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When men and women took their clipboards, pens and paper to
the streets in 2013 to begin collecting signatures for yet
another Alaska voter initiative to legalize marijuana in the
Last Frontier, some were left scratching their heads. How
legal is marijuana in Alaska already? they wondered. Well,
it’s complicated. Over time, a great deal of gray area has
developed when it comes to the enforcement of Alaska laws
against the green.
The uncertainty has even predated Alaska’s statehood. Even the
man mostly responsible for the nation’s first laws against
marijuana was uncertain about where Alaska’s laws stood.
During testimony before members of Congress in 1937 on behalf
of prohibiting marijuana, a substance “about as harmless as a
rattlesnake,” Commissioner of Narcotics Henry Anslinger was
asked if any of the territories had laws against its use.
“Hawaii has a law. I cannot tell you about Alaska. Puerto Rico
does have a law. The only place I am not sure about is
Alaska,” he said. By the 1960s the nation was deep into drug
culture; the youth used it as a symbol of social rebellion,
and in the midst of a morally diverse war, a sign of protest.
Though Alaska was new to the nation, it was no exception to
the phenomenon.
By 1970, the administration of President Richard Nixon began
fighting back and Congress passed the Comprehensive Drug Abuse

Prevention and Control Act. In June of the following year,
Nixon declared the war on drugs, saying it was “public enemy
No. 1 in the United States.” It wouldn’t take long for Alaska
to start fighting back, with one man leading on the front
lines. His case would turn into the biggest marijuana and
personal privacy case Alaska had ever seen, setting precedent
for decades to come.
Since Colorado and Washington have made headlines recently by
legalizing recreational cannabis sales, marijuana has become a
hot topic in 2014. But the drug’s use and place in society has
been hotly debated in courts and among lawmakers for decades,
leaving citizens as spectators watching an everlasting pingpong match.
Regardless of Alaska’s history with marijuana, and regardless
of what happens in the August election, pot remains illegal
under federal law, listed among Schedule I drugs, a group of
controlled substances defined as the most dangerous, without
any accepted medical utility and with high potential for
abuse.
1972 – The fall of 1972 was the start of a long fight for and
against marijuana legalization in Alaska thanks to one man,
who could be called the grandfather of the Alaska marijuana
legalization movement. Irwin Ravin was pulled over for a
broken tail light in Anchorage, and was discovered to be in
possession of marijuana. A local police officer wrote him a
ticket, but Ravin refused to sign it and held the contraband
in his hand until he was arrested. Ravin v. State would end up
setting legal precedence for decades to come.
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1975 – Just over a week after lawmakers decriminalized the
personal use of marijuana, the state of Alaska reached a
decision in Ravin’s case, setting a precedent that would
complicate laws against marijuana from then on. The Alaska
Supreme Court deemed possession of pot in the privacy of one’s
home constitutionally protected, despite the fact that Ravin
was actually found in possession in his car, not his home.
1982 – The Alaska Legislature decided to let users keep a
little more cash in their pockets, and got rid of the $100
fine.
1989 – A campaign to fight the use of marijuana began by
circling a statewide petition.
1989 – Alaska State Troopers made a sizeable marijuana bust in
Wasilla in December, where Thomas Wyatt, then 45, was found
growing 2,006 plants in a residence troopers said was
apparently constructed for the purposes of growing cannabis.
The month before, troopers had seized 3,000 plants in four
different growing operations in the Matanuska Valley.
1990 – In November of 1990 the voter initiative passed, making
it illegal to even have or smoke pot in one’s own home. If
caught with less than eight ounces, a person could spend 90
days in a jail cell and get slapped with $1,000 fine.
1995 – Three Point MacKenzie men were arrested and charged
with poaching up to a dozen moose over the course of six
months. One of the men was also charged with setting up
illegal bear-baiting stations in the woods across the Knik Arm
from Anchorage. Troopers said they believed the men intended
to trade the bear parts to an undercover investigator in
exchange for marijuana.
1996 – Troopers seized 1,465 plants, worth more than $700,000,
in a shed next to couple Doug and Heather Gregg’s home.
Trooper Al Storey said the bust was the largest in recent
history.

1998 – The use of marijuana for medical purposes became legal,
with 69 percent of voters signing off on a citizens’
initiative. Those smoking for their own health and registered
in a state database could possess an ounce or up to six
plants, of which only three can be budding. Critics say a
problem has been that there is no legal way for Alaskans with
legal permission to obtain the drug.
1998 – In October, Anchorage police confiscated 1,097 plants
during a bust on Birchwood Loop Road, the largest pot bust in
Anchorage at that time.
1998 – Also that month, troopers found what they said was the
most impressive growing and packaging operation they had ever
seen hidden in four secret rooms beneath the garage of an
Anchorage Hillside home. Troopers seized 181 plants and
indicted seven people.
2000 – Weed was once again on the mind of Alaska residents. An
initiative sought to return the laws to pre-1990 status.
Measure 5 would have regulated the drug like alcohol, allowed
residents over 18 to farm and possess their own supply, and
would have granted amnesty to those serving time for marijuana
offenses, and purged the criminal records for many others, and
would have created an advisory group to study possible
restitution. It failed to gain enough support, losing 59.1
percent to 40.9 percent.
2002 – At the Olympic Torch Relay in Juneau, a senior at
Juneau-Douglas High School held a sign that said “Bong Hits 4
Jesus.” Joseph Frederick’s obvious disobedience became the
focus of a national debate over the First Amendment.
2004 – Marijuana legalization failed once again in 2004. The
campaign pushing Ballot Measure 2 spent more than $850,000 in
polling, canvassing, staffing, mailers and print and broadcast
advertisements before it failed. A study commissioned by the
Alaskans for Rights & Revenues, the group backing the

initiative, found that marijuana prohibition costs ranged from
$25 million to $30 million annually.
2005 – The killing of Thomas Cody was found to be a drug
slaying connected to a multi-million dollar marijuana
smuggling operation of “B.C. Bud” from Canada. Nopenone Dennis
Shine plead guilty in 2007 to the shooting of Cody, in what
was a hostile takeover of the operation. The group was
smuggling 900 pounds of product into the state every six
weeks, U.S. Attorney Frank Russo said. The bust dismantled one
of the largest marijuana smuggling operations in state
history.
2006 – Former Alaska Governor Frank Murkowski went head-tohead against the Ravin decision. Murkowski made the possession
of one to four ounces of pot a misdemeanor and punishable by
up to one year in jail. He argued that the marijuana available
by the mid-2000’s was much stronger than what Ravin was
smoking in the 1970s. The American Civil Liberties Union
challenged the new law.
2006 – One of the largest drug busts in Western Alaska
occurred when troopers seized 42 pounds of marijuana in
Bethel. Francis Cryan, then 57, was found to have marijuana
hidden in his checked luggage, as well as in a locked gun safe
he had shipped to himself through a cargo carrier. Troopers
estimated that the street value in Bethel, nearly four times
the price in Anchorage at $1,400 an ounce, was worth around
$940,000.
2007 – The 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that
Fairbanks man John Collette, whose marijuana grow operation
was disbanded in the early 1990s, did not get proper notice
for the goods seized in the bust, including two airplanes,
snowmachines and more than $40,000 from bank accounts.
Collette’s operation was seized in 1993 when authorities
raided the home. He fled the country but later returned and
pleaded guilty to multiple marijuana manufacturing and

distributing charges, serving eight years of an 11-year
sentence. After that, he said he spent much of his time
working on lawsuits against the government.
2008 – Alaska’s Supreme Court began hearing testimony for the
State v. ACLU, but — plot twist — no decision was made.
Privacy rights were to be reexamined when a defendant would
actually be prosecuted for a marijuana offense.
2010 – The Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race began testing
competing mushers for drug use. Mushers are tested for a
variety of different drugs, marijuana among them. The drug
tests occur at White Mountain, the second-to-last checkpoint
during the 1,000 mile long race.
2010 – Then-three-time race winner Lance Mackey said in 2010
that he believed the Iditarod decision was aimed at him.
Mackey, a throat cancer survivor, had been open about using
medical marijuana on the trail. Officials said the idea had
been discussed over the years, but executive director of the
Iditarod Trail Committee Stan Hooley told the Anchorage Daily
News that it would be difficult to deny the allegations and
that other mushers had complained about it. “The reality of it
is he’s won the race three times and people would like to
figure out a way to beat him,” Hooley said.
2010 – On April 11, Ravin died at age 70 from complications
caused by a massive heart attack.
2010 – The ACLU estimates that in 2010 Alaska spent more than
$11 million enforcing marijuana laws, and that every 4.32
hours someone in Alaska is arrested for having marijuana. The
study used data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s
Uniform Crime Reporting Program and the U.S. Census to
document arrest rates, as well as the Bureau of Justice
Statistics’ Criminal Justice Expenditure and Employment
Extracts data from fiscal year 2009. Also included in the
analysis were federal and state-level estimates for government

expenditures and employment for law enforcement, the courts
and department of corrections.
2010 – In July, Alaska State Trooper Kyle S. Young busted a
married couple for growing after attesting that he could smell
marijuana from the road, hundreds of yards away. Young claimed
that he smelled marijuana while off duty and driving in the
Meadow Lakes area of Southcentral Alaska. He followed his nose
to the house of Trace and Jennifer Thoms and concluded that
there were no other nearby structures that could have been the
source of the odor. Young later executed a search warrant to
search the house’s specific address and immediate vicinity,
and during that time searched two buildings that were more
than a football field’s distance from the house, where 400
marijuana plants were seized. Three years later, the Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals would throw out the case, saying that
the grow operation discovered during the search lay outside of
the scope of the officer’s search warrant.
2012 – A pungent smell and claims that Kenny Champ of Houston,
Alaska, was illegally dumping raw sewage into a creek near
Bench Lake led Alaska State Troopers to investigate Champ’s
home. When they arrived, the 49-year-old Champ greeted
troopers with a sawed-off shotgun and threats that he’d shoot
if they didn’t leave his property. Next, troopers discovered
1,700 marijuana plants on the property. They also discovered
that he had, indeed, been polluting the stream. Champ plead
guilty to growing more than 1,000 plants.
2012 – Juneau musher Matt Giblin was sanctioned under the
Iditarod’s drug testing program and was stripped of his 38thplace finish after testing positive for THC, an active
compound in cannabis.
2013 – Petitioners were once again looking for signatures to
legalize, tax and regulate marijuana. The Campaign to Regulate
Marijuana turned in more than 45,000 signatures in support of
the ballot measure in January 2014.

2013 – 20-year-old Nathaniel Harshman was sentenced in January
2013 to five years in federal prison for working on his father
Floyd Harshman’s marijuana farm — a 477-plant grow off the
Elliott Highway in Interior Alaska — as a teenager in 2011.
2014 – Lt. Gov. Mead Treadwell approved the voter initiative
to legalize, tax and regulate marijuana, to appear on the Aug.
19 ballot.
2014 – In mid-March, the legalization campaign, now dubbed the
Campaign to Regulate Marijuana Like Alcohol, received a cash
infusion of more than $200,000 dollars to be used for an
“aggressive campaign” to build voter outreach, including
print, television and radio ads. In the meantime, opposition
to the measure has been relatively subdued thus far.
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