
CAMBRIDGE GOVERNMENT STRUGGLES TO DEFINE ROLE OF  RECREATIONAL 
MARIJUANA  

 
CAMBRIDGE- As statewide guidelines on how municipalities may regulate adult-use marijuana 
near official status, the government of Cambridge is wrestling with it will incorporate the budding 
industry into the laws and culture of the city. 
 
Draft laws outlined by the Cannabis Control Commision, the state agency created to determine 
regulations on the use and sale of marijuana in Massachusetts, have left Cambridge officials 
unsure how they will enforce the proper use of marijuana in their community. 
 
In a February 26 communication to City Manager Louis A. DePasquale, City Solicitor Nancy E. 
Glowa noted that Cambridge currently lacks a “zoning ordinance provision that specifically 
governs the cultivation, manufacture, retail sale, or on-site usage of marijuana 
that is not medically prescribed.” Without such ordinances, it could be possible to sell 
recreational marijuana almost anywhere in the city. 
 
Glowa noted in the same letter that the government has no direct power to prohibit the number 
of establishments that can operate in Cambridge. Under state draft regulations, any city trying to 
limit the number of retail marijuana outlets would have to submit the ordinance to a public vote. 
 
Yet some in Cambridge are concerned that even with control over the number and placement of 
retail marijuana outlets, merely having easily purchasable marijuana in the city could 
dramatically change public conduct. 
 
“I don’t know that we’re going to keep people from smoking in Harvard Square simply by not 
having places that sell it in Harvard Square,” said City Councillor Craig Kelley at a City Council 
meeting Tuesday night. 
 
City officials are also concerned that new regulations could make it more difficult for patients 
who use cannabis medicinally to access it. 
 
Cambridge currently only has two medical marijuana dispensaries, one of which has been shut 
down until further notice by the state Department of Public Health after a batch of marijuana 
tested positive for a prohibited pesticide. 
 
City Councilor Dennis Carlone expressed concern at the Tuesday meeting that the relatively 
higher profits of recreational marijuana could leave patients without a way to access the 
substance locally.  
 
“It’s not a big money maker,” he noted, “and it could be dropped. That seems to me to be 
counterproductive for the public use. I would love to see that if there’s a way to provide 
recreational, you have to do medicinal.” 



 
Mayor Marc C. McGovern chimed in with his concern that recreational facilities would have laxer 
standards of security, making the often elderly patients that use marijuana medicinally 
uncomfortable patronizing the new adult use centers.  
 
 “I certainly don’t want those folks who are older and chronically ill not feeling safe or 
comfortable getting the medicine they need,” McGovern said. 
 
Current Cambridge dispensaries have locked doors and require clients to display a state-issued 
Medical Use of Marijuana Program ID cards before they are allowed entry. It unclear whether 
such measures will be required at recreational facilities. 
 
Cambridge might look north for answers. The state of Alaska legalized cannabis by public 
referendum in 2015, and its largest city, Anchorage, currently hosts ten marijuana retailers. 
 
According to Anchorage Police Department Deputy Communications Director Nora Morse, the 
city hasn’t experienced an uptick in public usage because using marijuana in public is as illegal 
as it was before the 2014 referendum. 
 
“People don’t use it more in public now because it’s the same as was then. You smoked in 
public then, you were charged $100. You smoke now, you’re still charged $100,” 
 Morse said. 
 
While Cambridge city officials are treating recreational marijuana as an inevitability in their 
community, other towns in Massachusetts are on the verge of rejecting the industry. The town of 
Marion has placed a moratorium on the opening of recreational sellers through the end of the 
year, and Sharon will hold elections in May to determine if they should be banned indefinitely. 
 
The Cannabis Control Commision has until March 15 to finalize regulations on the sale of 
recreational marijuana. But the government of Cambridge will to deal with how to define the role 
of recreational marijuana in their community. 
 
“It’s not as simple as everybody thinks,” said Councilor Timothy Toomey at the Tuesday night 
meeting. 
 
“It was a mandate, everybody said ‘oh, it should be legal’, but I think there was not a lot of 
thought process about how we were going to roll this out. Probably not the best word to use, 
‘roll’,” he said, prompting titters from the audience. 
 
“But I think it’s going to take a lot of work among all of us to make this work.” 
 


