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Introduction 

The newly enacted Cannabis License Act, 2018 sets the Alcohol and Gaming Commission of 

Ontario (AGCO) as the regulator of cannabis retail outlets. For municipalities that have not opted 

out of having private cannabis retail outlets in their communities by January 22, 2019, the licensing 

and location of outlets will be determined by the AGCO with consideration given to comments 

provided by municipalities.1  

Regulating the availability of cannabis is important in order to reduce the negative impacts of 

cannabis use in Wellington County, Dufferin County and the City of Guelph.2 Research regarding 

alcohol and tobacco has shown that increased availability of a substance results in increased 

consumption, which can lead to significant health and social harms and costs.3,4 While accessibility 

of legal cannabis is important for addressing the illegal market, this needs to be balanced with an 

evidence-informed approach that protects public health and safety.  

A Public Health perspective on cannabis retail outlet options 

Municipalities have the authority to opt-out of cannabis retail stores by January 22nd, 2019. To opt-

out, municipal councils must provide a notice of resolution to the AGCO.1 

The decision to opt-out can be reversed, but any decision to opt-in is final.1  

Considerations regarding each of these potential decisions are presented below:  

1. Opt-out by the January 22nd deadline and re-consider once more information is available:  

Municipalities that choose to initially opt-out can monitor the situation and choose to opt-in later.  

Ontario’s regulations for cannabis retail stores provide minimal restrictions on cannabis store 

locations, and do not provide any assurance to municipalities that they will have any control over 

the placement or number of retail outlets.  

Opting out would disqualify a municipality from receiving a share of the two years of funding 

available from the province to support municipalities with cannabis retail. However, the economic 

gain from those funds should not be considered in isolation of the social and health costs that 

communities may incur due to increased access to cannabis retail (e.g. policing costs, by-law 

enforcement costs, emergency response costs, etc.).  

The impact of cannabis legalization and its various retail models on community health and safety is 

not yet known. Opting out will allow municipalities to make a decision about cannabis retail after 

knowing more about the impacts of Ontario’s private retail model on communities that choose to 

opt-in across Ontario. 

2. Opt-in: 

Municipalities that opt-in to cannabis retail stores will be unable to opt-out later if they are 

dissatisfied with cannabis retail in their communities.  

If the municipality chooses to opt-in, Wellington-Dufferin-Guelph Public Health would encourage 

the municipality to advocate to the AGCO for the following considerations for store placement and 

hours in their community, where opportunities for input exist. This would likely have to be done on 

a license by license basis, which could become onerous depending on the number of cannabis 
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store applications submitted in that municipality. (It should be noted that currently there are no 

provincial policies that assure that municipalities would have input into determining the locations or 

numbers of retail stores in their communities.)  

 Table 1: Issues and considerations for influencing the physical availability of cannabis outlets 

ISSUE CONSIDERATION 

High retail outlet density 

can contribute to 

increased consumption 

and harms.5,6,7,8  

Reduce cannabis retail outlet density through minimum distance 

requirements between cannabis retail outlets and limits on the overall 

number of outlets.9 

Example: The City of Calgary has enacted a 300m separation distance between 

cannabis stores.10 

Retail outlet proximity to 

youth-serving facilities 

can normalize and 

increase substance 

use.3,11,12 

Prevent the role-modeling of cannabis use and reduce youth access 

through minimum distance requirements from youth-serving facilities 

such as schools, child care centres, and community centres.1,12 

Example: The State of Washington has enacted a 1000ft (300m) separation 

distance requirement between cannabis retail stores and youth-serving 

facilities.13 

Combined use of 

cannabis and other 

substances increases the 

risk of harms such as 

impaired driving.1 

Discourage combined use of cannabis and other substances by 

prohibiting co-location and enacting minimum distance requirements 

between cannabis and alcohol or tobacco retail outlets.1,9 

Example: KFL&A Public Health recommend a 200m separation distance between 

cannabis retail outlets and alcohol or tobacco retail outlets.14 

Retail outlet proximity to 

other sensitive areas may 

negatively influence 

vulnerable residents.8,9 

Protect vulnerable residents by limiting the clustering of cannabis retail 

outlets in low socioeconomic neighborhoods and enacting minimum 

distance requirements from other sensitive areas.4,9 

Example: The City of Vancouver has restricted medical cannabis retail outlets to 

commercial zones instead of residential ones.15 

Longer retail hours of sale 

significantly increases 

consumption and related 

harms.5,16 

Reduce cannabis consumption and harms by limiting late night and early 

morning retail hours.5,16 

Example: The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health recommends that cannabis 

retail hours reflect those established by the LCBO.16 

  Adapted with the permission of The Regional Municipality of Halton17 
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WDG Public Health’s Recommendation to 
Municipalities 

 

 

Figure 1: Decision-making matrix 

 

Rationale for a Public Health Approach to Cannabis Retail 
 

Like alcohol and tobacco, cannabis can cause harm: 

Cannabis use can affect learning and memory, lead to addiction, mental health problems, respiratory 

issues, and cause harm if used during pregnancy. Impairment from cannabis can also lead to injuries 

and fatalities, such as motor vehicle accidents.18,19 

Increasing access to a substance can increase consumption and harm: 

Research shows that increasing availability of a substance increases consumption and related harms 

(see Table 1). Increasing availability of a substance can make it more socially acceptable to use and 

can make people think it’s less harmful to use. Increasing availability makes it easier for a person to 

obtain a substance by reducing its total cost (e.g. time and travel) to obtain. This can increase impulse 

purchases by experimental users, occasional users, and users who are trying to quit.20 When a 

substance is easier to obtain, people are more likely to use it more. It can be expected that an increase 

in cannabis use would result in increased social and health harms. For example, increased alcohol 

availability is associated with higher levels of violence, assault, public disturbances, alcohol-related 

motor vehicle collisions and fatalities.5  

Other jurisdictions that have legalized cannabis have seen a proliferation of retail stores 

American jurisdictions that have legalized cannabis have expressed concern with the density of retail 

sales outlets and the close proximity of some outlets to schools, particularly in Denver, Colorado.21 

Colorado legalized non-medical cannabis in 2012 and began licensing retail outlets in 2014.22 As of 

Since the role of municipalities regarding store locations and the impacts of cannabis retail 

availability are not yet well-understood, Public Health’s recommendation is to wait until more 

information is available before making a permanent decision to opt-in. 
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June 2017, there were 491 retail cannabis stores in the state of Colorado, which exceeded the number 

of Starbucks (392) and McDonald’s (208). 65% of local jurisdictions in Colorado have banned medical 

and recreational cannabis businesses.22 

Provincial regulations for cannabis retail stores provide limited municipal power and public  
health protection: 

The newly released Ontario Regulations made under the Cannabis License Act, 2018, have set out 

requirements regarding retail store licensing and operations.23 The regulations establish a minimum 

distance of 150 metres between cannabis retail stores and schools, and have set the store hours of 

operation between 9:00am to 11:00pm.  

These regulations do not contain required separation distances from other sensitive areas (such as 

recreation centres, universities, addiction treatment facilities, hospitals, etc.), and no required 

separation distances from other cannabis stores. Municipalities were also not granted the power to 

create their own by-laws to control density and separation distances. This may lead to a clustering of 

cannabis stores in certain neighborhoods. Research from alcohol, tobacco, and cannabis has shown 

that lower-income neighborhoods tend to have a higher density of outlets.3,24,25,26  

It is still unknown how much influence municipalities will have over AGCO decisions on store locations 

and density.1 

Balance is needed when considering access to legal cannabis: 

Ensuring access to a regulated and legal supply of cannabis is important, especially since the latest 

Canadian data indicates that 15% of Canadians have used cannabis in the past year.27 

A public health approach to cannabis legalization strives to minimize the health and social harms from 

substances and recognizes that the greatest harms occur at the extremes of prohibition and 

commercialization for profit (Figure 2). Legalization without strict regulations, such as restrictions on 

retail density and locations, may increase cannabis-related harms.2 

While it is important to provide sufficient access to a regulated legal supply of cannabis to avoid the 

risks of an illicit market, too much access may increase consumption and associated harms.  

In April, communities across Ontario will continue to have access to a legal source of cannabis through 

the online Ontario Cannabis Store (although it should be noted that some vulnerable groups, such as 

those without an address or credit card, may have limited access). Since the impacts of different retail 

models across Canada are not yet known, it is important to consider a precautionary approach with 

stricter regulations to try and minimize health and social problems.2 

Financial opportunities should be considered with potential health and social costs in mind: 

Municipal governments that permit cannabis retail stores will receive a population-based share of $40 

million in funding from the province for two years, and potentially additional funding from taxes.1 

Cannabis retail stores would also create local business opportunities, however municipalities would 

not be permitted to license cannabis retail stores.  

These financial and economic gains should be considered in light of the potential social and health 

costs to the community.  
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In 2014, before legalization, cannabis was already the fourth most costly substance in Canada in terms 

of social and health impacts. Costs associated with cannabis include: healthcare, lost productivity, 

criminal justice and other direct costs to society, totaling at least $2.8 billion.28  

Early findings from legalization in Colorado and Washington states have shown increases in cannabis 

use among young adults and adults, cannabis-related emergency department visits and 

hospitalizations, and cannabis-related motor vehicle collision fatalities.29  

Municipalities may also incur increased costs to support police and by-law enforcement to protect areas 

where smoking is not permitted and to respond to nuisance complaints. While the impact of retail stores 

on these outcomes has not yet been established, research supports the finding that increased 

availability of a substance is generally associated with increased consumption and harms. 

 

 

Figure 2: Reproduced with permission from Centre for Addiction and Mental Health: Cannabis  

Policy Framework. Adapted from Alice Rap: Cannabis – From Prohibition to Regulation.30
 

Conclusion 

Increased access to substances, increases consumption and related harms. Ontario’s regulations for 

cannabis retail stores provide minimal restrictions on cannabis store locations, and minimal power for 

municipalities to set their own regulations. It is not yet known how much influence municipalities will be 

have over AGCO decisions on store locations and density. Since the decision to opt-in is final, and the 

impact of Ontario’s private retail model on communities is not yet known, WDGPH recommends 

monitoring the impacts in other communities before choosing to opt in.  
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