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Dixie Elixirs (rear) are sweet sodas packed with marijuana concentrates; drinking a single

bottle is the equivalent of smoking several joints. Chocolates laced with high levels of

THC (front) are being aggressively marketed in Colorado and Washington—along with

marijuana-infused gummy bears, lollipops, rice crispy treats, brownies, peanut butter

cookies, fruit chews, hard candies, cinnamon-flavored drops that can be put in drinks or

directly on the tongue, and a wide array of other “edibles” which make marijuana use easy,

stealthy, tasty, and much more concentrated.
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He reports his center will produce research to correct
misinformation from the pot industry, and work with
localities that would prefer to abide by federal law, which
still penalizes marijuana use. “The policy in many states,
and the attitude of national leaders in the Obama admin-
istration, has become lax,” he warns.

Achelis and Bodman's final grant went to Project SAM,
or Smart Approaches to Marijuana, a group chaired
by former congressman Patrick Kennedy. While
anti-legalization, Project SAM *“tries to take a more
nuanced approach,” according to board member Ben
Cort, a recovering addict (sober since 1996, at age 18),
and an old hand in the nonprofit addiction treatment
industry who works at an in-patient facility at the

“There has been no real regulation

of this new industry. It’s like
the Wild West out here.”
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University of Colorado Hospital. “Unfortunately,”
says Cort, “the debate has boiled down to people
who are into full-scale commercialization and
industrialization...and other folks who really do
think that swift and certain punishment of low-level
offenders is the only way to keep our streets safe and
our families protected.”

Cort, and Project SAM, seek a middle way: opposed
to legalization, but willing to rethink sentencing laws
that put non-violent offenders in jail. Cort also advocates
for what he calls, with studied emphasis, “real research
into the medicinal qualities of ” marijuana—willing to
acknowledge possible medicinal benefits, but skeptical
of claims that marijuana is a miracle plant that prevents
cancer or slows Alzheimer’s.

Together with fellow Project SAM founder Kevin
Sabet, a former Obama administration drug-policy
official and author of the book Reefer Madness, Cort
decries the rise of “Big Weed”—the takeover of mari-
juana cultivation and distribution by corporate interests
that see the potential for major profits in highly pro-
cessed, potent, and efficient marijuana products. These
businesspeople are chasing a national market that some
analysts say will reach $3 billion in 2015 and top $10
billion by 2019.

Financial interests, says Cort, have squelched an
honest dialogue about the potential risks of legalizing
weed, and have systematically underplayed the dan-
gers of pot-infused edibles and THC concentrates.
He points to THC-infused sodas produced by the
company Dixie Elixirs, offered in flavors like grape-
fruit and peach, that contain THC levels equivalent
to several joints. (The company has recently begun
to market a single-serving version.) Labels on such
products will often contain a warning to drink only
one serving at a time, “but who can believe that’s
effective?” he asks. “There has been no real regula-
tion...it’s been left to a piecemeal state system that
doesn't want to admit that it can't handle this new
industry. It’s like the Wild West out here.” To keep up
with exploding demand for its products, Dixie Elixirs
moved in August to a new factory four times the size
of its earlier facility.

Cort is a realist about where the legalization
debate is heading, and about what should come next.
Recognizing that the genie may be out of the bot-
tle, he says the thing to focus on now is “setting up
an infrastructure. We have rushed into legalization,
without having given any thought to how we would
regulate this industry. We're allowing them to make
the rules that they are then governed by. We need to
think hard about that.” Helping spur that hard think-
ing may be a role that new philanthropic donors can
fill as this debate unfolds across America. [&
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