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NEW YORK (MainStreet) — A study of calls for assistance to poison control center, published 

in the Annals of Emergency Medicine, reveals dramatic increases for help with pediatric 

accidental ingestion of marijuana in states that legalized or decriminalized it. 

According to the report, there were "985 calls to U.S. poison centers for unintentional marijuana 

exposure in children ages 9 and younger between 2005 and 2011, according to an analysis of 

data from the National Poison Data System (NPDS)." Although this is a relatively low number 

the researchers learned that the rate of calls "in states that had passed legislation legalizing 

marijuana use for recreational or medicinal purposes before 2005 more than tripled over this 

period." 

The rate of increase was from 3.9 calls per 1,000,000 population in 2005 to 14.8 per 1,000,000 in 

2011. The call rate in transitional states — those that had enacted marijuana legislation between 

2005 and 2011 — also increased during this period. It went from 5.2 per 1,000,000 to 8.7 per 

1,000,000. 

But in states that had not passed marijuana decriminalization laws as of December 31, 2011 

(nonlegal states) there was no change in the rate of poison center calls for unintentional pediatric 

exposure to marijuana. The study also determined that when there was an incident of exposure to 

marijuana in decriminalized states, those exposed were more likely than those in nonlegal states 

to require health care evaluation, to have moderate to major clinical effects and to require critical 

care admissions. 

The specifics of the data are as follows: 

 There were 985 unintentional marijuana exposures reported between January 1, 2005, 

and December 31, 2011, in children aged 9 years and younger in the United States. 

 496 of these incidents occurred in nonlegal states. 

 93 of these incidents happened in transitional states - states that legalized or 

decriminalized the substance during the period observed. 

 396 accidental ingestions of marijuana happened by youths ages nine and younger 

happened in decriminalized states. 

 Every state had at least 1 call, with California having the highest number of calls 

 There was a slight male predominance. 

 The median age ranged from 1.5 to 2.0 years in the three groups. 

 More patients were evaluated in a healthcare facility in decriminalized states compared 

with nonlegal states 
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The study's principal author Dr. George S. Wang is a clinical instructor in pediatrics at Children's 

Hospital Colorado and the University of Colorado School of Medicine. He also published a 

similar study in 2013 focused only on Colorado. Published by the Journal of the American 

Medical Association Pediatrics, Wang's research compared the number of young children treated 

at Children's Hospital Colorado emergency department for accidental marijuana ingestion before 

and after Colorado's drug laws changes. He found similar results. 

The biggest problem appears to be marijuana edibles. They look like any other candy. Some of 

these edibles have a THC equivalent to 45 puffs of a joint. 

For its part the marijuana distributors are open to making their products safer and keeping it out 

of the hands of kids. But they insist that the responsibility is ultimately with the adults. 

Wang and the other authors of the national study concluded that "as more states pass legislation 

to decriminalize medical and recreational marijuana, we expect the rate of marijuana exposures 

in young children to continue to increase" and suggest that "state lawmakers should consider 

requirements, such as child-resistant packaging, warning labels, and public education, when 

drafting marijuana legislation to minimize the effect on children." 

But the state of Colorado is already questioning how edibles are sold after a college student 

jumped off a hotel balcony after eating marijuana cookies, and a man killed his wife after eating 

marijuana candy. The state assembled a task force to determine how to educate consumers about 

the THC content per serving in marijuana infused edible products. 
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