks 

as less effective than legalization, provincial decriminalization will still be a positive shift 

as it will reduce some of the harms and enhance some of the benefits that are produced 

by cannabis legislation in BC.      
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

My name is Aaron Bockner and I am a Master’s in Public Policy student at Simon Fraser 

University. As part of my degree, I am writing a thesis, titled “Cannabis in British 

Columbia: How Can We Take the High Road?”, that examines recreational cannabis in 

British Columbia.  

The goals of this interview are: (1) to attain a better understanding about recreational 

cannabis use in BC, and (2) to explore policy options that will reduce the harms and 

enhance the benefits that are produced by cannabis legislation in BC. 

1. Please state your name, organization, and role within the organization.

2. In your professional capacity, what experiences do you have with cannabis laws?

3. View on why it is illegal to possess cannabis for recreational use.

4. Views on effectiveness and challenges with respect to the following:

a) Current legislation surrounding recreational cannabis use in BC;

b) Current enforcement of recreational cannabis laws in BC;

c) Nationwide decriminalization of recreational cannabis;

d) Decriminalization of recreational cannabis in BC;

e) Legalization and regulation of recreational cannabis; and

f) Increasing enforcement in BC.

5. Is there anything else that you would like to add on the subject?
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Appendix B: Sensible Policing Act 

Definitions 

1. “cannabis” means cannabis, its preparations, derivatives and similar synthetic

preparations, including: 

(1) Cannabis resin 

(2) Cannabis (marihuana) 

(3) Cannabidiol (2–[3–methyl–6–(1–methylethenyl)–2–cyclohexen–1–yl]–5–pentyl–1,3–

benzenediol) 

(4) Cannabinol (3–n–amyl–6,6,9–trimethyl–6–dibenzopyran–1–ol) 

(5) Nabilone ((±)–trans–3–(1,1–dimethylheptyl)–6,6a, 7,8,10,10a–hexahydro–1–

hydroxy–6,6–dimethyl–9H–dibenzo[b,d]pyran–9–one) 

(6) Pyrahexyl (3–n–hexyl–6,6,9–trimethyl–7,8,9, 10–tetrahydro–6–dibenzopyran–1–ol) 

(7) Tetrahydrocannabinol (tetrahydro–6,6,9–trimethyl–3–pentyl–6H–dibenzo[b,d]pyran–

1–ol) 

(7.1) 3-(1,2-dimethylheptyl)-7,8,9,10-tetrahydro-6,6,9-trimethyl-6H-dibenzo[b,d]pyran-1-

ol (DMHP) 

(8) Cannabis seed. 

Purpose 

2. The purpose of the Act is to reform and strengthen the oversight of policing in British

Columbia and to ensure that an adequate and effective level of policing and law 

enforcement is maintained throughout British Columbia. The Act does so by prioritizing 

use of police resources toward substantive and serious criminal offences by re-directing 
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the use of those limited resources in regards to simple possession of cannabis; by 

initiating a provincial commission to study how the government of British Columbia can 

properly tax and regulate cannabis once it is removed from the federal Controlled Drugs 

and Substances Act; and by calling on the Government of Canada to allow the Province 

to regulate cannabis using lessons learned from alcohol and tobacco. 

Effective allocation of provincial police resources, establishment of commission 

to study cannabis policy and request to Government of Canada to allow Provincial 

regulation of cannabis 

3. The following sections are added to the Police Act, RSBC 1996, chapter 367:

(a)  “76. No member of any police force(s) as defined in section 1.1 of this Act may 

utilize and/or expend any police resources, including member time, on investigations, 

searches, seizures, citations, arrests and/or detentions related solely to actual or alleged 

violations of section 4 of the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act (S.C. 1996, c.19) 

(hereafter “CDSA”), if such violations relate solely to cannabis.” 

(b)  “77. Any member that utilizes and/or expends any police resources, including 

member time, on investigations, searches, seizures, citations, arrests and/or detentions 

related solely to actual or alleged violation of section 4 of the CDSA if such violations 

relate solely to substances set out in Schedule II to the CDSA must, within seven days 

after the utilization and/or expenditure of such resource(s), prepare a detailed report to 

the minister describing the nature, circumstances and outcome of each such utilization 

of resource(s) including a detailed narrative of the event and the reasons that any 

member of any police force(s) found the utilization of resource(s) necessary in light of 

the provisions of section 76 of this Act. The minister shall, within seven days of the 

preparation of the report, publish the detailed report, with any personal information 

identifying any member of the public removed, in the manner that the Ministry publishes 

press releases, on the website of the Ministry and shall keep each report on that website 

for a minimum of six (6) months. 

(c) “78. Within three (3) months from the date of Royal Assent of this Act, the Minister 

shall write to the Prime Minister of Canada, copying the Attorney General for Canada 
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and the Minister of Health for Canada, calling upon the federal government to issue an 

exemption pursuant to section 56 of the CDSA or to take whatever legislative steps are 

necessary so that the British Columbia government can tax and regulate cannabis using 

lessons learned from the regulation of alcohol and tobacco.” 

(d) “79. Within three (3) months from the date of Royal Assent of this Act, the Minister 

shall establish a commission to (a) study the impact of the federal prohibition of cannabis 

and repeal of that prohibition; (b) draft and publish a report setting out the conclusions 

reached during the study; and (c) recommend changes to provincial and federal law 

necessary to achieve a legal and regulated model for the production, distribution and 

possession of cannabis for medical and non-medical consumption by adults.” 

Retaining police power to seize cannabis from minors in possession 

4. The following section is added to the Liquor Control and Licensing Act, [RSBC 1996]

chapter 267: 

(a) “34.1. A minor who has cannabis in his or her possession without lawful excuse 

commits an offence punishable by no more serious sanction than if the minor had 

alcohol in his or her possession.” 

Commencement 

5. This Act comes into force on the date of Royal Assent.

Severability 

6. If any portion of this Act is determined by a court of competent jurisdiction, after all

appeals are exhausted, to be ultra vires the authority of the provincial government or 

otherwise unenforceable or invalid, that section and that section only shall be severed 

and all remaining provisions shall continue to be in full force and effect. 
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Explanatory Note 

This Act provides a framework under which British Columbia can achieve its provincial 

purposes of reducing and deterring crime, minimizing the costs of crime, compensating 

past victims of crime and maximizing the health of residents of the Province. It does so 

by amending the Police Act to no longer utilize and/or expend provincial resources on 

investigations, searches, seizures, citations, arrests and/or detentions related solely to 

actual or alleged violations of the prohibition on simple possession of cannabis. It does 

not repeal or seek to repeal the federal prohibition on cannabis but, rather, allocates the 

use of police resources and discretion effectively and in a manner determined by the 

provincial government. It also sets up a system by which police officers must report any 

police activity related to simple possession of cannabis and explain why that activity was 

necessary, and where the Minister is required to make those reports available to the 

public. It calls upon the Minister to urge the federal government to remove cannabis from 

the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act and to allow provinces to implement non-

criminal regulations governing the production and distribution of cannabis and requires 

the establishment of a commission to study the impact of cannabis prohibition and its 

repeal. Finally, it ensures that minors in possession of cannabis remain subject to police 

enforcement in the same manner that minors unlawfully possessing alcohol are subject 

to enforcement. 



80

Appendix C: Cannabis Regulation Model 

In 2014, the Transform Drug Policy Foundation published a guide on how to regulate 
cannabis. The recommendations of this UK organization are outlined in Table 6. 

Table 6: Policy Framework for Cannabis Regulation 

Production  Commercial producers licensed by
government agency that acts as sole
buyer and supplier

 Commercial producers compete for
government tender

 Government agency specifies nature
and potency of products and monitors
quality control

Preparation  Range of quality and potency
controlled products

 Product initially an approximate mirror
image of pre-reform illicit market

 Changes to market range introduced
incrementally (and carefully monitored)

 Controls on available preparations aim
to encourage safer using behaviours

 Wider range of products available via
home grow or cannabis social clubs

Potency  Range of products with various
potencies available

 Safer THC:CBD ratios

 Specialist demand for non-retail
products via home grow or cannabis
social clubs

Price  Parameters set by government agency

 Initially maintaining price at or near
illicit market levels

 Higher prices on more risky products to
encourage safer consumption
behaviours

 Changes in price incremental and
based on thorough impact monitoring

Age Access Threshold  Decision shaped by local cultural and
political environment
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Purchaser Restrictions  Limits on individual transactions to
minimize bulk buying and potential re-
sales

 Residents only or membership access
may be appropriate under certain local
circumstances

Vendor  Required to adhere to licensing
conditions and subject to penalties for
licence violations (e.g. fines or loss of
licence)

 Mandatory training requirements for
retail vendors, with additional training
for vendors in sale and consumption
venues

Outlet  Controls on location and hours of
operation, determined by municipal
government and local community input

 Cannabis only sales (no alcohol or
other drugs) and food and drink sales

Tax  Tax models built into price controls

 Tax rates locally determined

 Proportion of tax could be earmarked
for otherwise non-funded
social/community spending

Marketing  Default ban on all forms of marketing
and promotions

Driving  Clear message that cannabis-impaired
driving is risky and illegal

 Effect-based standard for prosecutions
centred around field sobriety testing

 Blood tests to prove recent use once
probable cause has been established

 Thresholds for blood THC levels
subject to review in light of emerging
evidence

Home Growing  Allowed for adults within certain
parameters

 Aim is to protect minors and prevent
for-profit secondary sales

 Licensed cannabis social clubs operate
under formal regulation
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