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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

When Public Will Meets Legislative Resistance:
Five Lessons from Ohio’s Issue 2 Cannabis
Legalization Controversy

Bryant M. Stone”®

Abstract

In this paper, | explore the challenges of legalizing cannabis in Ohio, focusing on the passing of the Issue 2 Bill,
legislative resistance, and public response. | propose five strategies for effective policy change: persistent advo-
cacy post policy change success, establishing strong coalitions, empowering grassroots movements, promoting
rigorous data-driven research, and launching public education campaigns. | offer a detailed analysis of the inter-
action between public opinion and legislative action in cannabis legalization and its implications for substance-
related policy change.

Keywords: cannabis legalization; Ohio Issue 2; legislative resistance; substance-related policy; public advocacy

“Puft, puff pass to puff, puff police,” declared an Ohio and manage future legislative challenges, this contro-
native during a state congressional meeting, criticizing versy provides valuable insights, such as:
the Ohio Senate’s revision to Issue 2,' which 57% of

Ohio citizens endorsed, that legalized recreational can- Enduring Legalization Efforts. Legalization efforts
nabis. The bill allowed adults to possess up to 2.5 oun- must extend beyond the initial policy change suc-
ces and 12 plants per household.”> However, the state cess. As the United States approaches nationwide
senate passed Senate Bill 86, revising Issue 2 to reduce cannabis legalization,'' we must maintain progress
plant possession to six and raise taxes from 10% to by addressing subsequent adversarial policy changes
15%.” Ohio residents expressed discontentment for to maintain the benefits of policy change advocacy.
diverging from the voter-approved cannabis-financed Forge Robust Coalitions. Robust coalitions across
social equity and jobs programs. Senate Bill 86 reallo- health care professionals, business leaders, criminal
cates the revenue to jail construction, law enforcement, justice reform advocates, and civil rights organi-
substance use treatments, suicide prevention, cannabis zations may be essential to sustain legislative
conviction expungement, local drug enforcement, and progress.'”> Substance use criminalization conse-
safe driving initiatives. quences affect a range of individuals and groups,"
To the dismay of cannabis advocates, some of these so capitalizing on a range of motivations, from
initiatives worked against legalization benefits sup- economic growth'* to social justice,'” may increase
ported by literature™ and demonstrated in foreign policy change support and policymaker pressure.
countries.”” This controversy urges proactive post Empower Grassroots Momentum. Local advocacy
legislation strategies to improve substance-related out- groups, often leading substance use policy re-
comes, even beyond cannabis, including policies main- form, play a pivotal role in policy change.'® This
taining the U.S. Opioid Epidemic.®*'* To anticipate pressure is essential for promoting legislation and,
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as seen in Ohio, maintaining pressure to follow
the policy change after successful implementation.
Grassroots involvement is instrumental in driving
policy changes that align with the community’s
needs and aspirations, which may result in
stronger voter support.

Rigorous Research-Driven Advocacy. Research and
empirical evidence may be essential to counter post
legalization policymaker resistance. Epidemio-
logical data demonstrating the medical benefits of
illicit substances (e.g., ketamine, psilocybin, and
MDMA),"”"® financial analyses of post legalization
economic advantages, and big data crime and
public health outcomes studies may provide the
strongest evidence for policy change.

Public Education Campaigns. Comprehensive pub-
lic education campaigns may significantly influence
voter turnout and support.'”” Debunking specific
myths, providing accurate public health informa-
tion, and offering harm reduction resources may
result in a more well-informed community moti-
vated to enact and sustain policy change. This ap-
proach ensures that the public votes on relevant,
accurate education instead of fearmongering that
may work against their interests.

Ohio’s Issue 2 and subsequent legislative changes
delineate the ongoing cannabis legalization and regu-
lation effort, highlighting the necessity for flexibility
and persistence in policymaking, robust coalitions,
and grassroots empowerment to ensure laws reflect
public interests. As other states navigate legislative
challenges, remembering these strategies from Ohio
may offer momentum for other states experiencing
substance-related policy challenges.
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