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If you’re poor in America, good luck
getting medical marijuana
Emily Gray Brosious
December 5, 2016: 11:22 AM CT
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________________________________________________________

Due to federal law, patients who stand to
beneﬁt the most from cannabis treatment
often can’t afford it.
________________________________________________________
Medical marijuana is now legal in 28 states and the District of Columbia, but as far as
the federal government is concerned, the drug has no legitimate medical use. Federal
programs such as Medicare and Medicaid, which provide health insurance to low
income and elderly Americans, do not cover the costs of medical cannabis. Neither do
private insurers.
Despite major medical marijuana reforms across the country in recent years, patient
access remains largely deﬁned by economic status.

download .zip

report error or abuse

16 Jul 2017 02:10:27 UTC

Illinois resident and medical cannabis patient Maryjo Piper knows this reality all too
well.
Piper lives with severe injury-related pain, permanent nerve damage, post-traumatic
stress disorder, depression and anxiety.
“I was on fentanyl, oxycodone, so much garbage before, and all it did was give me more
pain,” she told Extract in an interview. “I can tell you, with marijuana it’s like night and
day for me. It’s like having your life back again. All the constant pain ﬁring off in my arm
stopped. It was so amazing to feel that way.”
Because of her injuries, Piper can’t lift her arms or physically work. She relies fully on
disability beneﬁts for income. But disability beneﬁts are limited, and medical marijuana
is expensive.
“Marijuana is a safe and better alternative to all these drugs that are destroying me,”
she said. “I can get the pills for nothing — and now there’s a safer, healthier alternative,
but I can’t afford it.”
Unfortunately, Piper’s experience is not uncommon. One of the biggest obstacles
patients seeking medical cannabis in the U.S. face today is the ﬁnancial burden caused,
in large part, by legal disconnects between state and federal policy.
As it stands, medical marijuana patients must pay out-of-pocket for the entire cost of
their medication. And it doesn’t come cheap. Depending on a patient’s medical
condition and how much cannabis they need, the drug can easily cost hundreds of
dollars each month.
According to November 2016 Illinois program data, 6,829 individuals purchased a
total of 193,204 grams of dry cannabis during the month. That comes out to roughly 1
ounce per patient, not including concentrates or infused products. The average price
per ounce was just over $340.
For patients like Ron Masur, who relies entirely on Social Security Disability Insurance
beneﬁts of approximately $950 each month, those prices are severely prohibitive.
Masur, 54, lives in the Chicago suburb of Melrose Park. He started using medical
cannabis in 2008 to ease his post-operative chronic pain and ﬁbromyalgia symptoms.
He was living in Michigan at that time.
“I was on opiates for over 30 years, off and on, and it just got to be too much,” he told
Extract. “The combinations of some of those, they could kill you. After a while, the
opiates were doing nothing. They were just feeding an opiate addiction. I would get no
pain relief, and when I didn’t have them the pain would increase a bit more.”
Like Piper and many others, he was both amazed by the pain relief medical cannabis
provided him and overwhelmed by the monthly costs of the drug, particularly the costs
in Illinois.
Masur receives a small retail discount at FloraMedex, a medical cannabis dispensary in
Elmwood Park, which helps him get by each month. But often times, he still can’t afford
to buy enough medicine to properly subdue his symptoms.
________________________________________________________
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“A good portion of people who come in are low income or on disability,” Jared Boyar,
agent in charge of FloraMedex, told Extract. “We offer a 10 percent discount to
military veterans and people on disability. We just think it’s the right thing to do.”
Other medical cannabis retailers across the state, such as suburban Chicago
dispensary Midwest Compassion Center (MCC) in Romeoville, are also making efforts
to increase affordability for patients.
MCC recently launched a “ﬂash-sale” app to offer low-income patients deep discounts
on bulk cannabis purchases.
“Many of our patients have a hard time affording their cannabis medication,” MCC
partner William Hollander said. “Since cannabis is not FDA approved, it is not covered
by a patient’s insurance carrier. Additionally, a lot of our patients are living on disability
or a ﬁxed income. Asking our patients to pay cash out of pocket for their cannabis is
very burdensome and costly.”
This problem isn’t unique to Illinois. Patients across the country struggle to cover the
costs of their medicine. They are often unable to work due to severe health conditions,
and many struggle to afford basic necessities, let alone medical cannabis.
Several facets of Illinois’ medical marijuana program do drive costs up relative to other
states, however.
“Everything about this program hampers low-income individuals,” medical cannabis
patient advocate and public speaker Kirsten Velasco told Extract. “The patients in this
program are pioneers. Only the most desperate, determined and ﬁnancially capable
have made it through the gauntlet.”
Illinois patients seeking medical cannabis treatment must ﬁrst ﬁnd a doctor willing to
sign and send their certiﬁcation form, and Velasco says many doctors won’t do it. Some
patients end up making multiple trips to different doctors’ ofﬁces before ﬁnding one
that is willing to consider certifying them for the drug.
Illinois also requires all program applicants to pay for ﬁngerprinting. The company
Accurate Biometrics charges medical cannabis patients $62 for ﬁngerprinting services.
On top of that, the state charges applicants $250 for a medical marijuana registration
card, which is good for three years. Veterans and low-income applicants pay a reduced
fee of $125 for a three-year card.
Another factor driving costs up for Illinois patients is that medical dispensary prices
closely reﬂect black-market prices in order to disincentivize illegal resale. And because
marijuana is not legal for recreational use in Illinois, an ounce of cannabis costs about
$100 more than it does in states like Colorado where the drug has been legalized for
adult use.
Illinois also doesn’t allow patients to grow their own cannabis at home.

Even if the state did alter some of its pricier program elements, patients would likely
continue to struggle with monthly out-of-pocket cannabis costs. Ultimately, many
patients won’t be able to afford the drug until health insurance companies cover it.
That isn’t likely to happen without approval from the Food and Drug Administration,
and the agency’s recent refusal to legitimize medical cannabis doesn’t bode well for the
chances of it happening any time soon.
“I ﬁnd it so enraging and infuriating that I can be handed a prescription of high-dose
narcotics, take it to my pharmacy and they just ﬁll me up with them, yet I’m sitting here
going backwards trying to ﬁgure out how to keep myself above water … with the cost
of medical cannabis to the patients, along with all the fees attached,” an Illinois medical
cannabis patient who asked to remain anonymous told Extract.
She lives in subsidized housing and says her building management company sends
reminders to tenants that they cannot possess or consume medical cannabis of any
form inside their residences, regardless of state law. She’s afraid of using her name and
risking eviction. And due to her ﬁnancial limitations, she sometimes has to go weeks at
a time without this medicine.
“I can only sit here and hope that anything I say or do to get my story or my
experiences out to people could possibly help somebody and make all my suffering and
struggles worth it,” she said.
________________________________________________________
Editor’s note: An earlier version of this story incorrectly referred to Jared Boyar as the owner of
FloraMedex. Boyar is the agent in charge of the dispensary, not the owner, and this post has been
edited to correct the error.
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