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Environmental Problemswith Legalizing
Recreational Cannabis

As Florida voters contemplate Amendment 3, which seeks to legalize recreational marijuana, it is crucia to
understand the potential ecological impacts. While the amendment promises economic benefits and personal
freedoms, the environmental costs could be substantial and far-reaching. Legalizing recreational marijuanain
Florida may trigger an ecological disaster in ways that voters may not fully comprehend.

The Carbon Footprint of Cannabis Cultivation

Growing marijuana is an energy-intensive process, with a carbon footprint that surpasses many other
polluting industries. Research from Colorado State University highlights that the greenhouse gas emissions
from Colorado’s marijuanaindustry (2.6 megatons of carbon dioxide) exceed those of the state’s coal mining
industry (1.8 megatons of carbon dioxide). Indoor cannabis cultivation in the United States alone consumes
more electricity than 19 entire states combined.

Energy Consumption in Indoor Cultivation

Even in Florida, where sunlight is abundant, marijuana must be grown indoors to be commercialy viable.
Thisrequires at least 18 hours per day of high-intensity lighting, such as high-pressure sodium lamps, which
are up to 500 times more powerful than standard reading lights. Additionally, extensive air conditioning is
necessary to optimize growing conditions, making marijuana cultivation extraordinarily energy-intensive. In
fact, growing marijuanaindoors requires 40 times the power needed to grow lettuce indoors.

Impact on Local Energy Resources and Costs

The legalization of recreational marijuana will likely strain local energy resources, leading to higher
electricity costs for consumers and increased carbon emissions, exacerbating climate change. As energy
demand surges, local utilities may struggle to keep pace, potentially leading to power shortages and further
environmental degradation.

Water and Nutrient Demands

Cannabis cultivation is not only energy-intensive but also requires significant water resources. Growing
marijuana demands twice the water needed to grow grapes, making it a nutrient-intensive crop. The runoff
from cannabis farms can contaminate water supplies with THC and agricultural waste, posing risks to
wildlife and domestic animals.

Environmental Damage from Illegal Trespass Growing



States that have legalized recreational marijuana often see a rise in illegal “trespass growing” operations.
These growers typically operate on public lands and abandoned private properties, disregarding
environmental regulations. Their activities pollute water supplies, damage fragile ecosystems, and deplete
natural resources without accountability. Heavy use of pesticides in these operations further contaminates the
food chain, posing significant risks to birds, mammals, and other wildlife.

The Threat to Water Quality and Wildlife

A study funded by The Nature Conservancy confirms the environmental damage caused by trespass growing.
In California, such operations were found in environmentally sensitive areas, threatening water quality and
habitats near streams and rivers that harbor endangered species. The diversion of surface or groundwater and
pollution from agricultural chemicals have severe negative impacts on these ecosystems.

Air Pollution from Cannabis Cultivation

Marijuana plants emit terpenes, highly reactive volatile organic compounds that can affect local and regional
air quality. A study published in the scientific journal Atmospheric Environment concluded that terpene
emissions from cannabis cultivation significantly impact air quality, contributing to pollution and health
hazards.

Secondhand Smoke Concerns

Legalizing marijuana also raises concerns about secondhand smoke. In states like California and New Y ork,
public consumption of marijuana exposes bystanders to harmful pollutants. Secondhand cannabis smoke
contains many of the same toxic and carcinogenic chemicals found in tobacco smoke, with some in even
higher concentrations. Scientific studies have shown that secondhand marijuana smoke has 20 times higher
levels of ammonia and three to five times higher levels of hydrogen cyanide and aromatic amines than
secondhand tobacco smoke.

Plastic Waste from Cannabis Packaging

The cannabis industry’s reliance on plastic packaging compounds its environmental impact. Between
October 2018, when Canada legalized recreational marijuana, and August 2019, an estimated 5.8 to 6.4
million kilograms of plastic cannabis packaging ended up in Canadian landfills. This figure excludes other
plastic waste from products like spent vape cartridges and various cannabis offerings. The cannabis industry
acknowledges its plastic waste problem but has been slow to address it due to the associated costs.

A Call for Environmental Awar eness

Legalizing recreationa marijuana in Florida presents significant environmental threats. The industry’s
enormous energy and water requirements strain local resources, pollute air, water, and soil, contribute to
carbon emissions, and exacerbate climate change. Additionally, the proliferation of non-biodegradable plastic
waste from cannabis packaging further exacerbates these ecological concerns. Florida voters must consider
the broader environmental impacts and vote no on Amendment 3 to prevent an ecological disaster.
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