10 Marijuana Facts for Parents, Police,

Teachers, and Teens

1) What is marijuana?

Marijuana, more properly known as "cannabis", is a hardy weed that can grow from the equator to the Arctic Circle. It has been used for at least 5000 years as an industrial fiber (hemp), medicine, and recreational drug. Legal in the United States until early this century, marijuana now accounts for nearly 700,000 arrests a year.

2) Who uses marijuana?

There is no typical marijuana user. According to government statistics, some 70 million Americans have tried marijuana at some point in their lives. The vast majority of these citizens are normal, hard working taxpayers.

3) What are the immediate effects of marijuana?

Marijuana affects psychomotor coordination, judgment, short-term memory, and perception of time. These effects last for a few hours and make it inadvisable to drive cars or operate machinery while experiencing them. Most marijuana users would report that they feel relaxed, mellow, and happy while "high". A minority experience anxiety or mild paranoia and cease marijuana use as a result.

4) What about the long term effects?

Marijuana has never directly caused a death, unlike alcohol (150,000+ deaths per year) or tobacco (over 400,000 deaths per year). As a matter of fact, in 1988 the DEA's own Judge Francis Young reviewed the existing body of scientific evidence and declared marijuana "one of the safest therapeutically active substances known to man."

Aside from their active ingredients, marijuana smoke and cigarette smoke are quite similar. The difference lies in the fact that heavy tobacco smokers far surpass heavy marijuana smokers in volume of smoke inhaled over time. Hence, research over the past thirty years indicates a much lower risk of cancer among marijuana smokers than tobacco smokers. Chronic long time users of marijuana sometimes experience bronchitis like symptoms, but the cure is simple: stop smoking. There is no reliable current evidence that marijuana causes brain damage, even in long-term chronic users, despite dramatic advertisements to the contrary.

5) Does marijuana use lead to use of hard drugs such as cocaine or heroin?

No. According to the Drug Czar commissioned 1999 Institute of Medicine (IOM) report Marijuana and Medicine: Assessing the Science Base, there isn't conclusive evidence that the drug effects of marijuana are causally linked to the subsequent abuse of other illicit drugs." Claims that marijuana leads to hard drugs, known as the "stepping stone" or "gateway" theory, are akin to the obviously absurd claim that bicycle riding causes motorcycle purchases. In other words, just because one activity nearly always precedes another, does not imply that the former caused the latter.

6) Is marijuana addictive?

The 1999 IOM report concluded that while psychological dependence on marijuana can occur in a small percentage of users, it is mild and short lived. Upon cessation of smoking, some subjects experienced irritability and restlessness. Marijuana does not cause physical dependence. The vast majority of Americans who smoke marijuana do so only occasionally, and psychological dependence never develops.

7) Isn't the Drug War concentrating on the hard drugs?

Discounting occasional marijuana smokers, the "drug problem" reported by government and media would shrink by 80%. A marijuana smoker is arrested every 45 seconds in America. Over 10 million citizens have been arrested for marijuana since 1972, when the Nixon appointed Schafer Commission recommended that government stop arresting people for smoking marijuana. Law enforcement under the Clinton administration has incarcerated more people for marijuana crimes than any president in U.S. history. The war on marijuana users costs taxpayers between $7.5 and $10 billion per year in enforcement alone. The additional loss of productivity caused by disrupting the lives of the 700,000 citizens who were arrested for marijuana crimes in 1997 makes this immense expenditure especially tragic. According to a 1998 survey commissioned by Montanans for Medical Rights, nearly 90% of Montanans believe that the Drug War is not cost effective, and does not reduce drug use.

8) Can marijuana really be used as a medicine? 

Certainly. Aside from the moderate risks posed by the act of smoking, the effects of medicinal use of marijuana is, according to the IOM report, "within the range of effects tolerated for other medications". The report also concluded that there is therapeutic medical value in marijuana, particularly with regard to nausea, pain, relief, and appetite stimulation. Other studies have noted marijuana's significant medical benefits in treating muscle spasms, glaucoma, depression, alcoholism, migraines, arthritis, premenstrual syndrome, labor pains, epilepsy, asthma, insomnia, phantom limb pain, posttraumatic stress disorder, and pruritis. The AIDS Action Council, the American Academy of Family Physicians, American Medical Student Association, the New England Journal of Medicine, and the American Medical Association, among others, supports medical marijuana research. According to a 1998 survey by Montanans for Medical Rights, over 70% of Montanans feel the same way.

9) Isn't today's super potent marijuana more dangerous than in the past?

A small number of low potency samples seized by the DEA in the early 1970s are used as the benchmark of average potency for the period. More reliable data from the early 1980s to the present indicate no substantial increase in average potency. Even if marijuana were more potent now, it wouldn't necessarily follow that it was more dangerous; users would simply smoke less to achieve the desired effect.

10) How does current marijuana policy affect my rights?

First and foremost, marijuana prohibition unjustly disrupts (and sometimes destroys) the lives of otherwise law abiding nonviolent citizens. American adults should be free to enjoy marijuana in the privacy of their homes. Government should use its power to punish only irresponsible, harmful marijuana use, as it does currently with alcohol. Asset forfeiture is a tremendous crime against the American people, and contradicts the spirit of the 4th and 5th Amendments. Forfeiture law allows citizens' property to be seized without filing any charges. The burden then lies on the citizen to prove his property innocent! Joseph McNamara, retired police chief of San Jose sums it up: "In a free society, the police should never be compelled to, or allowed to, view their law enforcement duties as a means of raising revenue for government." This compulsion among law enforcement entities is a source of widespread corruption. Marijuana prohibition is a failed public policy that should be abolished. Marijuana smokers are not a part of the crime problem, and it is unjust to treat them as if they are. It is wasteful to spend scant law enforcement dollars on marijuana prohibition; those funds would be better spent combating violent crime.
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