
	  
Economic Impacts of Colorado’s State-Legal Marijuana Industry 

 
Marijuana has been legal in Colorado for adults 21 and older to use, possess, and cultivate since 
voters approved Amendment 64 in November 2012. This policy change has already significantly 
reduced the law enforcement resources required to enforce marijuana laws.1 Between 2012 and 
2013, in Colorado, the number of marijuana cases filed in state courts plummeted 77%. The 
number of petty marijuana possession charges fell 81%.2  

 
However, the most dramatic effects of Amendment 64 did not appear until January 1, 2014, when 
the first legal, licensed, recreational marijuana stores opened their doors. On the first day alone, 
with only two-dozen stores open, the industry reported profits of more than $1 million.3 Within 
the first week, those profits had risen to nearly $5 million.4 The first three months of adult 
marijuana sales netted Colorado approximately $7.3 million in taxes with tax revenues increasing 
monthly.5   
 
Monthly revenues have been far lower than what were expected with new stores ramping up. A 
total of 197 stores have been granted state licenses,6 but several of them are not able to open yet 
because they are awaiting local approval, or because they do not have a sufficient supply of 
marijuana. Several stores that are open reported rationing marijuana to meet demand. Despite 
this, the total state tax revenue from medical and retail marijuana sales in FY 2014 is projected to 
total about $100 million.7  
 
The legislation to tax and regulate marijuana being debated in the Rhode Island Legislature has a 
different tax structure than the measure passed in Colorado. The Marijuana Regulation, Control, 
and Taxation Act proposes excise taxes of $50 per ounce on marijuana flowers and $10 per ounce 
on stems and leaves sold at the wholesale level. In Colorado, that tax is 15% per ounce. The static 
excise tax allows for more predictable revenue because it is not dependent on price. For example, 
an ounce in Colorado is currently sold for anywhere between $280-5608 and continues to 
fluctuate as the market adjusts to the demand.  
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In addition to tax revenue, the regulated marijuana industry in Colorado is boosting the local 
economy by creating jobs, both directly related to the industry and in ancillary sectors. As of May 
1, 2014, the Marijuana Enforcement Division had issued 9,641 employee badges,9 which are 
required for everyone directly handling marijuana. These positions include retail assistants at 
dispensaries and trimmers and growers at cultivation facilities. New marijuana businesses also 
require lawyers, accountants, construction workers, electricians, landlords, security, insurance, 
transportation, and growing equipment suppliers. 

 
On the first day of sales in Colorado, about half of the customers waiting in lengthy, orderly lines 
came from out-of-state. An online travel site noted that tourism to Denver is up about 10 percent 
since January 1.10 Increased tourism and the newly legal status of marijuana certainly are not 
hurting real estate, either. PricewaterhouseCoopers recently ranked Denver one of the top 
commercial real estate markets nationwide.11 In fact, more families are moving to the Denver 
metro area, leading to a record-breaking number of single-family homes sold in 2013 (more than 
during the housing boom).12 Even former opponents of legalization, such as the Denver Chamber 
of Commerce, have conceded that the legal marijuana industry has been an economic boon.13 

 
Finally, a recent study by the University of Colorado – Denver, which had hypothesized that 
dispensaries would change the neighborhoods surrounding them for the worse and create more 
crime, actually found that medical marijuana dispensaries impacted neighborhoods no more than 
coffee shops. An older study from California found that crime actually decreases around medical 
marijuana centers, in part due to the increased security camera surveillance, as well as security 
guards at some shops.14 In fact, overall property crime rates for the four months since marijuana 
businesses began selling to adults 21 and over in Denver were down 11.4% from where they were 
during the same period last year; violent crime rates are down 5.6%.15   

 
In conclusion, the legal marijuana market has already had a positive impact on Colorado by 
reducing the number of marijuana-related arrests, generating tens of millions in tax revenue in the 
first year alone, and boosting direct and collateral economic sectors. 
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