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Government Reports Lead 
To Both Confusion And Cooperation
Early 2015 Reports By Colorado Departments Of Health And 
Revenue Are Changing The Tone Of Discussions About Marijuana 
Regulations And Research.

EACTIONS TO 
government re-
ports released in 
early 2015 from the 
Colorado Depart-
ment of Revenue 

(DOR) and Department of Public 
Health and Environment (DPHE) 
range from frustration to satisfac-
tion. The DOR report released 
January 30, 2015 focuses on 
regulating edibles. The DPHE 
report released February 3, 2015 
(and most controversial of the 
two) reviews the known health 
effects of cannabis, categorizing 
many of them as negative when 
many of their conclusions are 
based on data regarding health 
concerns of individuals using 
other drugs other than cannabis. 

Cannabis advocates, con-
cerned the plant is portrayed 
negatively, remain optimistic 
that new DPHE-funded stud-
ies will prove otherwise. 

The DPHE report was produced 
by a 13-member advisory commit-
tee appointed by the agency and 
it’s a review of existing medical 
literature on the health effects of 
cannabis use. The report states 
general, widely cited findings, 
such as cannabis use by children 
increases the risk of psychotic 
disorders in adulthood, and 
that use by pregnant mothers 
negatively affects the develop-
ment of their unborn children. 

Kristin Nevedal, program director 
of patient focused certification 
of Americans for Safe Access 

(ASA), says the report draws 
most of its data from studies on 
abuse. She says the report does 
not contain enough information 
on the conditions that people 
are using cannabis to treat. 

“It’s really a fascinating report. 
It’s like scraping the tip off the 
iceberg, and then using that to 
estimate the size and shape of 
the entire thing,” said Nevedal.  

“Some of the research is con-
flicting. [The report] is a great 
incentive to survey cannabis us-
ers and [produce] more efficient 
and effective health studies. 
There is a potential for more 
patient reporting, with a focus 
in [places] where cannabis use is 
legal in Colorado,” said Nevedal.

Teri Robinette, founder and exec-
utive director of Cannabis Patients 
Alliance (CPA), and vice president 
of Colorado National Organiza-
tion for the Reform of Marijuana 
Law (NORML), says the report 
reveals huge gaps in research “on 
anything to do with marijuana.” 

“That’s because of the prohibi-
tion (in many states) and the 
National Institute on Drug 
Abuse’s (NIDA) stronghold on 
research,” said Robinette.

Robinette said that when the 
DPHE committee looked at past 
research, its “hands were tied.” 
“There’s a trend to focus on 
research done in the U.S., 
not reports from other coun-
tries, such as Israel, where the 
positive effects of cannabis have 
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was going to be biased in the 
first place,” said Robinette. 

Rachel Gillette, Colorado at-
torney, member of NORML’s 
Legal Committee, and executive 
director of Colorado NORML, 
said some of the studies cited in 
the report “are very dubious.”

“At this point, we just don’t have 
good, non-biased marijuana 
studies,” she states. “I’d like 
to see there be more…reliable 
science. I think that will be a 
function of the federal govern-
ment de-scheduling marijuana as 
a dangerous drug, and allowing 
it to be studied,” said Gillette.

In mid-February 2015, DPHE 
announced it would direct ap-
proximately $10 million in 
funding to studies on the use 
of cannabis to treat a variety of 
health issues, including post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), 
pain relief, and epilepsy, primar-
ily in children. The source of the 
funds is application fees from 
medical marijuana patients. 

Gillette said these studies are 
a step in the right direction.

“I’d like to see a variety of stud-
ies on [cannabis’) ability to treat 
a variety of medical conditions. 
Then people aren’t just saying, 
“It seems to help but I don’t know 
why.” I want to see the science be-
hind cannabidiol (CBD) and tetra-
hydrocannabinol (THC) and how 
they work together,” said Gillette. 

Robinette says many sets of data in 
the DPHE report came from stud-
ies of individuals abusing multiple 
substances and the findings will 
most likely cause people reading 
the report to associate cannabis 
use with negative health effects. 

“It doesn’t mean there’s a causal 
relationship, or that marijuana 

caused any [of their] problems,” 
said Robinette, who would like 
to see more data relating to 
people who use cannabis to reduce 
their dependency on opiates. 

“My concern is I don’t want to 
inadvertently scare someone away 
from what could be a life-saving 
treatment. We need more hon-
esty about cannabis in relation 
to other legal substances that we 
use on a regular basis, perhaps to 
create an exit strategy for people 
on opiates,” said Robinette.  

DPHE and NIDA were con-
tacted for this story, but chose 
not to be interviewed.  

 
DOR’s report focused on the 
progress of eight different work 
groups’ meetings between August 
and November of 2014 to come up 
with recommendations on how to 
regulate edibles. The responsibil-
ity of labeling edibles was initially 
on retailers, but has now shifted to 
producers. The report shows that 
DOR made significant progress in 
providing guidance to the Colo-
rado Legislature at a point when 
public concern spiked. In 2013 
and 2014, Colorado hospitals saw 
a relatively high number of inci-
dents involving the accidental in-
gestion of marijuana by children. 

Lewis Koski, director of the 
marijuana enforcement division 
of the DOR, said the public and 
work group participants have 
responded positively to DOR’s 
report. The participants included 
representatives of DPHE, retail 
marijuana store licensees, retail 

marijuana products manufac-
turers’ licensees, child abuse 
prevention experts, and advo-
cates for children’s health.  

“We wanted to bring the most 
diverse group of people as well 
as subject matter experts (SMEs) 
to the table. It was really help-
ful for us to have a pediatrician 
who could speak to health is-
sues in children. You try and 
figure out where you have com-
mon ground,” said Koski. 

Koski says the groups worked 
cooperatively to “frame some 
very difficult conversations and 
still get productive results.” 

“(We worked to create) rules 
that are defensible, operable, and 
systematic,” said Koski. “We 
negotiated (each) rule before we 
drafted the rule. Manufacturers 
were concerned about the cost (of 
labeling products and dosages) 
and needed time to respond. As 
a result (of the talks), I think we 
were able to mitigate the concerns 
the manufacturers had. They re-
ally…were part of the solution.” 

Koski noted particular prog-
ress from the serving size work 
group and the child-resistant 
packaging work group.

“The (packaging work group) re-
ally took time to think through and 
consider what this (the product) 
might look like from an educa-
tional standpoint. (We want to) 
do that right there at the point of 
sale. (It fits in with the Marijuana 
Policy Project’s) “Start Low, Go 
Slow” campaign,” said Koski.

“The serving size work group 
discussed concerns about little 
candies: packaging that was child-
resistant at the first opening, 
child-resistant at multiple open-
ings, and with each dose less than 
10 milligrams,” said Koski. 

The rec-
ommen-
dations 
that DOR 
submit-
ted to 
the Colorado Legislature will 
assist elected officials in adopt-
ing regulations no later than 
January 1, 2016. Koski says it 
was not easy for the work groups 
to come up with solutions. 

“There is a real range of prod-
ucts out there. There is a…
challenge to finding one way to 
get (edibles portions regulation) 
accomplished. Some products 
are harder to label,” said Koski.

Koski says the Colorado Legis-
lature was looking to make sure 
that DOR’s recommendations 
would prevent people acciden-
tally ingesting marijuana. 

“We need to make it clear that 
(a) product has marijuana in 
it,” said Koski. This report did 
not determine whether manu-
facturers should be required 
to print a warning on a prod-
uct containing marijuana. 

“We wanted to make it (the 
marijuana label) more iden-
tifiable (on the) outside (of) 
the package,” said Koski. 

Koski says participants engaged 
in some debate on the meaning 
of the word ‘practicable’ as ap-
plied to the rules. The dictionary 
defines ‘practicable’ as “able 
to be used.” The work groups 
reached the conclusion that it 
would be helpful for the General 
Assembly to define ‘practicable’ 
in House Bill 14-1366, the bill 
that directs the State Licens-
ing Authority to put forth rules 
about the identification of edibles 
by January 1, 2016. 

“At this point, 
we just don’t 

have good, non-
biased marijuana 

studies.”
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