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California legalized recre-
ational cannabis in January of
this year, and thus far local
government officials have had
eight rather confusing months,
trying to get ahead of prob-
lems, balance competing inter-
ests and figure out how this
whole thing is going to work. 

They’re not the first to go
down this road. Colorado
legalized recreational
cannabis in 2012. Rural coun-
ties and small towns there
have had more than five years
of experience dealing with the
panoply of challenges and
opportunities that legal
cannabis produces.

Breckenridge:
A new kind of winter
wonderland

Shannon B. Haynes is the
assistant town manager of
Breckenridge, a ski resort
town 90 miles west of Denver
with a population of almost
5,000. Breckenridge has grant-

ed “14 or 15 licens-
es” for cannabis
businesses in
town, Haynes said.
Most of these per-
mits are for retail
establishments,
but they also have
some growers and
one producer of
CBD oil. (Each
type of business
requires a separate
license.) 

In
Breckenridge, most of the
retail operations are small
growers as well, though this
seems to be changing as people
identify their strengths and
choose to focus on one form of
the business or another. 

Haynes served as the town’s
chief of police before moving
into the town manager’s office,
so she’s in a unique position to
explain how legalization
played out in her town. 

Her advice? Expect the
unexpected. “We had all these
ideas about what was going to
happen when marijuana was
legalized,” she said. “But
almost none of those things
happened. Truthfully, we
expected it to be a much bigger
issue than it was. It’s not that
there are no problems; they’re
just not the problems we
expected.”

“What we anticipated was
that we’d have a lot of prob-
lems with public consumption,
so we did a lot of education up
front about how much you
could possess and where you
could use it. Ultimately,
though, that turned out not to
be a problem. We didn’t have
open consumption issues.”

Instead the town had issues
around edibles and edible
serving sizes. “The problem
was that serving sizes were not
what you’d expect. Like they’d
sell a regular-sized brownie
that, in terms of THC, was
actually 10 serving sizes. You
weren’t supposed to eat the
whole thing — you were just
supposed to take one bite, but
who takes one bite of a brown-
ie? People just weren’t used to
that, so they’d eat the whole
thing and then they’d feel sick
because they’d overcon-
sumed.”

“So we did a lot of work
with educating consumers and
working with the producers
and manufacturers to make
more realistic serving sizes
and better packaging.”

As a resort town that draws
tourists from Colorado and
other states, Breckenridge also
ran into a peculiar problem
with hotels.

“People from places where
marijuana was still illegal
would buy edibles here and
then wouldn’t consume them

all, so they’d just leave them in
their hotel rooms when they
left, and then the housekeep-
ing staff — it’s kind of an
unwritten rule around here
that housekeeping can con-
sume things they find in the
rooms after guests have left —
well, the housekeepers would
think, ‘Oooh, a candy bar!’ or
‘Oooh, a brownie!’ They didn’t
realize what it was — so again,
you had some overconsump-
tion issues, and people not
being able to finish their
shifts.”

“That was something we
jumped on right away — in
part because we were really
worried about what would
happen if someone took some-
thing home for their kids.
(Happily we never heard about
that happening.)”

Haynes says that one of the
smartest things that the town
of Breckenridge did was to
take a portion of the tax wind-
fall from marijuana sales and
spend it on a police officer who
deals solely with cannabis
issues. That officer investi-
gates complaints about

cannabis, enforces
the town’s mari-
juana laws and
runs their
cannabis-related
education cam-
paigns.

In the case of
the housekeeper
issue, the town’s
cannabis officer
created an educa-
tion campaign in
Spanish, since
most of the house-

keepers there are Spanish
speakers. “We worked with the
local resorts and hotels and
got their housekeeping staff
together and showed them
photos of different packaging
to watch out for and what to
look for — like this particular
leaf or design on the packag-
ing,” Haynes said.

As the town’s former police
chief, Haynes says she didn’t
see an increase in crime with
legalization. “We’ve had very
little crime. We’ve had a cou-
ple of shops broken into, but
the perpetrators were only
interested in plants, cash and
product. There’s been no vio-
lence.”

Nor has she seen any home
invasion robberies linked to
cannabis.

The biggest cause of com-
plaints around town is the
odor, which seems to be a
chronic, low-level problem. 

“We do have issues with
odor, particularly in the area
to the north of the center of
town where all the cannabis
businesses are. (We had a
debate in town about whether
to allow them on Main Street,
and the town decided not to do
that, so there’s a pretty small
area where they’re allowed to
operate.)”

“The issue is when the
plants are budding — or when
the business hasn’t changed
their filters. So we warn them,
and they change the filters and
that fixes it for awhile, then it
starts all over again.”

Haynes said the challenges
of legal cannabis have changed
over the years. Right after
legalization, for example, the
town was swamped with col-
lege kids wanting to get in on
the action. 

“That first January we end-
ed up having thousands of col-
lege kids descend on the town,
then later that summer a
bunch of transients arrived,
but they left when the summer
ended and never came back
because Breckenridge isn’t
very desirable for the home-
less — it’s too cold.” 

Years on, as the initial
excitement of legal cannabis
has died down, the town has
shifted to long-term programs
focused on education about

cannabis, especially for youth.
It is illegal for any one under
21 to use cannabis in Colorado. 

“We are doing a lot of work
locally with youth, and we’re
seeing a changing dynamic —
there’s always been a percent-
age of teenagers who smoked
pot, but now that it’s legal,
kids see it as mainstream.”

“Interestingly, we’ve also
seen an increase in tobacco
use, what with vaping and e-
cigarettes, and there’s this per-
ception that these things (vap-
ing and cannabis) aren’t harm-
ful. We’re having to work a lot
harder on the youth side of
things. We don’t use scare tac-
tics — we just try to give real
information, like about
cannabis’ impact on brain
development and that impact
on your life if you get caught,
in terms of college and
involvement in high school
sports or extracurriculars.”

While the town’s police no
longer bust adults for using,
growing, or selling marijuana,
they do spend a bit of time
busting minors for using fake
IDs while attempting to buy
marijuana.

“It’s different than trying to
use a fake ID in a bar, which
kids have tried to do since for-
ever,” Haynes said. “Most bar-
tenders, if they don’t think
you’re 21, will just keep your
fake ID, and that’s that. But
marijuana dispensaries are
legally required to have secu-
rity video cameras. So our
compliance person can find
kids using social media and
then issue a summons. We’ve
had some very shocked under-
21 age kids — and some very
shocked parents whose kids
have received summonses. But
we work with them. It’s been
an education for them and for
us and a bit of work for the
police department.”

Although cannabis has been
legal for almost seven years in
Colorado, Haynes says there
are still people working in the
black market, as both growers
and sellers.

“We have heard that the
black market is still running
pretty strong,” Haynes said.
“The taxes on legal marijuana
are fairly high: state and local
combined are 28 percent
around here. That’s why
there’s still a black market —
it’s cheaper to buy it illegally,
and if you sell illegally, you
don’t have to pay taxes. But
it’s not any worse than what it
was before legalization. And
there is still plenty of opportu-
nity for profit on the legal side,
and it’s bringing in a signifi-
cant amount of revenue for the
state.”

De Beque:
Back from the brink
thanks to cannabis

One hundred and fifty one
miles west of Breckenridge in

the tiny town of De
Beque, (population
500), City Manager
Lance Stewart
knows all about
the benefits of
cannabis for small
town government.
De Beque (pro-
nounced “de-beck)
has four dispen-
saries, two manu-
facturing opera-
tions for CBD oil
and one large grow
operation, which
sounds like a lot for a town of
that size. But all of them do a
brisk business.

Stewart says that De Beque,
which is located on interstate
70, capitalizes on the large
number of towns and counties
in Colorado that have banned
marijuana businesses of any
kind. 

Local governments can’t
ban the personal use of mari-
juana — that’s allowed by
Colorado state law — but, like

California, they can choose
whether or not to allow
cannabis businesses inside
their city limits or in unincor-
porated county areas.

De Beque basically operates
as the dispensary for a large
swath of Mesa County (popula-
tion 148,513) that includes the
town of Grand Junction (popu-
lation 61,881), where cannabis
businesses are not allowed.

“What we did here, was that
we applied a special sales tax
of 5 percent on every cannabis
sale,” said Stewart, whose
entire salary is paid by
cannabis revenue. “We looked
at it as a way to supplement
our annual budget, which was
hemorrhaging, and it has
worked out really good for us.”

De Beque once got most of
the money it needed to run the
town from the oil and gas
industry. “We got $260,000 in
2006, but by last year, that had
dropped to $14,000. But rev-
enue from cannabis has com-
pletely replaced that, and
more. We get around $500,000 a
year from cannabis taxes.”

The town has agreed to
license four dispensaries, four
grow operations and four man-
ufacturing facilities, should
others wish to apply.

Cannabis revenue accounts
for 50 percent of the city bud-
get. “We rebuilt our truck
route through town, which
was falling apart. We replaced
a couple blocks of sidewalk,
curb and gutter around the
school. Plus, it funds a depart-
ment of four people which
includes a school resource offi-
cer, two police officers and
me,” Stewart said.

Stewart says he has seen no
downsides to legalization. 

“There was a whole lot of
misinformation that split the
community quite severely dur-
ing the initial fight over legal-
ization here. We were warned
to expect invasions of hippies
and homeless people, all
stoned and walking around
like zombies, and stoned kids.
None of that occurred. I can
honestly say I don’t think
we’ve had one arrest having to
do with marijuana in two and
a half years. And we’ve seen
no increase of marijuana use
in our school.”

Stewart also says legaliza-
tion has not led to more drug
use of other kinds. “We have
the same issues with hard
drugs that we’ve always had —
mostly crack cocaine and meth
— which comes in on the inter-
state. The difference is now we
have the law enforcement per-
sonnel to deal with it, because
about half our marijuana rev-
enue goes to law enforce-
ment.” 

Despite the funds flowing
into city coffers, Stewart
admits that the town’s new-
found prosperity feels precari-
ous. U.S. Attorney General Jeff
Sessions’ announcement in

January that he
planned to crack
down on marijua-
na nationwide sent
chills throughout
Colorado. 

And now De
Beque faces com-
petition from
another small
town, Palisade,
which is located
closer to Grand
Junction.

“We’ve seen a
dip in revenues

since the dispensary opened in
Palisade last November.”

Still, he would not go back.
“It was a good move on the
part of the board of trustees,
and it was somewhat a move of
desperation. We’d tried legaliz-
ing gambling, but that didn’t
fly. Then, once it became legal,
we looked at marijuana and
legalized that and now we’re
starting to see the benefit of
that decision, so hopefully it’ll
continue into the future.”

What has Colorado learned?
The benefits of hindsight
In one Colorado town, cannabis revenue helps pays for the police force
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In Sonoma County and all across
California, cannabis companies that
don’t have permits from

Sacramento have received cease and
desist orders over the past six months.

Those companies have had a choice: fill out the forms,
submit them to the authorities and pay the fees, or face
loss of property and fines.

According to Lori Ajax, the chief at the Bureau of
Cannabis Control (BCC), 22 percent of the California
cannabis companies that received cease and desist orders
have complied with demands and registered for licenses.

That leaves 78 percent of companies without them.
Some have been raided, their operations shut down. More
raids are scheduled.

In June, Governor Brown beefed up the enforcement
teams with additional funding.

Why the crackdown? The State of California wants the
tax revenue. As long as cannabis operators don’t have
licenses and continue to operate on the black market,
Sacramento and local governments are out a big chunk of
change.

It’s the beginning of the end for thousands of growers,
and the real beginning of the new, legal cannabis indus-
try.

Four local business partners who have all the neces-
sary permits are ready to open a manufacturing center in
Sebastopol, which is the most cannabis-friendly city in
Sonoma County, along with Santa Rosa.

The four partners are Craig Litwin, Mitcho Thompson,
Johnny Nolen and Angie Harrison, who is the CEO at the
421 group, which calls itself a “full service cannabis con-
sultancy.” Indeed, 421 provides help to clients already in
the cannabis business or about to start in the business.

Litwin served on the Sebastopol City Council for eight
years, and as the mayor for two terms, from 2000 to 2008.
Along with Linda Kelley, he wrote the dispensary ordi-
nance for Sebastopol.

Litwin and his partners in the legal cannabis industry
have survived while others in the illegal industry have
fallen by the wayside, or not yet succeeded, for half a
dozen reasons. They’ve been patient and persistent, they
know how to navigate tangled rules and regulations and
they know how to talk to people who sit behind desks,
make up rules and then enforce them.

Litwin, Thompson, Nolen and Harrison also get along
with one another. Finally, they’re at the right place and
at the right time.

“We live in a very regulated state,” Litwin said. “It
requires a very strong stomach to get involved and then
stick with it.”

Their new company, which is called Phytomagic, will
make concentrates, tinctures and topicals, some of them
with herbs like lavender that will be locally grown.

Phytomagic will work with small, local growers who
adhere to organic and biodynamic farming practices.

Thompson has a long history as an herbalist. He has
served as the vice president of the Sonoma County Herb
Association and he was one of the founders of Peace in
Medicine, the Sebastopol dispensary.

“Our company will be able to help a lot of people who
have so far been excluded from the new legal market,”
Thompson said.

Phytomagic will hire locals to create a full line of
cannabis products. The company won’t grow marijuana.

Sebastopol is ideally situated for the manufacture of
tinctures and topicals; the city doesn’t tax the manufac-
turing of cannabis, plus there are nearby organic pot
farms and a small army of growers and herbalists like
Thompson who have years of experience behind them.

In California, Sebastopol is an exception — 70 percent
of the state has no dispensaries and no access to safe
cannabis products.

“I think it will take another decade to open other juris-
dictions to retail opportunities,” Litwin said. “Meanwhile
we have a great opportunity to forge ahead in
Sebastopol.”

Jonah Raskin, a professor emeritus at Sonoma State
University, is the author of Marijuanaland, Dispatches
from an American War, published in French as well as
English, and shares story credit for the feature length pot
film Homegrown.
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