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This report is a photo essay exploring the businesses, nonprofits, collectives, and consumer 
flow of medical marijuana in Santa Cruz County. Santa Cruz is home to the first nonprofit medical 
marijuana collective in the United States, the Wo/Manís Alliance for Medical Marijuana. Though 
medical marijuana is illegal under federal law, President Barack Obama gave leeway to individual 
states and counties in 2009 to legislate the issue. Medical marijuana is decriminalized in Santa Cruz, 
which has given rise to a variety of businesses involved in the production and distribution of cannabis: 
collectives, dispensaries, cannabis testing facilities, and nonprofits. This photo essay visits a spectrum 
of these businesses to provide insight and visual exploration of the face of decriminalized medical 
cannabis in Santa Cruz County today.
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Marijuana, used for thousands of years as food, fiber, oil, and medicine, is currently 1. 
illegal under United States federal law. However, in October 2009, President Barack 
Obama directed federal lawyers and agencies to ease prosecution of medical marijuana 
patients in the 14 states where use of medicinal cannabis is legal with a doctor’s 
prescription. This action has allowed dispensaries, growers, and other marijuana-
industry-related non-profit businesses to flourish under the current laws of Santa Cruz 
County.
An interior garden, called a “grow,” benefiting patients of the Wo/Men’s Alliance for 2. 
Medical Marijuana (WAMM) in Santa Cruz. This room holds over 400 flowering plants. 
Lights are on a 12-hour time cycle and the air is kept humid for maximum output.
SC Laboratories is an organic analytical laboratory that tests cannabis for microbial 3. 
and pesticide contamination and potency profiling for THC (tetrahydrocannabinol) and 
CBD (cannabidiol), among other endogenously occurring cannabinoids. 
Local dispensaries and collectives as well as growers submit samples to the lab, which 4. 
tests them and vouches for their purity and cannabinoid content. 
Samples are weighed and then dried in a vacuum oven. The resultant samples are mixed 5. 
with distilled water to control the precise amount of dried product in each sample.
The samples are mixed with solvents, then various equipment, including a polymerase-6. 
chain reactor, is used to test for pesticides. Comparison with known compounds 
provides the cannabinoid profile.
Santa Cruz County may soon require this testing for all medicinal cannabis. In the 7. 
meantime, several collectives voluntarily pay for the service of testing and profiling 
their products in order to safeguard and inform their patients.
The Boulder Creek Collective is one example of a dispensary. Members must obtain a 8. 
prescription from a physician before paying a yearly membership fee to belong to the 
collective. Many Santa Cruz dispensaries are involved in community service, such as 
this food drive bin for Valley Churches located just outside the seedling room in the 
lobby.
Dispensaries provide not only dried marijuana to their patients, but also sell starter 9. 
seedlings for members with a license to grow their own marijuana. 
Patients commonly refer to the marijuana or cannabis they obtain as their “medicine.”10. 
At the Boulder Creek Collective, the amount of medicine available for purchase by 11. 
patients is controlled. This helps them to keep the cost of medicine down and prevents 
reselling. Reselling occurs when licensed marijuana patients purchase medicine at a 
dispensary and then illegally resell it to unlicensed users in the community. 
Granny Purps Dispensary is another example of a dispensary in Santa Cruz County. 12. 
When a patient visits the collective, they go through a check-in process. The attendants 
check for a valid ID and prescription, then use a metal detector to screen patients. Cell 
phones must be left in the waiting room.
Granny Purps, like other dispensaries, sells seedlings (clones). 13. 
A counter attendant discusses symptoms and medicine with a patient. There are two 14. 
common strains of cannabis, indica and sativa. Attendants recommend indica for pain 
relief as well as sleep disturbances and anxiety. Sativa is recommended for daytime use, 
but each patient usually takes time to test and find the right blend of indica and sativa 
to alleviate their symptoms.
Many patients prefer not to smoke their medicine to ease damage to the lungs. A wide 15. 



variety of cookies, brownies, bars, candies, balms, tinctures, oils, butters, and even ice 
cream are available at this and most dispensaries as “edibles.”
The Wo/Men’s Alliance for Medical Marijuana (WAMM) operates somewhat differently 16. 
from other dispensaries. This is the WAMM outdoor garden during spring planting.
WAMM was the first medicinal marijuana collective in the United States and operates 17. 
much more like a classic collective, with members contributing what they can in terms 
of operating costs, administrative work, production, baking, and gardening. They hold 
garden workdays every Wednesday and Saturday, and members are encouraged to 
volunteer their time to help produce medicine for collective members.
Marijuana use at the garden is casual but sanitary. Everyone rolls their own joints or 18. 
smokes their own pipe, to prevent the spread of communicable diseases.
Many of the collective’s members are too ill to work in the garden or to smoke 19. 
marijuana. Members grind marijuana into a fine flour, used for baking edibles.Those 
who can still make it to the garden contribute where they can, even if they can no longer 
dig planting holes or wield a shovel.

Collective members perform a first-pass grind on several large trash bags of dried 20. 
marijuana using blenders. The precise location of the garden, in the mountains above 
Santa Cruz, is carefully guarded to prevent intruders.
Marijuana seedlings rest in neat rows in the WAMM garden greenhouse. Early 21. 
April is still too chilly and these plants too small yet to go into the ground. Planting will 
commence in a few more weeks, again with all of the work done by collective members 
on a volunteer basis.

Valerie Corral is the founder and director of WAMM. After a car accident left her with 22. 
severe epilepsy, she found that marijuana use prevented and eased her seizures. She 
founded WAMM in 1993 to help other patients acquire medicine. Since then, over 200 
WAMM members have died of the illnesses that led them to seek out WAMM. Corral 
has been at the deathbed of most of these.
WAMM holds weekly member’s meetings where patients receive medicine, discuss 23. 
collective operating business, and socialize.

Members make up the difference in their volunteer work and the amount of 24. 
medicine they receive by paying money, but volunteering service is stressed among the 
members.
The marijuana from this indoor grow will help sustain the medicinal needs of 25. 
WAMM members while their outdoor garden plants are maturing.

A somber but important part of weekly WAMM meetings is the honoring of those 26. 
who have recently died. Sean David Thayer died on April 21st, 2011, from complications 
from a brain tumor. Valerie Corral was with him when he died.
Used as a recreational drug by some, marijuana also services legitimate medical 27. 
patients with pharmaceutical resistances as well as symptoms not treated by other 
drugs. As more and more states move to legalize, complex market forces will come to 
bear on the business of providing this medicine to the people who use it.
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