
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
New York: Marijuana arrest capital of the world: In 1977, New York removed criminal penalties for private possession of 
marijuana and made possession in public view a criminal offense. In 1990, there were about 1,000 arrests for possession of 
small amounts of marijuana in public view in New York. But in 2012, nearly 45,000 people were arrested for possessing small 
amounts of marijuana in public view –an astonishing increase. These arrests occur because the law is being applied 
ineffectively and inappropriately, especially during “stop and frisk” encounters. Most marijuana arrests happen in NYC, and 
since Michael Bloomberg became Mayor in 2002, there have been nearly 500,000 of these arrests for possession of small 
amounts of marijuana – more than Mayors Dinkins, Koch, and Giuliani combined.  
 
These arrests are expensive and wasteful: A study by a Queens College professor found that each of these arrests costs 
about $1,500. That means that in 2012, NY State spent nearly $70 million arresting people for possessing small amounts of 
marijuana. As these arrests continue, communities are facing cuts to essential programs, like youth summer job and after-
school programs.  
 
Most of these arrests are the result of illegal searches and false charges: News investigations demonstrate that most 
people arrested for possessing small amounts of marijuana were falsely charged with a crime they did not commit – they 
possessed marijuana in private, a violation, but were charged with possession in public, a crime. Often in the course of a stop-
and-frisk encounter, if the police find marijuana in a pocket or bag, they arrest and charge the individual with possessing 
marijuana in public view – a misdemeanor. Or, the police ask the person to "empty out your pockets/bag." Many people 
comply with the officer's request, even though they are not legally required to do so. Once in "public view”, the marijuana 
possession becomes a misdemeanor – a criminal offense – and the person is arrested. Commissioner Kelly says the current law 
creates “confusion” and needs to be fixed. 
 
These arrests are racially biased and harm young people: Statewide, nearly 85% of all those arrested are Black and Latino, 
even though studies show that young whites use marijuana at higher rates. Nearly 70% of those arrested for possessing small 
amounts of marijuana are young people under 30. Studies show that, with regard to arrests for possessing small amounts of 
marijuana, Buffalo, Syracuse and NYC have among the highest racial disparities in the entire country.  
 
The current law on marijuana possessions is broken and needs reform: To fix the law, Governor Cuomo and numerous 
legislators, like Sen. Mark Grisanti and Assm. Karim Camara, have proposed standardizing the penalties for marijuana 
possession. Governor Cuomo recently proposed to make possession of up to 15 grams of marijuana in public a violation; 
burning marijuana in public would remain a criminal offense.  
 
New Yorkers – including law enforcement – strongly support this reform proposal: This reform is supported by: 
NYPD Commissioner Ray Kelly; NYC Mayor Bloomberg; all five NYC District Attorneys (both Democrat and Republican); 
law enforcement throughout the state, including district attorneys in Albany, Buffalo and Nassau, the sheriff of Albany 
County, and the Rochester police chief; and over 125 organizations from across the state. A March 2013 Sienna poll of New 
York voters found a record 63% in favor of Governor Cuomo’s decriminalization proposal. New Yorkers from around the 
state – including NYC, the suburbs, and upstate – overwhelming support the change. Support cuts across racial lines (71% of 
Black voters, 63% of white voters, and 60% of Latino voters support the proposal) and party lines (69% of Democratic, 65% 
of Independents and 50% of Republicans support the proposal).  
 
Governor Cuomo, Legislators: The time for action is now.  In a time when New Yorkers are suffering with tight budgets, 
standardizing marijuana possession will save New York State tens of millions of dollars. We urge you to help put an end to 
these arrests by standardizing offenses for marijuana possession New York.  New York cannot afford or tolerate the human 
and fiscal costs of these practices. Please act now to reform the law and end ending these racially biased, unconstitutional, and 
costly arrests once and for all.  

 
SAVE tens of millions of dollars by passing Governor Cuomo’s Marijuana 

Decriminalization Proposal of public view up to 15 grams 

ColorOfChange supports 
 

Passing Governor Cuomo’s Marijuana Decriminalization 
Proposal of public view up to 15 grams 

 


