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Seven states have authorized retail sales of cannabis to the general public:  California, Massachusetts, 

Oregon, Colorado, Washington, Nevada, and Alaska. 

 

This table below describes whether these states have authorized a head start for medical marijuana 

dispensaries (allowing them to sell to the general public before other retail licenses are issued) or 

created automatic retail licenses for dispensaries. 

 

 California1 Massachusetts2 Oregon3 Colorado4 Washington5 Nevada6 Alaska7 

Head-start 

or 

Automatic 

Licensure 

Yes Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes N/A 

 
 

1 California dispensaries are entitled to add an adult-use designation to their existing license by 

notifying the California Bureau of Cannabis Control. See section 5023(f) of the Bureau regulations. 

 
2 The Massachusetts referendum adopting legalization provided that until January 1, 2018, the 

Cannabis Control Commission “shall issue licenses first to applicants with the most experience 

operating medical marijuana treatment centers.” The Massachusetts legislature subsequently created a 

priority for applications by medical marijuana dispensaries. See Chapter 55 of the Acts of 2017, 

Section 56(a). 

 
3Oregon gave existing dispensaries a 12-month head start, allowing them to begin sales on October 1, 

2015 while new recreational retailers were not issued licenses until October 1, 2016. See SB.460. 

 
4 Colorado gave existing dispensaries a 9-month head start. See section 12-43.4-104 of House Bill 13-

1317. 

 
5 Washington gave existing dispensaries first priority in retail licensing. See Section 6 in Senate Bill 

5052. 

 
6 Nevada provided dispensaries an 18-month head start. See section NRS 453D.210 of Nevada 

Administrative Stature 453D. 

 
7 Alaska has never issued licenses to medical marijuana dispensaries, so it was not possible to give a 

head start or automatic licensure to such entities.  

https://govt.westlaw.com/calregs/Document/IB434D30B94E34F25A1D200069CC15DFE?viewType=FullText&originationContext=documenttoc&transitionType=CategoryPageItem&contextData=(sc.Default)
http://www.sec.state.ma.us/ele/elepdf/IFV_2016.pdf
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/SessionLaws/Acts/2017/Chapter55
https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2015R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/SB460
https://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2013a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont/807A035CD583C95E87257B1F005CDB59?Open&file=1317_01.pdf
https://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2013a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont/807A035CD583C95E87257B1F005CDB59?Open&file=1317_01.pdf
http://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2015-16/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5052-S2.PL.pdf
http://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2015-16/Pdf/Bills/Senate%20Passed%20Legislature/5052-S2.PL.pdf
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-453D.html#NRS453DSec210
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-453D.html#NRS453DSec210

