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BACKGROUND:

California’s original medical cannabis law, the 
Compassionate Use Act (Prop. 215), directs local offi cials 
to implement ways for qualifi ed patients to access their 
medicine. With the passage of state legislation (SB 420) 
in 2003, and the 2005 court ruling in People v. Urziceanu, 
medical cannabis dispensing collectives (or dispensaries) 
are now recognized as legal entities. 

The majority of medical marijuana (cannabis) patients 
cannot cultivate their medicine for themselves or fi nd 
a caregiver to grow it for them. Most of California’s 
estimated 200,000 patients obtain their medicine from 
a medical cannabis dispensary. Dispensaries are typically 
storefront facilities that provide medical cannabis and 
other services to patients in need. There are more than 300 
dispensaries operating in California. Dispensaries operate 
with a closed membership that allow only patients and 
caregivers to obtain cannabis and only after membership is 
approved (upon verifi cation of patient documentation).

THE BENEFITS OF DISPENSARIES

Americans for Safe Access, the leading national 
organization representing the interests of medical cannabis 
patients and their doctors, undertook a study of the 
experience of those communities that have dispensary 
ordinances. The report, “Medical Cannabis Dispensing 
Collectives and Local Regulations” describes why:

Regulated dispensaries benefi t the community by:
- providing access for the most seriously ill and injured
- offering a safer environment for patients than having 
to buy on the illicit market
- improving the health of patients through social support
- helping patients with other social services, such as food 
and housing
- having a greater than average customer satisfaction 
rating for health care

MEDICAL CANNABIS DISPENSARIES

Creating dispensary regulations combats crime 
because:

- dispensary security reduces crime in the vicinity
- street sales tend to decrease
- patients and operators are vigilant
- any criminal activity gets reported to police

Regulated dispensaries are:
- legal under California state law
- contributing to the state by paying sales tax
- helping revitalize neighborhoods
- bringing new customers to neighboring businesses
- not a source of community complaints

STATEW IDE REGUL ATION OF DISPENSARIES

As of O ctober, 2007 , 34 cities and counties have regulated 
medical cannabis dispensaries. Across the board, city and 
county offi cials have been very pleased with the outcome 
of dispensary regulations and the effect of medical 
cannabis dispensaries on their communities.

Please see ASA’s report, “Medical Cannabis Dispensing 
Collectives and Local Regulations,” for quotes by public 
offi cials who have had positive experiences with regulating 
dispensaries.

TAX ATION OF M EDICAL  M ARIJUANA SAL ES

In O ctober 2005, the California Board of E qualization 
(BoE ) voted to tax the sales of medical marijuana. The 
BoE  sent out a notice to all publicly operating medical 
marijuana dispensing facilities in F ebruary 2007 , and has 
visited a number of facilities to educate providers about 
this new tax.

The BoE  has already collected millions of dollars in sales 
tax from dispensaries throughout the state. As long as 
medical cannabis dispensaries continue to exist, sales at 
these facilities will provide a steady stream of tax revenue 
to the state.

A PERMANENT FIXTURE IN CALIFORNIA


