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FOREWORD 
 

 
New York has the opportunity to pass the most ambitious marijuana legalization bill in the U.S., setting 
the national model for marijuana legalization by centering reinvestment, equity, and justice within our 

comprehensive reform.  

 
The enforcement of marijuana prohibition has devastated communities across New York State, primarily 
communities of color and low-income communities. There have been more than 800,000 arrests for low-
level marijuana just in the last 25 years alone in New York, with extreme racial disparities ï despite data 
showing similar rates of use and sale across racial and ethnic populations. 

 
The extreme racial disparities in New Yorkôs marijuana arrest crusade, as detailed in these case studies in 

this report,  are the result of targeted criminalization and structural racism ï and the same factors that 
have driven the marijuana arrest crusade have also resulted in generational wealth impacts and now, as 

this report shows, extreme disparities in the impact of COVID-19 in the same neighborhoods. 

 
We know that decades of criminalization during New Yorkôs marijuana arrest crusade have impacted 

peopleôs ability to secure housing, employment, and higher education, further exacerbating challenges 
marginalized communities faced before the pandemic and compounding efforts to survive amid the 

COVID-19 crisis. The same communities targeted by the war on drugs are the ones with the least access 
to healthcare right now, the ones grappling with decades of the economic toll from criminalization, with 
low wages, unstable housing, and the ones losing jobs and loved ones at the same time. The structural 
factors at play are wholly intertwined. 

 

Legalization provides an opportunity to invest a significant portion of marijuana tax revenue in the 
communities that bore the worst of marijuana criminalization and are now doubly pummeled by COVID -19.  

 
New Yorkers are more ready than ever to create a new paradigm for m arijuana legalization that centers 

reinvestment, equity, and justice. Given New Yorkôs appalling history with racially biased marijuana 
enforcement, we need responsible legalization that doesnôt leave out the New Yorkers targeted by 

marijuana overpolicing and is as comprehensive as the damage that has been done to communities. 

 
To legalize the right way, a significant portion of marijuana tax revenue must be reinvested in the 

communities that bore the worst of the arrest crusade and are now doubly ravaged b y COVID-19 deaths, 
job losses, and business closures. Such a move would also be responsive to budget shortfalls as a result 

of COVID-19 and the resounding calls to shift resources away from criminalization and instead invest in 

building up communities holistically, including supporting community health initiatives.  
 
Legalization must be centered in providing comprehensive restitution to New Yorkers across the state 
who have been deeply harmed by prohibition. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Introduction  

The prevalence of substantial racial disparities in marijuana arrests is well established.1 In 2018, New 

York City Comptroller Stringer released a report documenting how disparities in marijuana policing fall 
along both racial and socioeconomic lines.  

 
This research expands upon that work in two important ways:  

 
1. We explore whether the same disparities occurred in other areas of New York State, 

including Syracuse, New Rochelle, and Buffalo.  

 
2. We additionally analyzed social vulnerability and COVID-19 rates to assess whether the 

communities who have been most impacted by marijuana policing are also disproportionally 
impacted by COVID-19.  

 

New York City, New Rochelle, Syracuse, and Buffalo were selected to present a holistic picture of 
marijuana prohibition, racial inequi ties in arrests, and health disparities across the state. The four case 

studies are all in the top seven largest cities in New York State2 and were chosen to represent different 
regions within the state, as well as economic, educational, and racial diversity.  

 

In each city we identified the zip codes with the highest and lowest rates of marijuana -related arrests3 
and compared averages between the two groups on a number of indicators. For ease of reading, we use 

the terms ñhigh marijuana arrest zip codesò and ñlow marijuana arrest zip codesò to refer to these 
groupings. However, there were two exceptions to this procedure. First, due to New Rochelleôs small size, 

there were not enough zip codes to generate averages, so the data presented reflects the single zip 
codes with the highest and lowest arrest rate. Second, as the NYPD data on marijuana arrests is 

organized by precinct rather than zip code, we analyzed the data for New York City by precinct. 4  

 
Arrests and Race   

The analysis suggests that similar disparities in marijuana policing are occurring in New York City, 

Syracuse, New Rochelle, and Buffalo. In all four cities, marijuana arrests are disproportionately 
concentrated in communities of color. In Syracuse, which reports the home zip code of those arrested, 

rather than where the arrest occurred, marijuana arrests disproportionately affect those who live in 

communities of color.5 People of color are consistently over -represented in marijuana arrests, 
and areas with the highest marijuana arrest rates also  tend to have proportionally larger 

populations of color.   

 

Social Vulnerability Index 6 

The Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) is a measure created by the Centers for Disease Control that uses 15 

social factors (e.g. poverty, lack of vehicle access, crowded housing) in order to assess the ability of a 

community to prevent suffering and loss in the wake of disaster and disease. As it is difficult to assess 
the numerous impacts of COVID-19 on a community, we compared SVI scores for the high and low 

marijuana arrest zip codes in each city. High marijuana arrest areas consistently ranked higher 
on SVI scores than low marijuana arrest zip codes, indicating increased vulnerability during 

public health emergencies.  

 
Median Household Income, Poverty, and SNAP  
Across all four cities, the high marijuana arrest zip codes demonstrate more socioeconomic deprivation 
compared to the low marijuana arrest zip codes. In each city, the average poverty rate was notably 

higher among the high marijuana arrest zip codes. High marijuana arrest zip codes consistently have 



Inequitable Marijuana Criminalization, COVID-19, and Socioeconomic Disparities  4 

nearly half the median household income of the low marijuana arrest zip codes (except for New Rochelle, 
where the disparity is even greater). Across all four cities, the average percentage of families 

receiving SNAP  (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) in high  marijuana  arrest zip 
codes was at least 3 times greater than in low  marijuana  arrest zip codes.   

 
Homeownership, and Median Home Value  

Socioeconomic disparities were also evident in housing. In every cit y, we observed that high 
marijuana arrest zip codes had both lower rates of home ownerships and lower median 

home values than low  marijuana  arrest zip codes.   

 
COVID -19 Rates and Health Insurance  

Across all cities, we found higher average COVID -19 positiv ity rates among the high 
marijuana arrest zip codes compared to the low  marijuana  arrest zip codes. 7 However, it 

should be noted that we were unable to find data for three zip codes in Syracuse due to the lack of 

standardized reporting of COVID-19 data across New York State. Even so, the connection between racial 
and social inequities and COVID-19 has been thoroughly documented elsewhere.8 We also found that, on 

average, a slightly larger percentage of people under 65 are uninsured among the high  marijuana arrest 
areas than the low marijuana arrest zip codes.9 

 

Conclusion  

Despite regional differences, New York City, New Rochelle, Syracuse, and Buffalo demonstrate similar 
trends. People of color are over -represented in marijuana arrests, and high marijuana ar rest 

zip codes are characterized by larger communities of color and greater socioeconomic 
deprivation. There is also evidence to suggest that high  marijuana  arrest zip codes are more 

severely impacted by COVID -19.   
 

To follow, we provide a more detailed pi cture of each of these cities and the disparities between high and 

low marijuana arrest zip codes. 
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SYRACUSE 
 
Black people were disproportionately arrested on marijuana-related charges in Syracuse over the past ten 

years. Marijuana arrests were also concentrated among people who live in zip codes with more people of 
color, severe socioeconomic deprivation and health disparities.10 

 

Arrest Rate  

In Syracuse, marijuana enforcement is disproportionately impacting people who reside in 
certain zip codes, and Blac k residents comprise the vast majority of arrests.   

¶ The average marijuana arrest rate among the high marijuana arrest zip codes is 8.8 times higher 

than that of the low marijuana arrest zip codes (15,061 versus 1,721 per 100,000 respectively). 

¶ There were 4 times as many arrests of Black, Asian, and Native American people as there were of 

white people between 2010-2020, with Black people comprising 80% of all marijuana arrests.  

¶ The percentage of the population of color was 2.9 times larger in the high marijuana arrest zip 

codes compared to the low marijuana arrest zip codes (54.5% versus 19.1%, respectively). 11  
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Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) 12 

There was a pronounced difference in SVI scores between high and low marijuana arrest zip codes. The 

average SVI Score was 0.76 (High Vulnerability) among the high marijuana arrest zip codes, compared to 
an average of 0.44 (Low-to-Moderate Vulnerability) among the low marijuana arrest zip codes, suggesting 

that the high marijuana arrest zip codes may be more vulnerable to the widespread impacts of COVID-19.  
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Income, Poverty, and SNAP  

High marijuana arrest zip codes have notably lower median household incomes, as well as 
far higher percentages of people in poverty and families receiving SNAP, than low marijuana 

arrest zip codes.  

¶ The median household income in the high marijuana arrest zip codes is over $20,000 less than 

the median income in the low  marijuana arrest zip codes ($36,475 versus $59,932, respectively). 

¶ The average poverty rate among the high  marijuana arrest zip codes is more than double the 

poverty rate among the low marijuana arrest zip codes (31% versus 15%, respectively).   

¶ The average percentage of families receiving SNAP among the high marijuana arrest zip codes is 

2.5 times higher than among the low marijuana arrest zip codes (37% versus 14%, respectively).  
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Housing  

A comparison of high and low marijuana arrest zip codes in Syracuse suggests that 

socioeconomic disparities are also prevalent in housing.   

¶ The median home value among the high marijuana arrest zip codes is $88,100 compared to 

$133,600 among the low marijuana arrest zip codes. 

¶ Only 4 out of 10 homes are owner -occupied in high marijuana arrest zip codes, while 7 out of 10 

homes are owner-occupied in low marijuana arrest zip codes. 
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COVID-19 and Health Insurance  

We also found evidence of disparities in COVID -19 case rates and insurance coverage 

between high and low marijuana arrest zip codes, suggesting potential health disparities.   

¶ On average, a slightly higher percentage of the population under 65 is without health insurance 
in the high marijuana arrest zip codes (6%) compared to the low  marijuana arrest zip codes 

(4%), with one zip code (13224) substantially more likely to be uninsured than the rest.  

¶ While the lack of COVID-19 data for three zip codes makes it difficult to state with certainty, 

based on the current available data, the average COVID-19 case rate among the high marijuana 
arrest zip codes is nearly 4 times higher than among the low marijuana arrest zip codes (7,488 

versus 1,965 per 100,000, respectively).  
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NEW YORK CITY 
 
Our findings are consistent with the report by Comptroller Stringer on which the present study was 

based.13 The disparities in how marijuana laws are enforced in New York City reflects both racial and 
socioeconomic marginalization. Additionally, we found evidence that the areas that are disproportionately 

impacted by marijuana arrests are also experiencing health disparities and may have been more severely 

impacted by COVID-19. 

 

Arrest Rate  

Marijuana enforcement is heavily concentrated in certain New York City police precincts, and 
Black residents comprise the vast majority of arrests.   

¶ The average marijuana arrest rate among the high marijuana arrest precincts is 15 times h igher 

than that of the low marijuana arrest precincts (7,761 versus 509 per 100,000 respectively). 

¶ In marijuana arrests between 2010 and August of 2019, there were 8 times as many arrests of 

Black and Latinx people as there were of white people. 

¶ The percentage of the population of color in high marijuana arrest precincts nearly doubles low 

marijuana arrest precincts (89% versus 46%, respectively). 14  
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Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) 15 

The average SVI Score was 0.84 (High Vulnerability) among the high marijuana arrest precincts, compared 

to an average of 0.49 (Low-to-Moderate Vulnerability) among the low marijuana arrest precincts, 
suggesting that high marijuana arrest precincts experience more social vulnerability, and thus may be more 

vulnerable to the widespread impacts of COVID-19. 
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Income, Poverty, and SNAP  

High marijuana arrest precincts have notably lower median household income on average, 
as well as far higher percentages of people in poverty and families receiving SNAP, than low  
marijua na  arrest precincts.  

¶ The median household income in the high marijuana arrest precincts is half that of the median 

income in the low marijuana arrest precincts ($39,469 versus $87,405, respectively).16 

¶ The average poverty rate among the high marijuana arrest precincts is more than double the 

poverty rate among the low marijuana arrest precincts (30% versus 12% respectively).  

¶ The average percentage of families receiving SNAP among the high marijuana arrest precincts is 

more than 3 times higher than among the low marijuana arrest precincts (38% versus 11%, 

respectively).17 
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Housing  

As expected, home values were generally elevated in New York City, though disparities still 
existed between high and low marijuana arrest precincts. The disparity in the rate  of home 

ownership in high marijuana arrest precincts also suggests ongoing housing inequality.   

¶ The median home value among the high marijuana arrest precincts is $531,956 compared to 

$682,939 among the low marijuana arrest precincts.18 

¶ Only 1 out of 10 ho mes are owner-occupied in high marijuana arrest precincts, while 5 out of 10 

homes are owner-occupied in low marijuana arrest precincts.19  
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COVID-19 and Health Insurance  

We also found evidence of disparities in COVID -19 positivity and death rates, a nd insurance 

coverage between high and low marijuana arrest precincts, suggesting potential health 
disparities.   

¶ On average, a slightly higher percentage of the population under 65 is without health insurance in 

the high marijuana arrest precincts (9.5%) c ompared to the low marijuana arrest precincts (6.1%). 20 

¶ Based on the current available data, high marijuana arrest precincts had, on average, slightly higher 

COVID-19 positivity rates and notably higher death rates than among the low marijuana arrest 

precincts. 

 

 
 


