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Medical Marijuana: The Socio-Economic Side of the Story

When it comes to marijuana, the subject raises all kinds of ethical and moral questions about its merits, benefits and societal 
impacts. It is clearly a moral and ethical debate, as much as it is about health and wellbeing and economic impacts. Neither for 
nor against medical marijuana, this article is only looking at the subject through the lens of the potential positive and negative 
impacts on human wellbeing and community quality of life. The question of whether medical marijuana and its dispensing 
is either positive or negative to Canada as a whole is a complicated issue. For some of us, marijuana has a negative social 
stigma. However, medical marijuana is different than recreational marijuana. Medical marijuana should be framed as a health 
and wellbeing issue for society as a whole and to individuals who acknowledge health benefits from its use. From the research 
conducted as a basis of submission to the national task force, several interesting conclusions can be made. 
 
First, medical marijuana may, in many instances, improve the quality of life for individuals who benefit from its use to alleviate 
pain, suffering and other forms of mental disease. 
 
Second, marijuana is recognized as an alternative to opioids. There have been significant increases in opioid use and 
opioid overdose deaths in Canada. Any reduction in opioid addictions and overdoses will have a measurable impact on 
Canadians in terms of reduced premature mortality from suicides or other overdose impacts. The economic value of even 
one life saved is significant and ultimately can never be expressed in terms of money. 
 
Third, making marijuana legal should ultimately reduce the cost of crime in Canada related to illegal drug possession. In 
2013, there were 73,723 illegal marijuana drug possession violations in Canada, which represented 68% of all illegal drug 
possession violations. The cost of crime to Canada’s economy is significant, contributing roughly $81.5 billion or 5% of 
Canada’s GDP in 2013. The cost of illegal drug use was estimated at $8.2 billion by the Canadian Centre for Substance 
Abuse. Whether or not 68% of the societal cost would be saved through legalization of medical marijuana remains to be seen, 
however it can be assured that there will be societal cost savings with legalization.
 
From a purely economic and business perspective, medical marijuana dispensing is expected to have significant economic 
impact on the Canadian economy. The current value of illicit trade of marijuana in Canada is estimated at $7 billion per 
annum. Using Colorado marijuana sales data as a proxy for projected Canadian sales, the projected sales of $11.1 billion 
is both recreation and medical marijuana, whereas just medical marijuana sales totals $4.9 billion. This would amount to 
medical marijuana sales of $135/capita. In comparison, sales revenues for Canadian pharmacies in 2012 averaged $31.4 
billion or $868 per Canadian. 
 
How many medical marijuana stores can we anticipate emerging on a per capita basis in Canada with legalization?  
It is estimated there will be between 4 to 5 medical marijuana dispensaries per 100,000 residents in Canada in the future. 
In contrast there are 5,950 pharmacy businesses operating in Canada, which averages 16.5 pharmacies for 100,000 
Canadians. Toronto currently has 48 medical marijuana stores operating or about 0.8 per 100,000 Torontonians.  
Vancouver will likely sustain roughly 30 to 35 stores or 5 to 5.8 stores per 100,000 within the City.
 
Colorado serves as a useful benchmark for estimating the impacts of legalized medical and recreational marijuana in 
Canada. Colorado has seen per capita recreational and medical marijuana sales average US $240 per capital with medical 
marijuana sales of US $105 per capita or C$135 per capita in 2015. Colorado applies a special tax on marijuana that in
2015 averaged about 15% of the value of marijuana sales. If the province of British Columbia and other Canadian provinces 
adopted a similar special tax on marijuana at Colorado’s rate of roughly 15%, it is projected that $717 million in provincial > 



marijuana sales tax revenues would be generated just on medical marijuana sales, based on the assumption that it reaches 
$4.9 billion per annum. If these numbers were applied to metro Vancouver’s population of 2.313 million, the estimated total 
gross sales of medical marijuana would be approximately $312 million in 2016,  with an estimated $45.9 million in special 
marijuana tax revenues collected by the province. For the City of Vancouver alone with a population of over 600,000, 
medical marijuana sales could reach $81 million per annum, generating an estimated $12 million in special medical 
marijuana sales tax revenues. By comparison Vancouver’s $30,000 special license fee on medical marijuana dispensaries 
would only generate between $900,000 - $1,050,000 based on an estimated 30-35 stores in operation. 
 
A particularly strong point about the importance of full cost accounting of the societal costs and wellbeing impact analytic 
approach to regulation of marijuana in Vancouver and any Canadian municipality must be stressed. It is imperative that 
citizens and decision makers understand the true costs and benefits of any public policy as well as sectors in our economy.
 
At this stage, in the emergence of legalization of marijuana in Canada, it is too early to say what the true marginal cost 
of additional policing and other regulatory burdens will be on the city as a result of 30 to 35 dispensaries that could operate 
in the City of Vancouver. Whether the $30,000 special levy will be justified in the future remains to be seen but should be 
reviewed through the lens of a true full cost accounting of the actual marginal costs to Vancouver.
 
Any additional or marginal costs to the municipality must be contrasted with estimates of personal and societal wellbeing 
benefits that result from a well structured and well-regulated medical marijuana dispensary system. Green Room serves 
as a model corporate citizen in this respect, having paid particular attention to good neighborly relations and sensitivity to 
schools, individuals and businesses in their proximity. Green Room is a good benchmark for corporate social responsibility.
 
There have been many testimonies of individuals who benefited from having access to the Green Room medical marijuana 
products from the Dunsmuir location. The benefits of reduced chronic pain and improved mental wellbeing are difficult to 
quantify but the testimonies today suggest that they are significant even if non-monetized. There will always be negative 
impacts of any business or any sector in the country. Many of these issues require estimating the externalities or the societal 
costs, which are imposed from various sectors, that otherwise do not have to pay these costs. Medical marijuana should 
not impose a significant unfunded wellbeing liability on society. Instead, it should contribute to a net positive benefit to 
all Canadians in terms of improved overall wellbeing, reduced crime costs and reduced premature mortality from opioid 
overdose and misuse.
 
There are responsible ways of governing and managing medical marijuana dispensaries as we have done with retail 
alcohol and gambling. Reasonable, fair and clear regulations are important to define what society considers as a risk to 
the wellbeing of its citizens. Vancouver has set an important benchmark, as have Colorado and Washington, in terms of 
defining fair and reasonable proxies for medical marijuana dispensary locations and operations. 
 
From experience of legalizing alcohol and gambling, we know that negative impacts will still occur as a result, primarily 
because of individuals who may be prone to addictive behaviors. This relatively small cohort of problem-substance abusers, 
unfortunately, also contributes to the lion’s share of provincial revenues that result from legalization of gaming and alcohol. 
Yet despite this knowledge, we as society continue to accept the existence of these legalized gaming and retail liquor 
outlets knowing that there are costs to society from their legalization and that a disproportionately small number of citizens 
experience negative impacts from their addictions.

The question of variance for this particular case of GRS should be given wider considerations of both the positive and 
negative impacts that are expected from the emergence of a retail market and medical marijuana dispensaries. Vancouver 
is setting an important precedent for the rest of Canada. You have an opportunity take a reasonable and balanced 
approach to governing legalized medical marijuana dispensaries.
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