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The marijuana legalization initiative that seems to have passed today in Colorado (and a similar one that may well pass in Washington as well) is, I think, a bigger deal than people realize. Unlike jurisdictions that have "decriminalized" marijuana, this aims to create a genuine honest-to-God legal marijuana industry. It goes even beyond what the Netherlands has done, where small scale marijuana retailing is permitted but large-scale production and wholesaling is really existing in a gray area.

In principle, a true legal marijuana regime could be a totally revolutionary situation. Imagine amber waves of pot and big factories drying and packaging the joints just as in the heyday of the cigarette industry.

But before you buy land to start your marijuana farm, note that the drug is still illegal in the United States of America and that Colorado is one of the United States of America. Consequently, if you try to set up a large-scale pot business you're liable to get busted by the DEA. So expect a lot of clashes around this and a sticky situation for the Obama administration.
Updated: Will Obama Harsh Colorado's Historic Marijuana Legalization?

From Forbes
UPDATE: The Denver Post’s John Ingold quotes Colorado Gov. Hickenlooper saying, “My sense is that it is unlikely the federal government is going to allow states one by one to unilaterally decriminalize marijuana.” But he added: “You can’t argue with the will of the voters.”
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As an adviser for a college newspaper in Colorado, I watched the staff’s two best journalists debate last night which was the bigger story for their readership: Obama being re-elected or Colorado becoming the first state to legalize marijuana for recreational use by voting in favor of Amendment 64 (Washington state came in a close second). This might sound like a silly question — and our Editor in Chief decidedly chose to lead with Obama — but it’s really not.

The implications for Colorado are serious. Economically, it could both bolster the already legal medical marijuana industry and do damage to the illicit dealer. It could also lead to a tourist boon, the likes of which Colorado has not known since the chairlift.

But Governor John Hickenlooper, co-founder of Wynkoop Brewing Company, was opposed to Amendment 64 for multiple reasons. And he was his usual lighthearted but sharp self in defeat last night. Quoted in the Washington Post:

“The voters have spoken and we have to respect their will,” Hickenlooper said on Amendment 64. “This will be a complicated process, but we intend to follow through. That said, federal law still says marijuana is an illegal drug so don’t break out the Cheetos or gold fish too quickly.”

He’s right. And that’s a rub that will be felt from the Pacific and Rockies all the way back to Washington D.C. So while my students debated the merits of both stories, I was considering the implications of how they work together. As The Week asked yesterday: “It’s likely that at least one state will legalize marijuana for recreational use on Tuesday. Would either candidate allow that?”

While voters who feel allegiance to both Obama and pot decriminalization are plentiful, their common causes have not had a good history together.

Obama said recently:  “I don’t think that legalization of drugs is going to be the answer.”

More ominously for supporters of legalization, this summer U.S. Deputy Attorney General James Cole wrote this:

Persons who are in the business of cultivating, selling or distributing marijuana, and those who knowingly facilitate such activities, are in violation of the Controlled Substances Act, regardless of state law.

What that really means in terms of enforcement is the major question, but the Obama Administration has turned up its rhetoric over time toward a less and less tolerant posture. And using marijuana for medical purposes was a low-grade priority with a lot of potential sentiment backlash. The votes in Colorado and Washington turned that pressure up to a critical level last night by adding the element of recreational use. And it’s not hard to imagine the feds ramping up everything from grower and distribution crackdowns to federal targeting of pot stores.
It’s a little ironic, isn’t it? Liberal voters in Colorado and Washington, along with Obama, helped each other feel high last night. Now they may be each other’s reasons for coming down.
Possible WN Reflections:
1. What did you learn about the amendment that you did not know before?

2. How might federal law be affect the amendment? Do you think it will be easy to regulate?

Directions:


1. Define vocabulary you don’t know.  


2. Show evidence of a close reading. Mark your confusion. Mark up the text with questions and/or comments.


3. Type a one-page reflection on your own sheet of paper.











