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Californians have long suspected that their hapless politicians were smoking something. Now they are seeking to join the party, as it were. Nearly 700,000 people, far more than required, have signed a petition to put a binding measure legalising and regulating marijuana on the ballot for the November 2 election. 

A similar initiative in 1972 went up in smoke, but the flower children of 38 years ago are today's middle class taxpayers in a state making big service cuts to stay afloat financially. Even with its huge agricultural economy, marijuana is California's largest cash crop and taxing it could raise $1.4bn annually. Indirect revenue from "green jobs" could raise even more, while lower spending on police and prisons could be substantial.

A survey done a year ago showed a slight majority of Californians supporting legalisation, a higher proportion than for the US as a whole. Approval may still be tough though. Leading Democratic and Republican candidates for governor have both opposed the measure and even licensed growers of medical marijuana are ambivalent as the law's provision allowing limited home cultivation would harm their profitability.

But the measure deserves serious consideration, and not just for financial reasons. Though law enforcement experts are divided on the matter, many lament the resources squandered on curtailing the use of a drug arguably less harmful than legal, regulated alcohol. Fears of associated crime also are probably overblown. Academic research has shown a negative correlation between police attention to marijuana and violent crime reduction. Indeed, murderous Mexican drug gangs that control much of the market would have the most to lose.

Fearing marijuana's stigma, few politicians will take the lead of California's liberal voters in supporting legalisation. But do they have legitimate arguments or are they just blowing smoke?

 

