
DC’s Medical Cannabis Market Faces Major
Transition

Washington D.C.’s Medical Cannabis Market Undergoes Major
Transformation as ‘Gifting’ Shops Transition

Washington, D.C.’s medical cannabis market is rapidly expanding as regulators work to convert existing
“gifting” shops into licensed dispensaries. With a looming deadline of March 31, cannabis retailers must
transition to legally operate under the medical marijuana framework or risk closure. This regulatory shift
marks a significant transformation in the district’s cannabis industry.

Initiative 71: The Law That Allowed ‘Gifting’ but Not Sales

In 2014, D.C. voters approved Initiative 71, which legalized recreational possession, consumption, and
sharing of marijuana among adults. However, the measure strictly prohibited commercial sales. A loophole
allowed businesses to “gift” cannabis alongside non-marijuana purchases, leading to the rise of gifting shops.
These establishments became a major part of the local cannabis economy, despite operating in a legal gray
area.

The Deadline for Compliance: What Happens to Gifting Shops Now?

D.C. regulators have set a March 31 deadline for gifting shops to become licensed medical marijuana
dispensaries. Failure to comply means these businesses will be shut down. Linda Greene, CEO of Anacostia
Organics, emphasized the need for regulation, stating, “There’s a safety and health factor—these are
undocumented, untested products. You don’t know where this stuff is coming from.”

To date, 42 shops that did not apply for medical marijuana licenses have already been closed by regulators.
The transition aims to bring accountability and safety to the cannabis industry in Washington, D.C.

Success Stories: From Gifting Shops to Licensed Medical Dispensaries

Some former gifting shops have successfully made the transition to licensed dispensaries. Monko, a business
that previously sold pens, T-shirts, and other merchandise, is one such example. CEO Terrence White
revealed that Monko underwent a six-month process to become licensed and expects to begin legal sales
soon.

“Now we’re all on the same playing field,” White said. “It’s going to come down to who markets the best,
who has the best brand identity, and who has the best customer loyalty.”

Medical Cannabis Registration in D.C.: Easier Than Ever
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Unlike many other states, Washington, D.C. has made it remarkably simple to register for medical marijuana
access. Anyone 21 or older, regardless of residency, can obtain a medical marijuana card. Visitors from out
of town can secure a temporary card for $10 (valid for three days) or an annual card for $100.

However, some consumers remain hesitant due to privacy concerns. Greene noted that high-profile
individuals, including government officials, may prefer unregulated gifting shops to avoid appearing on a
registry.

Impact of Maryland’s Adult-Use Legalization on D.C.’s Market

The local cannabis industry faced a significant setback in 2023 when neighboring Maryland transitioned from
medical-only to recreational cannabis sales. Many consumers who previously traveled to D.C. to purchase
cannabis opted to buy from Maryland instead, causing a substantial decline in business for D.C. dispensaries.

“Before Maryland went rec, D.C.’s market was good,” Greene said. “We had people coming from
everywhere. When Maryland legalized, D.C. lost 50% of our business overnight.”

Congressional Oversight: The Major Hurdle for Full Legalization in D.C.

Unlike other U.S. states, Washington, D.C. operates under congressional oversight, which has complicated
its efforts to establish a fully regulated cannabis market. Congress has repeatedly blocked the district from
using tax revenue to implement recreational cannabis sales, preventing it from operating like other legalized
jurisdictions.

Despite these roadblocks, local leaders continue to push for legislative changes. Greene is working with
zoning officials to explore new cultivation opportunities, advocating for vacant buildings to be repurposed as
grow sites to combat the challenge of finding suitable real estate.

National Brands Are Taking Notice of D.C.’s Cannabis Market

Despite its small size, Washington, D.C.’s cannabis market is beginning to attract nationally recognized
brands. Cookies, a well-known cannabis brand, has entered the D.C. market through a partnership with
Alternate Solutions. Meanwhile, Khalifa Kush has been working with District Cannabis for over a year.

DJ Saul, CEO of Khalifa Kush, shared insights on the market’s evolution: “I remember the early, somewhat
awkward phases of the gray market and gifting exchange events. Now, with a more regulated system,
business prospects are improving.”

The Future of D.C.’s Cannabis Industry: What’s Next?

With the gifting loophole closing and the medical marijuana market expanding, D.C.’s cannabis industry is at
a pivotal moment. Businesses that successfully transition to licensed operations will benefit from a more
structured and safer marketplace. Consumers can expect more reliable products, and regulators aim to capture
previously lost tax revenue.

While challenges remain—especially with congressional oversight and competition from Maryland—the
growing presence of national brands and streamlined regulations suggest that D.C.’s cannabis market is
heading toward greater legitimacy and stability.

A New Era for Medical Marijuana in Washington, D.C.



As the March 31 deadline approaches, the transformation of Washington, D.C.’s cannabis industry is well
underway. Former gifting shops must adapt or shut down, while licensed dispensaries are poised for growth
in a more regulated environment. With increased market competition, easier registration, and the potential for
policy shifts, the future of cannabis in D.C. remains dynamic and evolving.
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