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Praise for A Guide to Medical Cannabis



“The right to use and cultivate cannabis should be supported and protected. Chances are you or someone you care about could benefit from cannabis for managing a condition. A Guide to Medical Cannabis offers an in-depth look at the plant’s medicinal benefits and addresses many common questions about marijuana.”


Ed Rosenthal, cultivation expert, author and advocate


“This amazing book meaningfully tells you everything you need to know about cannabis and how to use it to achieve homeostasis in many different ways. I have never seen such a well-written and thoughtfully put together book on cannabis, our human connection to the plant and its history. All humans experience pain in their lives, and reading this book it becomes clear that cannabis can help almost all of us in so many wonderful ways. Thank you for writing this, our community needed it!”


Joshua D. Kesselman, founder and CEO, RAW


“A Guide to Medical Cannabis neatly accomplishes an almost impossible task: how to explain the legal, botanical and therapeutic complexities of cannabis—one of Mother Nature’s most valuable gifts. It is an excellent guide for beginners, as well as deepening the knowledge of longtime cannabis advocates.


The book is notable for the wide range of research sources it presents, incorporating the first-hand experience of cannabis activists and patient collectives as well as the latest peer-reviewed scientific studies. In A Guide to Medical Cannabis, you will find crucial information currently unavailable anywhere else. I have studied cannabis my entire life and still learned new things about the most valuable plant on the planet.”


Steve DeAngelo, cannabis activist, educator and entrepreneur; author of The Cannabis Manifesto and Founder of Harborside Health Center and Last Prisoner Project


“This insightful book traces the journey of cannabis from ancient origins to modern therapeutic use. A must-read for anyone seeking to understand the plant’s biology, medical applications and legal considerations. It offers practical guidance and expert knowledge in an accessible format for all.”


JM Balbuena, CMO of Prime Harvest Inc., author of The Successful Canna-preneur, filmmaker and entrepreneur


“I am a long-time believer of the medical benefits of cannabis. I’ve seen it with my own eyes and heard so many stories from people of all walks of life about how using cannabis helped to heal and reduce their suffering, sometimes even saving their lives! Please read this book, you may be able to help yourself or, better yet, help your loved ones!”


Tommy Chong, comedian, actor, musician and activist


“Javier and Nicolás have written the book on medical cannabis I’ve always wanted to read. They expertly weave in personal anecdotes, expert analysis and deep industry expertise to make this book a must for anyone in the cannabis industry or interested in learning more about it.”


Jeremy Berke, founder and EIC, Cultivated Media
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Foreword


Before its criminalization in 1937, cannabis was an accepted medicine in the USA. In the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century, more than one hundred scientific papers were written about its therapeutic uses. In the 1850s it was added to the US Pharmacopoeia, a dictionary of the effective medications that doctors used. One of the leading voices against criminalization in the 1930s was the American Medical Association. Cannabis was criminalized not for health reasons, but due to racist hysteria and competing commercial interests. In the 1940s it was stripped from the US Pharmacopoeia. The Federal Bureau of Narcotics, headed by Harry Anslinger, put tremendous pressure on US physicians to become part of the anti-cannabis hysteria he was creating. Sadly, our nation’s physicians willingly complied. One consequence of this acquiescence, along with a tremendous propaganda effort of the US government to demonize cannabis, is that cannabis as a whole, and particularly medicinal cannabis, has been increasingly misunderstood by both healthcare providers and the public at large.


In A Guide to Medical Cannabis, Nicolás and Javier provide us with a timely remedy to these decades of misinformation. Their extensive experience provides a comprehensive resource for those seeking evidence-based information on the natural benefits of medicinal cannabis for health and wellness. Their combined expertise in high-level cannabis businesses, research and innovation, policy, advocacy, and entrepreneurship has shaped a book that not only provides scientific insights and practical guidance from experts and caretakers alike, but also explores the socioeconomic, philosophical, and cultural dimensions of cannabis, empowering readers to make informed decisions. This is critical as one cannot fully understand the science of cannabis medicine without also understanding the social context in which this science was conducted.


Nicolás Jose Rodriguez is a policy analyst and journalist with a robust academic background. His diverse career includes international development, policy analysis, and legal cannabis cultivation. His broad experience provides a potent background from which to deliver a critical examination of the power dynamics and regulatory frameworks that historically have governed cannabis. This helps us uncover how societal discourse and institutional control have influenced the industry’s evolution. Nicolás’s work challenges conventional narratives and seeks to empower individuals and communities by reclaiming agency over cannabis-related knowledge and practices.


Javier Hasse, an award-winning reporter, and editor, has brought unparalleled expertise in the legal cannabis industry from its very inception. As the head of content for Benzinga and CEO of El Planteo, he has been at the forefront of pivotal discussions that have shaped this growing industry. Javier’s extensive network of professionals, many of whom were interviewed for this book, and his advocacy for legal access to cannabis have provided him with deep insights into the industry’s dynamics. He has interviewed thousands of stakeholders, and has covered a broad scope of issues including environmental impact, economic growth and finance, the latest scientific research and innovation, and the more concrete aspects of the industry by engaging with hundreds of entrepreneurs to understand cannabis from the inside. This extensive coverage and participation make Javier an invaluable contributor to this guide, offering readers a thorough understanding of the ever-shifting cannabis landscape.


Together, Nicolás and Javier bring a unique blend of academic rigor, policy analysis, and hands-on industry experience that makes them the perfect team to author this book. Their comprehensive approach ensures that readers receive a well-rounded perspective on medicinal cannabis, supported by a wealth of knowledge and firsthand insights. In this guide, they cover vital topics such as the use of cannabis for insomnia, neurological disorders, inflammatory bowel disease, as well as for various mental health issues. This is all done with an emphasis on how to use cannabis safely and effectively. This guide stands out as an essential resource for anyone looking to navigate the complexities of cannabis use for health and wellness, informed by two experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring and advocating for the potential of this remarkable plant.




Dr. Peter Grinspoon is a primary care physician, educator, and cannabis specialist at Massachusetts General Hospital; an instructor at Harvard Medical School; and a certified health and wellness coach. He is the author of Seeing Through the Smoke: A Cannabis Specialist Untangles the Truth About Marijuana (Prometheus Books, 2023), as well as the groundbreaking memoir Free Refills: A Doctor Confronts His Addiction. He is a board member of the advocacy group Doctors for Cannabis Regulation. He is also a TEDx speaker and commonly lectures on the topics of cannabis, psychedelics, addiction, opioids, and physician health.







Introduction


Lately, everybody is talking about cannabis, but there are many ways to approach the cannabis plant: commercially, professionally, out of curiosity, or for cultural reasons.


For us, the women caregivers of Mamá Cultiva Argentina, our approach to cannabis as a medicine stemmed from necessity.


Mamá Cultiva Argentina (MCA) is a non-profit organization established by caregivers who faced the limitations of traditional medicine. We advocate for the legal cultivation and therapeutic use of cannabis, providing education, support, and resources.


Our journey began with a long clinical pilgrimage, moving from one consultation to another, searching in vain for solutions to chronic symptoms that conventional medicine either couldn’t adequately address or did so with treatments that brought about adverse side effects.


This lack of answers in traditional medicine led us to seek alternatives, and cannabis became that therapeutic option. The process was fraught with obstacles, though: we had to debunk myths and demonstrate the impact of cannabis on the quality of life of our families.


Cannabis became the therapeutic tool we had sought for years, becoming an ally for those of us who provide care.


The ability to cultivate, harvest, and process the plant ourselves empowered us. We became self-reliant, no longer dependent on purchasing power, pharmacies, or even doctors. We trusted our observations, learned from those who resisted prohibition before us, and found autonomy and knowledge, forming networks of support and expertise.


This plant not only improved our well-being, it also changed our relationship with health and illness.


We became architects of our families’ wellness, helping those beyond our immediate circles. From elderly neighbors alleviating arthritis symptoms to cancer patients finding comfort in their final days, cannabis proved invaluable.


We studied its history, biochemistry, and relationship with our bodies, shedding prejudices and fears. We moved from passive patients to active advocates, fighting against prohibition with information and education.


We expanded and also began to help people beyond our intimate circles in our neighborhoods: the elderly neighbor who improved her arthritis symptoms and was able to stop using a cane, regaining mobility; the neighbor with cancer who spent his last days without suffering … This plant not only helps us live better, it also helps us die better, and that is something invaluable.


Knowledge, like cannabis cuttings, must be shared to be preserved. We had to change lawmakers’ minds to make this vision a reality, emphasizing human rights and the economy of caregiving.


This book is another seed, allowing readers to understand this remarkable plant from all angles. It serves as a gateway for those new to cannabis to dismantle myths and fears, and for those already familiar to deepen their knowledge. By understanding its applications and potential, we hope to further the end of prohibition.


The book begins with an exploration of cannabis’s ancient origins and modern re-emergence, detailing its biology and key compounds like THC and CBD, and the workings of the endocannabinoid system.


It transitions to addressing the social stigma of cannabis and its medical transformation, illustrating the shift from taboo to therapeutic use. Middle chapters delve into cannabis’s therapeutic applications for various conditions, including chronic pain, cancer, neurological disorders, mental health issues, sleep disorders, glaucoma, and inflammatory bowel disease.


Practical guidance on safe usage, legal considerations, and a look into the future of medical cannabis round out the book. Embarking on this journey has transformed us, and we hope it transforms those who read this book.


We encourage self-observation and the improvement of practices, exercising sovereignty over our bodies. This guide synthesizes all the essential knowledge we had to seek out, offering a necessary guide for those starting their journey with this therapeutic tool.


We celebrate and support the publication of this book, seeing it as another step in the global fight for the liberation of this plant, which challenges the medical system and our definition of health, helping a society in need of healing.


Welcome, and let yourself be embraced by this plant, from which we still have much to discover.




       By Valeria Salech, Founder of Mamá Cultiva Argentina (MCA)
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What is cannabis?


Cannabis is a plant found all over the world. Its history intersects with politics, economics, criminal justice, the arts, and, of course, health and medicine. The plant is rich with a variety of compounds—including cannabinoids, terpenes, and flavonoids—that give it a powerful therapeutic potential. These distinct groups of chemical compounds interact with the human body in complex and beneficial ways.


Cannabinoids are the most well-known group of these compounds. A few examples include:




	THC (tetrahydrocannabinol)


	CBN (cannabinol)


	CBG (cannabigerol)


	CBD (cannabidiol)





Cannabinoids are the primary active ingredient in cannabis. They can significantly affect the mind and body, offering relief from pain, aiding in sleep, and potentially improving mental health conditions. These molecules interact with the body’s endocannabinoid system (ECS), binding to receptors that influence various physiological processes.


Terpenes are aromatic oils found across the plant kingdom, and contribute to the scent profiles of many herbs, fruits, and, of course, cannabis. A few examples include:




	myrcene


	limonene


	pinene





Common cannabis terpenes not only define the unique aroma of each strain but also modulate its effects. For example, limonene is known for its mood-enhancing properties, while myrcene is reputed for its sedative effects. As such, terpenes can influence the therapeutic benefits of cannabis.


Flavonoids are responsible for the vivid colors in fruits, vegetables, and flowers, including cannabis. A few examples are:




	quercetin


	kaempferol


	cannflavin A





They add another layer of complexity to the medicinal profile of cannabis. With antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, flavonoids contribute to the health benefits of cannabis, from reducing oxidative stress to combating inflammation.


The evolution of medicinal cannabis has led to the development of pharmaceuticals and tailored strains, each designed to maximize specific therapeutic outcomes. This specialization mirrors the intricacies of wine production, where the subtle nuances of grapes contribute to a wine’s unique profile. Just as winemakers extract the best qualities from grapes to create a variety of wines, cannabis producers isolate and combine these plant compounds to develop both premium experiences and targeted treatments.


However, cannabis goes a step further, offering not just a range of sensory experiences but also tailored medicinal benefits. Together, cannabinoids, terpenes, and flavonoids are metabolites—substances produced through metabolism within the cannabis plant. These molecules play critical roles in the plant’s growth, defense, and reproduction, while also offering a range of therapeutic benefits to humans.


The entourage effect


This synergy, often referred to as the “entourage effect,” suggests that the medicinal potential of cannabis is most effectively harnessed when these compounds are used together, rather than isolated.


By understanding and manipulating the concentrations of these metabolites, scientists and cultivators can create cannabis products that target particular health issues more effectively, marking a significant advancement in how we approach plant-based medicine.


This sophisticated understanding of the biochemistry of cannabis is the foundation for its growing acceptance and use in modern medical practice, offering hope for those suffering from a wide array of conditions and enhancing the quality of life for patients worldwide.


Is hemp cannabis? Is cannabis hemp?


The distinction between “hemp” and “cannabis” within the Cannabis genus (or family) is crucial for understanding their different applications, as well as legal implications and cultural significance.


The distinction is predominantly legal and centers around the concentration of tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the psychotropic compound in the plant. A psychotropic substance is defined as any chemical agent that affects the central nervous system, influencing brain function and resulting in alterations in perception, mood, consciousness, cognition, or behavior.


Internationally, industrial hemp is generally defined by its low THC content. For instance, the legal threshold in the USA is up to 0.3 percent THC, following the 2018 Farm Bill.


This legal definition, however, doesn’t fully encapsulate the plant’s therapeutic potential. For example, industrial hemp seeds, cultivated with less than 0.3 percent THC, have been praised for their health benefits due to their content of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids, essential for heart health and reducing inflammation.1 Yet, this categorization raises questions: if consuming hemp benefits someone’s health, does it then become medicinal?


The lines blur further with the use of cannabis for both medical and recreational purposes. For instance, a person might be prescribed medical-grade cannabis oil, akin to a pharmaceutical product, but also find similar benefits from brownies purchased for recreational use. What if they enjoy these brownies with their friends and that brings them joy? Is that a medicinal or a recreational use? The social aspect of consuming these products with friends adds another layer of complexity to their classification.


Table 1.1   Key definitions








	Cannabis

	Plant with greater than 0.3% THC (in most countries, however definitions vary going down to 0.2% in some cases and up to 1% in other countries)






	Hemp

	Plant with less than 0.3% THC (in most countries, however definitions vary going down to 0.2% in some cases and up to 1% in other countries)






	THC

	A psychotropic cannabinoid in cannabis






	CBD

	A non-psychotropic cannabinoid most commonly derived from hemp









Expanding on this ambiguity, consider the claims made about CBD derived from hemp, which include reducing anxiety and potential cancer prevention, despite the lack of conclusive scientific proof for many such claims.


The classification of cannabis use as either medical or recreational further complicates when considering individual experiences and benefits derived from the plant. The broad range of applications, from industrial to therapeutic, challenges the binary notion of cannabis solely as a medical or recreational substance.


The legal distinction: THC concentration and classification


Cannabis, hemp, and hops probably share a common ancestor, which branched off into different groups more than 20 million years ago. Research suggests cannabis developed during the Pleistocene’s warmer periods, which lasted from 2.59 million to about 11,700 years ago, aligning with the Paleolithic era. This time also saw the evolution of early humans, Homo erectus and Homo habilis.


In distinguishing between the varieties of the Cannabis genus,2 morphology and physical characteristics play a crucial role, especially when identifying industrial hemp grown for fiber, hemp cultivated for seeds, and cannabis plants bred for medical dispensaries.


Industrial hemp,3 utilized primarily for its fiber in the production of textiles, rope, and other materials, typically exhibits a tall, slender growth pattern, often reaching heights of up to 4 meters.


Cannabis plants available in medical dispensaries, meanwhile, are often bred for their therapeutical components and exhibit a bushier, more compact morphology to maximize flower production. These plants are typically shorter and may have more foliage than their industrial hemp counterparts, focusing on bud development which contains the majority of the plant’s therapeutical components, such as cannabinoids and terpenes.


This diversity in physical appearance and growth patterns reflects the specific uses each plant type has been cultivated for, ranging from industrial applications to nutritional purposes and medical use, underscoring the versatility of the Cannabis family.


From ancient medicine to countercultural symbol: Legislating nature


From being a cornerstone of ancient medicine to a symbol of countercultural rebellion, cannabis has played diverse roles throughout history, intersecting with societal norms, economic interests, and the legal landscape. Yet despite the challenges of prohibition, cannabis has remained resilient, and countercultural movements have maintained an interest in its medicinal benefits and contested widespread myths about it.


Cannabis distinguishes itself from other crops (such as grape, soy, and corn) and pharmaceutical products (for example, ibuprofen), not only because of its versatile applications but through the unique culture that has blossomed around it. The plant has become a symbol of resilience and rebellion, resonating with countercultural movements and individuals seeking alternative lifestyles or medicinal solutions.


Cannabis culture represents more than just a preference for a particular substance; it embodies a diverse community of enthusiasts, patients, artists, and activists who share a common interest in the plant’s multifaceted nature.


As cannabis continues to shape our cultural and legal landscapes, it invites us to reconsider our perspectives and policies, heralding a future where we embrace the full spectrum of its possibilities.


A journey of resilience


Cannabis’s long history is closely tied to changes in the Earth’s weather, including the Ice Ages. As the ice moved, cannabis was forced into small, isolated areas, which may have led to the creation of new types of cannabis plants over time.


The ability of the cannabis plant to adapt facilitated its spread, and today it grows throughout the world. As human society evolved, cannabis was integrated into different agricultural practices and it adapted further to new environments. Distinct genetic lineages, such as C. sativa and C. indica, emerged from a combination of human cultivation and natural selection.


Furthermore, indirect archeological evidence found in ancient pollen and through genetic studies offers insights into cannabis’s evolutionary path, suggesting it originated in the temperate latitudes of Eurasia. This theory is supported by the pioneering work of Russian botanist Nikolai Vavilov, who identified this region as a center of cannabis diversity and observed cannabis as a “weedy camp follower” near human settlements.


In the early Bronze Age (around 3300 to 1200 BCE), cannabis spread across Eurasia, and by the Iron Age (from 1200 to 600 BCE) it had reached Western Asia and Europe. This era marks a pivotal period in human history as societies developed metalworking skills and established trade routes, facilitating the exchange of goods, ideas, and agricultural practices, including cannabis. The presence of cannabis in these ancient cultures underscores its significance as a resource for textiles and potentially medicinal purposes.


Cannabis in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries


By the nineteenth century, cannabis preparations became widely available in England. Pharmacologist Walter Ernest Dixon advocated for smoking cannabis as an immediate relief for depression and exhaustion. His research further underscored its therapeutic utility and pioneered its use in Western medicine.


During this era, cannabis transitioned from a traditional to a pharmaceutical treatment. A variety of cannabis-based medicines, such as Eli Lilly’s tincture of American-grown cannabis, and British Drug House’s Indian cannabis tincture, was developed and sold in the early 20th century, while modern prescription drugs, such as Sativex and Marinol hit the shelves in the last few years.


In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, physicians such as John Veitch Shoemaker (1899) successfully treated painful conditions with cannabis, despite challenges related to marijuana’s reliability and societal stigma.4,5 An editorial about “Cannabis Indica” in the Medical and Surgical Reporter lauded cannabis for its unmatched soporific and anodyne properties, despite its decreased popularity due to fears over its toxic potential—a concern that has proven unfounded.


This period also saw cannabis being included in mainstream pharmacopeias and its recommendation by renowned physicians such as Sir William Osler for conditions such as migraine headaches.


Legislative setbacks and the “War on Drugs”


In the early twentieth century, cannabis prohibition in the USA began to gather steam. Following the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920), increased immigration from Mexico introduced cannabis into American culture. White politicians vilified cannabis as part of a broader anti-immigrant sentiment, associating the plant with Mexican immigrants and labeling it “locoweed” and “marijuana.”


In 1913, California amended its Poison Act to outlaw cannabis, building on previous anti-drug legislation that targeted substances such as opium, morphine, and cocaine. By the early 1930s, 29 states had prohibited cannabis, setting the stage for federal action.


Sensationalized media portrayals of cannabis as a dangerous drug fueled the push for federal legislation, particularly through William Randolph Hearst’s newspapers and propaganda films such as Reefer Madness.6


All this fear-mongering culminated in the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937, drafted by Harry J. Anslinger. Anslinger served as the first commissioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and spearheaded the Marihuana Tax Act, which required individuals involved in the cultivation, distribution, and medical use of cannabis to register with the federal government and pay a tax.7 For nearly everyone, this tax was prohibitively expensive.


The law was ostensibly a revenue measure, but in practice served to discourage the legal use and sale of cannabis through onerous regulations and severe penalties for violations. Physicians and pharmacists faced cumbersome paperwork and fees, alongside the threat of legal repercussions for any missteps in compliance. The legal use of cannabis for medical purposes dramatically decreased. Cannabis was removed from the American pharmacopeia, and research and therapeutic use ceased.


The Act set the stage for the War on Drugs, initiated by President Nixon’s Controlled Substances Act of 1970, which classified cannabis as a Schedule I drug. This classification, upheld despite recommendations for decriminalization, escalated under subsequent administrations, particularly Reagan’s, intensifying law enforcement and incarceration rates. Despite recent reforms, the enduring legacy of these policies continues to manifest in racial disparities in cannabis-related arrests and incarcerations.


Today, despite shifting attitudes and some state-level reforms, the legacy of prohibition endures8 through racial disparities9 in cannabis arrests and incarceration rates despite equal usage across racial groups.10


Counterculture movements and cannabis


The modern cannabis narrative is closely intertwined with the counterculture movements of the 1960s and 1970s, which challenged prevailing societal norms and reshaped drug policies. This era marked a significant shift towards alternative lifestyles and ideologies, fueled by opposition to the Cold War, the Vietnam War, racism, inequality, and environmental degradation.


In the early 1970s, communal living became prevalent in Trinity, Humboldt, and Mendocino, counties of Northern California. In Beyond Counterculture: The Community of Mateel, anthropologist Jentri Anders discusses cannabis’s role as a catalyst for societal and environmental transformation in these regions during the 1975–1990 period.11


A variety of alternative economic practices flourished, including free boxes, farmer’s markets, craft fairs, rummage sales, bartering, cooperatives, work exchanges, and land partnerships. These initiatives facilitated a transition towards small-scale capitalism, marked by the emergence of private businesses and services, alongside zoning regulations.12


But outside of the counterculture, mainstream opinions on cannabis continued to be shaped by the War on Drugs.


The War on Drugs and its impact


The War on Drugs refers to a group of federal government policies that harshly criminalized illegal drug use, production, and distribution and led, in part, to mass incarceration in the USA. The War on Drugs didn’t just mirror societal tensions; it amplified them, embedding deep-seated racial and moralistic biases within drug policies that disproportionately burdened marginalized groups, such as African American communities and other minorities, revealing a pattern of systemic inequality embedded within the legal system governing cannabis use and distribution.
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