Impacts of legal pot pondered

New laws could mean less secrecy, more involvement by corporations
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With nearby states such as Oregon, Washington and Colorado recently legalizing marijuana, Mendocino County officials are making sure they are prepared if California voters follow suit and legalize the drug for recreational use.

"The train is moving down the tracks, and we need to climb aboard in order to protect our county's economy," said 5th District Supervisor Dan Hamburg at Tuesday's meeting of the Board of Supervisors. "If marijuana is going to be legalized, and I believe it will, Mendocino County doesn't want to be left out."

The staff report noted that while legislation failed in 2010 and 2014, the contents of previous bills which "focus on the regulation of medical cannabis in a manner that protects local control, addresses important public safety concerns, enhances health and safety standards and establishes mandatory statewide commercial registration" have been reintroduced for the 2015-16 legislative session.

In addition, the American Civil Liberties Union Marijuana Legalization Task Force, led by Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom, is preparing to produce another 2016 ballot initiative to legalize cannabis.

To prepare its economy as much as possible for the "impacts of impending legalization," the Board of Supervisors appointed 2nd District Supervisor John McCowen and 3rd District Supervisor Tom Woodhouse to an ad-hoc committee that will explore only the effects of any new policies, not help shape them.

A deeper discussion of what those effects might be was held at Mendocino College Friday, as this year's Leadership Mendocino class held a roundtable discussion with Mendocino County Sheriff Tom Allman, Hamburg, Justin Calvino of the Regenerative Design Center in Mendocino, and Julia Carrera of the Small Farmers Association.

A man who said he grows the "legal crop, grapes," asked how the panel thought legalizing marijuana would affect the labor force, specifically his inability to compete with the high wages his potential pickers are paid to trim marijuana instead.

The panelists seem to agree that trimmers will likely no longer be able to earn wages like $150 a pound soon, whether because of legalization or because "trimming machines are coming," meaning hand-picking may become a thing of the past for many operations.

Asked what the group thought the strengths of legalizing marijuana would be, they listed things like "economic growth, taxation and eliminating much of the stress on the environment" that trespass grows have created, because Sheriff Allman said he thought legalization would "take away trespass grows." 

As for opportunities, the group listed things like the creation of new jobs, a safer product and more research and development in areas such as the health benefits of marijuana.

"It will also take the heat off of me when I'm frost protecting grapes, because the pot growers will be using a lot more water than me," said the grape grower.

Richard Cooper, the CEO of Mendo-Lake Credit Union, said legalization of the product that many people already grow could have a positive impact on his business and other financial institutions as growers could deposit their cash, and not have to use wads of it when buying a car or a house.

"We turn down a lot of loans now because people can't show income," said Cooper, adding that it would elevate many people now treated like "second-class citizens to first-class citizens."

Another participant agreed, adding that she hoped legalization would help "bridge the schizophrenic divide in Mendocino County," which she said exists because "the economy relies so heavily on marijuana, but it is still surrounded by a society that frowns on it." 

Another opportunity mentioned was tourism and taking advantage of Mendocino County's reputation for producing superior cannabis, but John Kuhry, executive director of the Economic Development Financing Corporation, said that uniqueness was tenuous, as proven by the areas which now produce wine.

"People are growing grapes in New Jersey," Kuhry said, adding that if marijuana is legalized in the state, the "pot will be growing in huge operations in Fresno."

And as it listed the possible threats of the legalization, the group agreed that one of those threats will come in the form of "big money" competing with the small operations now dependent on the crop for their income. 

"With legalization comes corporations," said Carrera, and others agreed, wondering how "boutique growers" could compete if marijuana were sold in stores like Costco.

However, Calvino said Mendocino County's warm days and cool nights still provided an ideal growing climate that was hard to match elsewhere.

"You can put a seed in the ground in March, and get world-class marijuana in October," he said.

