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SPARTA, NJ  - Adult recreational marijuana use or RMU was approved by New Jersey voters in November. 

How may the presence of legal RMU in New Jersey impact the health of families in Sparta Township?

Local leaders voiced their concern, in part, that legal RMU may increase the frequency of adolescent use and the risk of
overdosing by children.  Educational and other efforts to protect children seem to have prevented those concerns from
materializing in states with legal RMU.
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However, increased parental use of marijuana after legalization presents considerable risks to families, children in
particular.

Legalizing RMU increases adult use and that poses a risk to Sparta’s families

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention or CDC says that legal RMU leads to increased adult use. The U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services  or HHS reported a similar conclusion.

In a 2019 study researchers from New York University quantified the risk, reporting that among adults aged 26 or older,
past-month frequent use was 23 percent higher in legal RMU states compared to states where RMU remains illegal.

A recent survey of Sparta adults, the “Sparta RMU Study" produced similar findings, wherein 43 of the 222 respondents,
or 19%, said that they would increase RMU after legalization.  

https://www.tapinto.net/towns/sparta
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/sparta/sections/government/articles/will-sparta-go-to-pot-5cad8ac0-3c59-4c9c-b4c3-247c4fad04f4
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https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/11/191113153049.htm
https://www.surveymonkey.com/results/SM-ZCLVMMWZ7/
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Sparta RMU Study.

Applying the Sparta RMU Survey results to U.S. Census data, and assuming that 65% of Sparta residents over 18 have
children, suggests that over 2,200 parents in Sparta would increase marijuana use now that it is legal.

There is relatively consistent and well accepted data showing that increased parental RMU can result in significant
damage to the respective families. 

“I know of many children whose moms have been through hell because of grown men who use marijuana,” Erin Durkin,
38, said.  “Now with legalization those men will be able to say ‘f*ck you guys, it’s legal.’”

Durkin’s observations are supported by studies regarding parental use of marijuana.

A report out of the University of California, Los Angeles or UCLA found that parents who reported using marijuana
engaged in the physical abuse of children three times more frequently than those who did not.  Unfortunately, the
violence is not limited to children.  Researchers at the University of Tennessee reported that increased adult RMU leads to
a significant increase in intimate partner psychological, physical and sexual violence by men.

Children of marijuana consumers often suffer from psychiatric disorders, including depression, loneliness, confusion, fear,
shame, anger and anxiety, the NIH reported.

In addition to direct physical and mental harm, the children of chronic adult users were up to 4.4 times more likely to use
marijuana themselves, according to the NIH. 

This viscous cycle of parent abuse being passed on to children is similar to that of alcohol abuse by parents, a vice
targeted by the Sparta Municipal Alliance a local committee that is grant funded through a state initiative established
to fight drug and alcohol abuse.

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/spartatownshipsussexcountynewjersey/AGE295219#AGE295219
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4593739
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5663469/
https://www.drugabuse.gov/news-events/nida-notes/2020/06/parents-marijuana-use-may-increase-childrens-risk-of-marijuana-use-and-favorable-views-of-marijuana
https://www.drugabuse.gov/news-events/nida-notes/2020/06/parents-marijuana-use-may-increase-childrens-risk-of-marijuana-use-and-favorable-views-of-marijuana
https://spartanj.org/sparta-municipal-alliance/
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Sparta Municipal Alliance poster alerting parents about alcohol use; a similar issue exists with
adult RMU.

It is important to note that occasional use by parents did not lead to increased adolescent use, according to the NIH
report.  So for the parents who may increase consumption when legal products are available, the question of how that
may impact their families may depend on how often they use.

Kids use marijuana and it is bad for them, but legalizing RMU does not statistically increase adolescent use

A 2019 study by HHS found that approximately 7% of children between the ages of 12 and 17 have tried marijuana over
the past 30 days. Direct marijuana use can lead to significant physical and mental health issues for adolescents,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention or CDC and the National Institutes for Health or NIH.   

Given these well accepted facts, there is a concern on the part of Sparta’s public officials that adolescent use could
increase with legal RMU. 

On the demand side, legalizing RMU sends the wrong message to children about the health aspects of RMU, lowering
their resistance to experimentation and use. The supply of legal marijuana products in the state increases the risk of
access by adolescents, particularly to high-potency products like gummies and other edibles, the officials said.

Despite this concern, a recent nationwide study conducted by HHS reported that between 2016 and 2019 there was no
meaningful increase in regular marijuana use by those between 12 and 17 years of age.  

During that same period California, Florida, Massachusetts, Nevada and Vermont all passed legal RMU legislation, joining
predecessors Colorado, Washington, Alaska, Washington D.C. and Oregon. 

A comprehensive study reported in JAMA Pediatrics actually found a decrease in teen use in states that legalized RMU. 
The authors of this 2019 paper suggested that “it is more difficult for teenagers to obtain marijuana as drug dealers are
replaced by licensed dispensaries that require proof of age.”

Legalizing RMU has not been shown to increase overdosing

According to the CDC, overuse of marijuana can lead to extreme confusion, paranoia, panic, fast heart rate, delusions or
hallucinations, increased blood pressure, and severe nausea or vomiting.

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt29392/Assistant-Secretary-nsduh2019_presentation/Assistant-Secretary-nsduh2019_presentation.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/marijuana/fact-sheets.htm
https://www.drugabuse.gov/sites/default/files/parents_mj_brochure_2016.pdf
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/sparta/sections/government/articles/will-sparta-go-to-pot-5cad8ac0-3c59-4c9c-b4c3-247c4fad04f4
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt29392/Assistant-Secretary-nsduh2019_presentation/Assistant-Secretary-nsduh2019_presentation.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2737637?guestAccessKey=5e4e41eb-ec96-4641-86f9-b5c89cc7cc48&utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_content=tfl&utm_term=070819
https://www.cdc.gov/marijuana/faqs/overdose-bad-reaction.html
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It is also true that newer forms of marijuana products, including edibles and resins, have significantly higher potency
than the marijuana many adults first smoked in the 70s and 80s.  Increased potency can lead to more overdoses.   

Different forms of marijuana, including edibles that appear like candy.  Source: Shutterstock.

Ashley Brown, from The Center for Prevention & Counseling, hosted a recent webinar on the impact of legal RMU on
Sussex County residents.  Brown reported that the county was third in the state for marijuana-related emergency visits
by people between 10 and 17 years old. 

Given these factors, public officials like Brown are justified in being concerned about the impact of legal RMU on
adolescent overdosing.  However, to date there is no meaningful evidence linking the legalization of RMU to overdoses by
adolescents. 

More broadly, no overdose death has been reported for any age group in the United States that has been directly
attributable to marijuana use, despite significantly enhanced potency of available products.

How do you protect your children?

The fact that legal RMU has not led to a significant increase in the use or abuse by adolescents may depend in part on
educational efforts directed at children. 

That education comes from public organizations and, in some cases, parents.

During the webinar hosted by Brown, Ed Blevins, a substance abuse counselor at First Light Counseling in Sparta,
provided advice for parents when talking to their children about marijuana use. 

Above all else parents need to convey an absolute and firm “no use” policy for their children, all the way through college. 
 

Second, if children still use, please seek out counseling.  Blevins points out that children use drugs for a reason and
parents need to find out that reason before addressing it. 

Blevins is also a proponent of increased physical activity, which children need to work off anxiety and stress, two causes
of marijuana use. 

Finally, Blevins said that if children use, parents have to let them suffer the negative consequences, whether imposed by
a school or the police.  Only then will the children learn how to deal with the issue and work through it.

https://www.tapinto.net/categories/letters-to-the-editor/articles/nj-state-association-of-chiefs-of-police-think-twice-before-voting-for-legalized-pot
https://centerforprevention.org/impact-of-marijuana-prevention-resources/
https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates
https://zoom.us/rec/play/CSgOJVNbWOdJENuadyiN-LooJnyIUAWz-KXDYchDdT6dSpAPyP516Ff_otuxCszRpxNq4aKYeEqkWWHq.I5WF8RdqUiM3yz0j?startTime=1602597745000&_x_zm_rtaid=hD_BqF1mSnKPfcVjuSTCtQ.1605388828567.42a2b9aaa82cecd69400ab487b38c25e&_x_zm_rhtaid=995
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists/edward-blevins-sparta-nj/269875
https://zoom.us/rec/play/CSgOJVNbWOdJENuadyiN-LooJnyIUAWz-KXDYchDdT6dSpAPyP516Ff_otuxCszRpxNq4aKYeEqkWWHq.I5WF8RdqUiM3yz0j?startTime=1602597745000&_x_zm_rtaid=hD_BqF1mSnKPfcVjuSTCtQ.1605388828567.42a2b9aaa82cecd69400ab487b38c25e&_x_zm_rhtaid=995
file:///C:/Users/dan.devine/Desktop/Harvard/Harvard%20Journalism%20100%20Proseminar%20Erlick/Marijuana/Just%205%25%20of%20people%20who%20voted%20for%20legalization%20said%20they%20would%20change%20their%20votes%20in%20the%202014%20study,%20while%2014%25%20of%20people%20who%20had%20voted%20against%20it%20said%20they%20would%20change%20their%20votes%20to%20support%20it.
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Lisa Frisbie, a colleague of Blevin’s, provided three main messages for parents during the webinar.

Frisbie stressed that prevention must be intentional - parents need to be proactive in terms of when and how they
communicate to their children.

Intervention must also be clear and consistent, Frisbie said.  Parents should not send mixed messages or change
messages over time. 

Finally, in case of adolescent marijuana use, parents must be committed to the child, not the issue.  Frisbee reported that
many parents get so wrapped up in the use itself, instead of looking through the cause and how to address those causes.

“I think the issues and parental approach will now be within the same scope as alcohol with children,” Frisbie said in a
subsequent email exchange.

Like alcohol, with the legalization of RMU parents must distinguish between adult use, when brains are largely formed and
adolescent use, when brains are still developing, Frisbie added.

Frisbie’s advice is consistent with the evolution of RMU education for children across the country, where the messaging
has evolved from do not use marijuana, to delayed use. 

Additional advice for parents has been put together by the HHS.  More locally, The Center for Prevention & Counseling
has created a Marijuana Prevention Resource Page  that provides a number of tools for county residents in need of
assistance.

Is the Sparta Board of Education going to change the curriculum to deal with the new law?

Kim Bragg, President of the Sparta Board of Education, said at a November 19 board meeting that the current curriculum
already includes components that are directed at educating the town’s youth as the hazards of drug and alcohol use. 

According to an email exchange with Interim Superintendent Patrick McQueeney, he and his team planned to revisit the
issue after RMU legislation was finalized.

Why do “experts” seem to disagree on the types or magnitude of risks presented by legal RMU?

Most studies are relatively consistent in finding that marijuana use by children is harmful, but that legalizing RMU does
not materially increase the frequency of that use or the risk of overdosing.

The studies are equally consistent in finding that legalizing adult RMU leads to greater adult use and that adult use can
cause significant issues at home.

However, the impact of legalizing RMU on other issues, including frequency of adolescent use and overdosing, crime and
traffic accidents, is less clear.  Why is that?

One of the major issues in this field of study is that marijuana use is often combined with the use of other substances,
including alcohol or opioids.  As such, determining the specific impact of marijuana consumption alone, never mind legal
RMU, is extremely difficult and often leads to conflicting results from study to study. 

Is the patient unconscious because of the marijuana or alcohol she ingested?  Did he rob a store to fuel his heroin or
marijuana addiction? Did the driver crash because he was using marijuana or because he also has opioids in his system?

This critical point was the conclusion of a 2019 study that evaluated the data from 47 different reports on the impact of
legalizing RMU.  The authors, including those from the Albert Einstein School of Medicine in New York, found that most of
the reports “proved to be marred with inconsistencies” and that “many stated claims did not pass a methodical
evaluation.”

In short, be careful what you read. 

What’s next?

If New Jersey is similar to other states that have legalized RMU, it could be more than a year before legal RMU products
are available to Sparta’s adults.

That gives parents plenty of time to contemplate how they will communicate with their children about the risks of
adolescent use.

It also provides time to consider how their own RMU may impact their families.

This article does not constitute legal, medical or health advice, nor does it make any claim about the impact
of marijuana use on individuals and families.  It simply intends to inform the public regarding data published
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by independent experts on the impacts of legalizing RMU.

Daniel Devine is a freelance journalist and resident of Sparta.
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