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Greenville, ME - There was recently great excitement here all throughout Maine when  the state legalized the sale of marijuana for recreational purposes.  Medicinal cannabis was already being sold at state-sanctioned “dispensaries.”  But, there had been quite a time lag (due to bureaucratic hurdles) from when citizens had voted to legalize marijuana for recreation until the actual implementation.  On the first day of legal sales, some stores had lines stretching around the block.
I tend to be libertarian in terms of public policy concerning the private behavior of Americans 18 years of age and older.  If you want to do something, so long as it does not harm others, do it.  I am not in favor of locking up adults who make a decision to drink alcohol (as during the Prohibition years of the 1920’s) or who choose to use marijuana now.  I also have no problems with a woman who chooses to offer her services to others in return for payment.  I could list other examples, but you get the drift.  However, I do have problems when these same options are available to those under 18.  And I have considerable objections to states becoming involved in the sale of any item by restricting free trade of that item.  
Here in Maine, for example, the state has placed limits on who can sell (or grow) marijuana and where.  As a result of these “rules” there are winners and losers in terms of who receives a license.  This policy creates a classic environment for corruption in terms of potential payoffs to those politicians or government officials who make the decisions to grant licenses.   What makes one marijuana dealer or grower more worthy than another when the state decides who gets the license?  Why not simply follow the policies for the sale of beer, wine, and liquor, namely issue licenses to whoever chooses to purchase one?  With respect to location, it is my understanding that Maine will allow localities to forbid marijuana sales in their jurisdictions if they so choose to do so.  Here in Greenville, there has been considerable lobbying of the planning board....again the potential for payoffs is definitely in play.  It appears that I will have a major growing operation less than a mile from my camp.
And, of course, the state has imposed a very steep “sin” tax on products such as alcoholic beverages, tobacco products, and now marijuana.  As the direct result, the price of marijuana in state-sanctioned stores is considerably higher than on the street where drug dealers can easily undercut state-regulated prices and still make a huge profit.  This set of unintended consequences is, not surprisingly, on exhibit in Colorado and Washington where marijuana sales have been legal for several years.  As “legal” sales increase, there is an even greater rise in “illegal” street sales, often involving youngsters.
My concern is not with the state losing tax money (which is often earmarked for education, but never lands there), but with two dangerous trends.  First, in their lust for increased tax revenue, the government is actually promoting dangerous behavior, such as increasing numbers of DUI, driving under the influence.  Whereas law enforcement officers currently have reliable means to determine one’s blood-alcohol level when driving, I am unaware of a test to measure the level of impairment after a driver consumes marijuana (in any form).  Also in Denver there are now legions of “zombies” who simply drift around the city in a perpetual cannabis stupor.  It is difficult to be a productive member of society if you are constantly stoned.  What benefit does the state derive from promoting this behavior?
My second concern is the effect of marijuana on youthful users.  Even though sales to minors are illegal, our experience with alcoholic beverages is that youngsters have no problem gaining access to booze sold at the corner 7-11.  It is a certainty that many of these same teens will now add cannabis to their diets, often obtained in a clandestine manner from state stores.  During my teaching days in high school classrooms I saw first-hand the effects of marijuana on the minds of frequent teen users.  They simply cannot concentrate - even when they want to.  This observation is not an exclusive finding:  most of my teaching colleagues have reported seeing the same effects exhibited by students whose clothing odor suggests daily use.  I do not have the expertise, or personal experience to state that this impairment is permanent, but it is very real in the classroom.
I see no compelling reason, financial or moral, for the state to be in the dope business.
I thought you might like to know.
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