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Facts
In November of 1996, California voters passed Proposition 215, the Compassionate Use Act.  Proposition 215, in effect, allowed seriously ill patients and their caregivers to possess and cultivate marijuana legally if the patient’s physician recommended such treatment.  Pursuant to Proposition 215, Jeffrey Jones established the Oakland Cannabis Buyers’ Cooperative (OCBC).  The OCBC is a non-profit organization whose goal is “to provide seriously ill patients with safe access to necessary medicine so that these individuals do not have to resort to the streets, thereby exposing themselves to criminal elements and products of dubious quality.”  The OCBC was also designated as the agent in charge of administering the City of Oakland’s medical cannabis distribution program. 
On January 9, 1998, the federal government brought a suit, seeking an injunction against OCBC, claiming that the use, manufacture, and distribution of marijuana is illegal under a federal law, the Controlled Substances Act (18 U.S.C. §801).  According to the Food and Drug Administration, marijuana is a Schedule I controlled substance that has not met certain medicinal standards to be declared safe.  In May of 1998, U.S. District Judge Charles Breyer of the Northern District of California (brother of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer) issued a preliminary injunction, closing the OCBC.
Because the OCBC continued to operate and distribute marijuana, the trial court held them in civil contempt.  On October 16, 1998, the District Court issued an order denying the OCBC’s motion to modify the injunction in order to allow marijuana distribution to those with a “medical necessity.”  On September 9, 1999, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, in a per curium opinion, reversed the district court’s denial of the motion to modify the injunction.  The Court of Appeals on remand instructed the District Court that seriously ill patients with a medical necessity could be shielded from federal law.
On remand, the District Court reaffirmed that the OCBC was enjoined from manufacturing, distributing, or possessing marijuana as originally decided, but in accordance with the Court of Appeals’ decision, could provide marijuana to the seriously ill.  The U.S. Supreme Court (7-1) then issued an order preventing the OCBC from distributing marijuana while the federal government pursued its appeal. Justice Breyer recused himself from the case.  On July 27, 2000, the U.S. Supreme Court granted certiorari in this case.
Issue
Whether in a lawsuit brought by the federal government to prohibit the distribution of marijuana under the Controlled Substances Act, the federal District Court had the power to create an exemption for patients who could demonstrate a “medical necessity” for marijuana..


Arguments for United States
Congress has unquestionably assigned the determination of whether the manufacturing and distribution of marijuana for medicinal purposes should be approved to the Attorney General and the Secretary of Health and Human Services.  Congress’ intention was not to leave the determination of marijuana’s lawful usage in the hands of individual courts or private organizations like the OCBC.
By allowing the of medical necessity, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals has undermined the enforcement of federal drug laws.  The decision has opened the door for opportunists to claim the defense of medical necessity at the expense of enforcing the nation’s health and safety laws.
The legislative intent of the CSA is clear in the explicit language of the law.  Congress did not intend to make the defense of necessity available.  First, CSA has a closed system of distribution of Schedule I controlled substances like marijuana.  The only physicians and pharmacies allowed to dispense Schedule I controlled substances are under the supervision of strictly controlled research projects registered with the DEA and FDA.  In addition, there are established statutory procedures that individuals must follow when presenting changes in scientific knowledge concerning marijuana, in hopes of removing its classification from a Schedule I controlled substance.
Arguments for Cannabis Cooperative & Jones
The issue being contested is not ripe for review by the U.S. Supreme Court.  The government should wait until the Court of Appeals has had an opportunity to review the district court’s amended injunction.  Without the review of the district court’s modification after remand, the U.S. Supreme Court has an incomplete record on which to base its decision.  This piecemeal review will result in an injustice in the administration of justice.
There is nothing in the legislative history of the Controlled Substances Act (CSA) that supports the argument that Congress intended to bar the district courts from incorporating a medical necessity exception in an injunction that would otherwise prevent seriously ill and dying individuals from obtaining marijuana for medicinal purposes.
The defense of medical necessity of marijuana is not inconsistent with the definition of marijuana as a Schedule I controlled substance.  The classification of a Schedule I controlled substance requires that the “substance has no accepted medical use in treatment.”  The classification of marijuana as having “no accepted medical use in treatment” applies to the general public.  This definition is not the same as requiring a“medical necessity.”  Medical necessity involves a specific patient, which is distinct from the general public.  The treatment may not be generally accepted, but could still be effective on an individualized basis.
Majority
(Thomas, J., delivered the opinion of the Court, in which Rehnquist, C.J., and O’Connor, Scalia, and Kennedy, J.J., joined)
The Controlled Substances Act does not contain a medical necessity defense.  The language of the Act is clear.  The only exception to the prohibition on manufacturing and distributing marijuana is with Government approved research projects.  
Whether the Attorney General or in this case Congress, classifies marijuana as a Schedule I substance is irrelevant.  The Act consistently treats all Schedule I drugs alike.  There is no reason to think that because Congress placed marijuana as a Schedule I substance that it should be subject to fewer restrictions than those by the Attorney General.
The argument by OCBC that even though marijuana has “no currently accepted medical use” it may still have medical benefits is without merit.  The Act contains no exception whereby marijuana has a medicinal use.  The absence of an exception was not an accident, but a purposeful determination made by Congress to exclude marijuana from any medical benefits.
The District Court, as a court sitting in equity has the discretion to enforce injunctive relief.  Their discretion, however, does not give them the liberty to override Congress’ policy choice.  Congress in enacting the legislation already balanced the advantages and disadvantages of allowing a medical necessity exception and decided against it.  This consideration was not one that needed to be considered again by the District Court in modifying the injunctive relief. 
Concurring
(Stevens, J., filed an opinion concurring in the judgment, in which Souter and Ginsburg, J.J., joined) (Breyer, J. took no part in the consideration or decision of the case)
The holding is a narrow one – medical necessity is not a defense to manufacturing and distributing marijuana under the Substance Control Act.  The overly broad language of the Court may be misleading in two respects:

This decision is limited to distributors of marijuana who claim a medical necessity defense.  It does not suggest that the defense of medical necessity is unavailable for anyone other than distributors under the Act, like those who are seriously ill and have no other alternative methods of medical treatment.  
The Court’s suggestion that medical necessity can never be used as a defense to a federal statute that has expressly ruled it out as an exception is dictum.  Their doubts on this issue are not for the Court to decide because it is beyond the scope of the issue to be resolved on certiorari.
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