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Traffic safety impacts  
of marijuana legalization 
In 2012, Colorado and Washington became the first states to legalize 
recreational marijuana. This note summarizes the effects observed 
in these states on marijuana use overall, use by drivers on the road 
and involved in arrests and crashes, crash rates, and the public’s 
views regarding marijuana.  Details on each topic may be found in the 
references. In this note, marijuana refers to any form of cannabis while 
THC refers to its active component delta 9-tetrahydrocannabinol.

SUMMARY
After Colorado and Washington legalized recreational marijuana:

Marijuana use increased according to data from Colorado and Washington.

THC presence increased in drivers on the road and in arrested and crash-involved 
drivers according to data from Washington. THC-positive drivers may not 
necessarily be impaired. 

There are no firm conclusions on whether crash rates changed in either state.

Fatal crashes involving marijuana increased in both Colorado and Washington. 

Surveys in Colorado and Washington show that many regular marijuana users 
believe that marijuana doesn’t affect their driving. Most regular users will drive 
“high” frequently.

IMPACT
Use overall: Marijuana use increased in both Colorado and Washington. 

In Colorado, marijuana use in the past month by youth age 12-17 increased 12% from 
the three years (2010-2012) before Colorado legalized recreational marijuana to the 
three years after legalization (2013-2015). Use by young adults age 18-25 increased 
16% and use by adults age 26 and above increased 71% (RMHIDTA, 2017).

In Washington, marijuana use in the past 30 days by adults age 18 and above 
increased slightly, from 8% in 2011 to 10% in 2014, but the increase was not 
statistically significant (WSOFM, 2016).

While THC 
presence 
increased in 
Colorado and 
Washington 
drivers, there 
are no firm 
conclusions 
whether crash 
rates changed.   
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Use by drivers: Marijuana presence among drivers increased in 
Washington.

In roadside surveys in Washington conducted immediately before and 6 and 
12 months after legal sales began in July 2014, the proportion of THC-positive 
drivers increased from 14.6% to 19.4% and then to 21.4%, though the increases 
were not statistically significant (NHTSA, 2016; Ramirez et al., 2016). The 
increase was concentrated in the daytime: from 8% THC-positive before sales 
began to 19% afterwards, compared to nighttime proportions of 18% before and 
22% afterwards.

Arrests and crashes: Marijuana presence in arrested and crash-involved 
drivers increased in Washington.

In Washington, the proportion of suspected impaired driving cases that tested 
positive for THC averaged 19.1% from 2009-2012, then rose to 24.9% in 2013 
(Couper and Peterson, 2014) and to 28.0% in 2014 and 33% in preliminary data 
from the first four months of 2015 (Couper, 2015). 

Between 2005 and 2014, the proportion of Washington DUI and collision cases 
tested by toxicology that involved THC, excluding those positive for alcohol, 
increased significantly, from 20% to 30%. The median THC level increased 
significantly from 4.0 ng/mL in 2005 to 5.6 ng/mL (Banta-Green et al., 2016).

Fatal crashes: Fatal crashes involving marijuana increased in both 
Colorado and Washington.

Marijuana-related traffic deaths increased 66% in the four-year average (2013-
2016) since Colorado legalized recreational marijuana compared to the four-year 
average (2009-2012) prior to legalization. During the same time period, all traffic 
deaths increased 16%. In 2009, 9% of traffic fatalities involved drivers who 
tested positive for marijuana. By 2016, that number more than doubled to 21% 
(RMHIDTA, 2017). 

From 2010 through 2013, the estimated number and proportion of drivers involved 
in fatal crashes in Washington who had a detectable concentration of THC in their 
blood ranged from 48 to 53 (7.9% to 8.5%). The number and proportion both 
approximately doubled to 106 (17.0%) in 2014 (Tefft et al., 2016). 

Crash rates: No firm conclusions yet available.
A study comparing overall traffic fatality rates per travel mile in Colorado, 
Washington, and eight control states between 2009 and 2015 found that fatality 
rate changes in Colorado and Washington were similar to changes in the control 
states (Aydelotte et al., 2017).
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A study of marijuana-related traffic fatalities in Colorado, Washington, and control 
states between 2000 and 2016 concluded that marijuana-related fatality rates 
increased similarly in Colorado, Washington, and the control states (Hansen et al., 
2018). 

Police-reported crash rates per registered vehicle increased by about 5.2% after 
retail sales of marijuana began in Colorado, Oregon, and Washington compared to 
neighboring control states (IIHS, 2018).

Collision claim frequencies increased by about 6% after retail sales began in 
Colorado, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington compared to neighboring control states 
(IIHS, 2018).

Driver views on marijuana and driving: Marijuana users believe that 
marijuana doesn’t affect their driving and will drive “high” regularly in both 
Colorado and Washington.

In surveys and focus groups in Colorado and Washington after legalization, almost 
all regular marijuana users believed that marijuana doesn’t impair their driving and 
some believed that marijuana improves their driving (CDOT, 2014; PIRE, 2014; 
Hartman and Huestis, 2013). Most of these regular marijuana users drove “high” 
on a regular basis. They believed it is safer to drive after using marijuana than after 
drinking alcohol. They believed that they have developed a tolerance for marijuana’s 
effects and can compensate for any effects, for instance by driving more slowly or 
by allowing greater headways. 

In a September 2014 survey of drivers in Colorado and Washington who reported 
any marijuana use in the past month, 43.6% reported driving under the influence of 
marijuana in the past year and 23.9% had driven within one hour of using marijuana 
at least five times in the past month (Davis et al., 2016).
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