
POLICY SURVEILLANCE RESEARCH ON 
MARIJUANA LEGALIZATION:  A 
NATURAL LEGAL EXPERIMENT 
 
 

Laura Hitchcock, JD 
Principal Investigator 
 
Public Health - Seattle & 
King County 

Community Prevention & 
Wellness Initiative Learning 
Community 
 
August 26, 2015 
 

 
This work was funded by Public Health Law Research, a 
national program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 



Learning Objectives 
• Familiarity with local approaches to date in WA to 

regulating marijuana-related topics, including: Land 
use/zoning, licensing, buffers, etc. 

• Understand the need for ongoing local policy monitoring 
as market expands to assess need/impacts of local 
regulation 

• Introduction to King County’s online ‘policy surveillance’ 
system – currently tracking 181 jurisdictions 



Licenses issued by LCB 
Retail Producer/Processor 



Public health implications of  
regulating marijuana 



Local v. State Policy 
Preemption? 
 
State loophole may have driven local 
policy 
 
Is a business a business a business? 



Local Policy Issues of Production & 
Processing 



Local Policy Issues of Retail Stores 



Example of Alcohol Policy Variability 



 
Comparison Policy Study 

 
• Study of zoning / land use action by cities & counties in 

Washington state (181 total) 
 
• Also other action that might address youth use / protection 
 
• 2 time points / multiple variables (change over time 2013 - 

2014) 

Public Health Research: “Pot-Friendly or Pot-Restrictive?  
Mapping Local Marijuana Laws in WA State 



Methods 
• Develop data collection protocol 
• Gather ordinances for cities with more than 3,000 residents (130 of 

180 cities) and all 39 counties 
• Develop codebook (iterative) and coding protocol 
• Test code, revise codebook 
• Code ordinances w/quality assurance  
• Enter coding to data visualization system: PolicyTracker LawAtlas 
• Report writing 
• Final QA 
• Launch Page 

 
 



Zoning Categorization Tool 
  





Volume/Types of Zoning Ordinances in WA 
immediately post Initiative 502 



LAND USE/ ZONING -- WHAT WE CODED 
• Size 
• Density of marijuana businesses 
• Proximity to other marijuana businesses, and 
• Set-backs from other (non-marijuana) uses 
• PLUS - 11 additional conditions by zone.    



LAND USE/ZONING – FINDINGS - 2014  
• Four jurisdictions allow producers in residential zones 
• Mixed use and commercial zones most likely to allow 
retail recreational stores (mixed use allowed retail 
double the rate of commercial) 

• Proximity restrictions most likely by zone to be 
regulated (instead of jurisdiction-wide).   

• No size or density restrictions were found. 
 



OTHER LOCAL REGULATORY TOOLS – WHAT WE CODED 

• Local medical/patient law 
• Local business license required 
• Local excise tax   
• Regulation of ‘vaping’ lounges for marijuana 
• Public use 
• Civil sanctions 
• Criminal sanctions 
 



OTHER LOCAL REGULATORY TOOLS – FINDINGS 2014 

• No local medical regulatory framework (eg patient/provider registries, 
mmj cards) found– 14 refer to state law section that was vetoed 

• No ‘local marijuana business license’ required in any cities  
• No local excise taxes (preemption?) 
• No bans on vaping / edibles lounges –  
• 14 jurisdictions employ civil sanctions for public use (recreational) 
• No local criminal sanctions 
• Two allow medical home-growing for personal use 

 



Overall Conclusions   
• Zoning currently primary local tool – legalization of recreational 

marijuana apparently also spurring local regulation of medical 
 

• E.g., two-thirds of 32 King County cities have either banned, zoned, 
or are studying  medical marijuana collectives/dispensaries.    

• Few other local restrictions on medical. 
• Equity impacts in siting not obviously considered (e.g., no density, 

few proximity restrictions) 
 



Overall Conclusions   
• Very few local governments address youth access directly 

– may consider this state role? 
• 24 refer to youth-related buffers (medical), 38 refer to youth-related 

buffers (recreational) – state law 
• Only 6 jurisdictions restrict siting beyond state law vis-à-vis youth-

serving entities (by adding to the list w/1000 foot buffers)   
• Other buffers being considered at local level 
• We may see movement in 2015 due to recent authority given to 

local governments to change state 1000 foot buffer requirement 

• Other local tools not yet in play  
• Marijuana ‘impact zones’, regulation of vaping / edibles private 

lounges  areas to watch 
 
 



King County LawAtlas PolicyTracker 
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/data/PolicyTracker.aspx 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/data/PolicyTracker.aspx


Where recreational businesses allowed in WA – 
Aug 2014 (PolicyTracker) 



Recreational businesses allowed – cities only 
(2014) 



Where youth buffer zones est. in local 
ordinances in WA  – Aug 2014 
(PolicyTracker) 



Separate (new) youth buffers in local 
ordinances – Aug 2014 (PolicyTracker) 



Questions 
• Do places with greatest 

availability (least restrictive 
zoning, higher density) have 
worse outcomes (higher use, 
higher marijuana-related 
injury, lower age of 
initiation)? 
 

• What effect does variation in 
ordinances have on health 
outcomes and disparities? 
 

• How will policy surveillance 
be useful to you, as a 
resource to engage your 
community? 
 
 



For more information… 
Laura Hitchcock, Principal Investigator 
Laura.Hitchcock@KingCounty.gov 
(206) 263-8760 
 
Nancy McGroder, Project Manager 
Nancy.McGroder@KingCounty.gov 
(206) 263-8708 
 
For marijuana ordinance maps see:  King County LawAtlasSM 
PolicyTracker 
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/data/PolicyTracker.aspx 
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