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Abstract

Notwithstanding a century of prohibition, marijuana is the most widely used illicit substance in Canada. Due to the
growing public acceptance of recreational marijuana use and ineffectiveness of the existing control system in Canada,
the issue surrounding legalizing this illicit drug has received considerable public and political attentions in recent years.
Consequently, the newly elected Liberal Government has formally announced that Canada will introduce legislation
in the spring of 2017 to start legalizing and regulating marijuana. This editorial aims to provide a brief overview on
potential economic, social, and public health impacts of legal marijuana in Canada. The legalization could increase
tax revenue through the taxation levied on marijuana products and could also allow the Government to save citizens’
tax dollars currently being spent on prohibition enforcement. Moreover, legalization could also remove the criminal
element from marijuana market and reduce the size of Canada’s black market and its consequences for the society.
Nevertheless, it may also lead to some public health problems, including increasing in the uptake of the drug, accidents
and injuries. The legalization should be accompanied with comprehensive strategies to keep the drug out of the hands
of minors while increasing awareness and knowledge on harmful effects of the drug. In order to get better insights on
how to develop an appropriate framework to legalize marijuana, Canada should closely watch the development in the
neighboring country, the United States, where some of its states viz, Colorado, Oregon, Washington, and Alaska have
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already legalized recreational use of marijuana.

Keywords: Legalization of Marijuana, Economic Effect, Social Effects, Health Effects, Canada

Copyright: © 2016 by Kerman University of Medical Sciences

Citation: Hajizadeh M. Legalizing and regulating marijuana in Canada: review of potential economic, social, and
health impacts. Int ] Health Policy Manag. 2016;5(8):453-456. doi:10.15171/ijhpm.2016.63

Background

Marijuana (commonly known by the street names “pot,
“weed,” and “grass”) comes from the plant Cannabis sativa
(hemp). It is one of the oldest naturally psychoactive
substances known to humans and grows naturally in many
countries.”? Although marijuana has been used for both
medicinally and recreationally throughout the world for
thousands of years,' it still remains illegal to grow, use and
possess in most countries, including Canada,* which has been
illegal since 1923. Although it is illegal to use marijuana for
recreational purposes, its use as a potential therapy is legal
and deemed appropriate by the Supreme Court of Canada
since July 30, 2001.

Despitealmosta century of prohibition, with 43% of Canadians
claiming to have used at some point in their life, marijuana
is the most widely used illicit substance in Canada.® The
prevalence of marijuana use varies by province, gender, and
age groups in Canada. According to the data from the 2012
Canadian Community Health Survey-Mental Health (CCHS-
MH), while more than 14% of Canadian (aged 15 and older)
living in Nova Scotia and British Columbia reported that they
have inhaled at least once in the past year, this figure was
almost 10% in the Prince Edward Island and Saskatchewan.
Canadian youth has the highest rate of marijuana use among
developed countries, with almost a quarter of the population
aged 15 to 24 years reporting past-year use.” Males are also
more likely to have reported past-year use than their females
counterparts in all age groups.*

Due to the ineffectiveness of the current system of
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prohibition in Canada, the issue surrounding legalizing and
decriminalizing marijuana has attracted significant political
and media attentions in recent years. Decriminalization of
marijuana would mean that the personal use of the substance
is still illegal and can lead to a small legal fine, but no longer
classified as a criminal offense. Legalization of marijuana, on
the other hand, means that marijuana would be legally available
to adults.® Legalization, which allows governments to regulate
the use and sale of marijuana like tobacco and alcohol, has
been a very controversial issue due to various moral, ethical,
public health, legislative and logistic issues associated with the
matter. The proponents of the legalization, for example, argue
that the use of marijuana is much less associated with income
generating crime because it is insignificant component of
household budgets and has lower danger in terms of possibility
of overdose, risk of tragic intoxicated behavior and risk of
addiction.” Those opposed to legalization cite concerns such
as increased use®’ and potential abuse and easing the manner
by which minors manage to purchase and use the drug.'*!!

The results from public opinion polls conducted over the
past two decades have revealed that an increasing majority of
Canadians agree with the decriminalization or legalization of
marijuana.'?'® For example, a recent poll conducted in 2015
by the Forum Research suggested that 68% of Canadians favor
relaxing marijuana regulations in Canada.” The public support
for legalization has been slowly garnering media attention,
putting pressure on the legislatures and the Government to
amend the outdated laws surrounding the drugs use. The
issue of legalizing marijuana have been featured by multiple
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news agencies since 2015 (eg,'**?). With considerable public
and media support, it came as no surprise to see a large part
of the Liberals’ election campaign was centered on the issue
of the legalizing marijuana. Subsequently, the newly elected
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has publically endorsed the
legalization of the recreational use of marijuana in November
2015 and is currently working on the legal framework to
introduce legislation in the spring of 2017 to start the process
of regulating and legalizing marijuana.®® A federal bill to
legalize marijuana would make Canada the first developed
country to legalize marijuana in the world.

There is still a lot of work to be done if Canada aims to pursue
the Liberal goal of legalization of Marijuana. There are three
international conventions that Canada is a part of that and
need to be changed in order for any progress to be made: the
Convention of Psychotropic Substances of 1971; the Single
Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961, as amended by the
1972 Protocol; and the United Nations Convention against
Hlicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances
of 1988. All these international conventions require its
participant countries to criminalize the production and
possession of marijuana. Although it may not be necessary for
Canada to completely withdraw from all these conventions,
Canada should indicate that legalizing recreational marijuana
will reduce the consumption of the illicit drug.?* Thus, not only
is it evident that massive reform is required in terms of issues
surrounding the legalization in Canada, but also ensuring that
the reform is implemented with the utmost consideration and
care remains critical. This editorial briefly reviews some of
the potential economic, social and health outcomes of legal
marijuana in Canada.

Economic Impacts

The most appealing argument in favor of legalization of
marijuana is the increased tax revenue that it would bring
to the Canadian economy. Legalizing marijuana provides
an important advantage over prohibition because it allows
for the Government to collect taxes from the legalized drug.
Specifically, high demand for recreational marijuana in
Canada indicates that legalization of the drug would yield
significant tax revenue. The free market price of marijuana is
estimated to be particularly low without taxation. This allows
for the Government to impose higher taxes on marijuana
while keeping the price at a competitive level with other
intoxicants (eg, alcohol and tobacco).”

The taxation revenue of legalized marijuana products has
already been proven in Colorado, in the United States, where
marijuana is legalized since January 1, 2014. Colorado has
gained international interest as one of the first states in the
United States to allow for legal buying and selling of marijuana.
The results from Colorados first two years of legalization
show significant monetary tax revenue. With recreational and
medicinal sales reaching almost $1 billion in 2015, Colorado
collected more than $135 million in taxation revenue and
fees.”?* To ensure that positive outcomes occur alongside
the considerable economic boost, the generated tax revenue
is used for the state’s public school capital construction
assistance fund, and public programs such as substance abuse
and regulation of marijuana use.”® This is to ensure that any
adverse effects caused by the legalization were paid for by its

own generated tax revenue.

The legalization of recreational marijuana in Canada could
generate substantial taxation revenue due to the presence of
significant black market for marijuana as the second most
consumed substance nationwide, behind only that of alcohol.”
Based on the results of a new report by the Canadian Imperial
Bank of Commerce (CIBC) World Markets,* the legalization
of marijuana could create a $10 billion a year industry and the
Canadian government can collect 50% or more of the potential
$10 billion if there is a high “sin tax” (ie, taxes levied on goods
such as alcohol and tobacco products that regarded harmful
to society) set on marijuana products. The legalization could
result in the employment of more workers who can grow
and package marijuana for sale in the Government approved
grow-ops. It also could generate some other job opportunities
for individuals who can work in educational sessions and
health promotion initiatives to promote safe use of the drug.
Nevertheless, due to automation and economies of scale,
legalization would probably reduce the overall employment
in Canada because the number of legal jobs generated (eg,
growers, distributors, and accountants) would probably be
smaller compared to the number of illegal jobs eliminated.
Furthermore, legalization of marijuana in Canada could
substantially reduce the Governments spending on the
enforcement of the federal marijuana laws. According to
a report by Statistics Canada, there were 73000 marijuana-
related criminal offences (67% of all police-reported drug
offences) in 2013. This number has, in fact, increased
approximately 8% over the period of 10 years from 2003 to
2013.7 The current marijuana policy and legal framework
is associated with considerable government costs of
approximately $500 million*® to $1 billion® per annum.
Legalization of marijuana could lead to substantial savings in
drug incarceration and enforcement costs in Canada.

Social Impacts

The high demand for marijuana in Canada has resulted in
the expansion of the black market and puts the power in
the hands of illegal drug dealers to be the sole providers of
the product with no accountability. By taking control of
the distribution of marijuana, legalization could reduce the
flourishing black market for the drug, which is the cause for
a large amount of illegal activity in Canada as indicated by
the rate of police-reported marijuana offences.”” Legalization
can address some of the social problems associated with the
black market for marijuana such as unsafe environments
created by the illegal distribution of the drug and the negative
consequences of criminal labeling for possession of small
amounts of marijuana.

The illegal market for marijuana is a major risk to the well-
being of Canadian children. A recent report by the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF Office of Research,
2013) placed Canadian teens and children as the highest
users of illegal marijuana among 29 of the world’s developed
economies. With 28% of Canadian youth (aged 11-15) having
used marijuana illegally in the past year,” legalization could
potentially minimize the children’s direct contact with black
market activity. Removing this illegal access point through
the legalization could be beneficial in terms of reducing youth
illegal activity rates, and diminishing the drug dealers’ power
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over Canadian youth. It should be mentioned that while
legalization will reduce the size of the black market activity, it
will not eliminate the issue altogether.*

Public Health Impacts

Although there is some evidence indicating therapeutic
benefits of marijuana use in neuropathic pain, inflammatory
bowel diseases, managing symptoms of chemotherapy and
treatment-resistant epilepsy in children, marijuana use is
associated with adverse health effects.*>** According to
a recent report by the Centre for Addiction and Mental
Health (CAMH), the regular usage of marijuana is associated
with some health risk such as: problems with healthy brain
development among youth, progression to use of other illicit
drugs, depression or anxiety injury and risk of death from
motor vehicle collisions, symptoms of chronic bronchitis,
schizophrenia and addiction problem.?*** Based on causal
effects on marijuana use disorders, schizophrenia, lung cancer
and road traffic injuries, Imtiaz and colleagues®™ showed
that marijuana use caused 287 deaths and 66346 disability-
adjusted life years (DALYs) in 2012. While marijuana-related
mortality was estimated to occur due to the causal effects of
marijuana use on motor-vehicle accidents and lung cancer,
the number of morbidity cases attributable to marijuana use
was by far the highest in motor-vehicle accidents and use
disorders domains in Canada.”

Similar to Colorado’s experience with legal marijuana,*
legalization in Canada could lead to an increase in the
recreational use of the drug among adults which, in turn,
could result in the health risks associated with the substance
use. Increased in marijuana-related traffic deaths* and
utilization of healthcare has been documented in Colorado
after the availability of the legal marijuana. There have been
also increases in the marijuana-related healthcare utilization
due to intoxication, burns and cyclic vomiting syndrome and
eating edible marijuana among children in Colorado.** Given
the adverse health outcomes associated with legal marijuana
in Canada,” strategies on marijuana control should focus on
prevention and harm reduction programs, as recommended
by the CAMH. Specifically, a comprehensive framework
should be developed to prevent the impaired driving, provide
better access to treatment and increase awareness about the
drug and its effects in Canada.

Concluding Remarks

Legalization of marijuana not only has the potential to generate
tax revenue from the subsequent taxation that will occur, but
it will also allow the government to save citizens’ tax dollars
currently being spent on prohibition legislation. The profits
and saved tax dollars could be spent on public education and
health promotion programs. Additionally, legalization will
remove the criminal element from marijuana market and
reduce the size of Canada’s black market and its consequences
for the society. However, legal marijuana can also lead to
some public health problems, including increasing in the use
of the drug, accidents and injuries. Legalization could be only
effective if the Canadian government develops appropriate
strategies to keep the drug out of the hands of minors, to
increase awareness and knowledge on harmful effects of the
drug and to prevent impaired driving.

Canada is not the first country that attempts to end prohibition
of marijuana. Countries such as the Netherlands, Portugal,
Uruguay, and the United States have experienced a change in
their marijuana prohibition policies and can provide useful
lessons and models for Canada. More specifically, Canada
should follow the developments of changes in marijuana-
related regulations in the United States, where some of its
states viz, Colorado, Oregon, Washington, and Alaska have
already legalized recreational use of marijuana. Although
experience of legalization in these states is different from
the national legalization in Canada, these examples still can
provide valuable information during the drafting of the new
law in Canada. Moreover, legalization of marijuana in Canada
will offer a unique opportunity to study the effect of legalizing
marijuana on the national scale.
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