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Medical Use
While marijuana is illegal in Canada under the
Controlled Drugs and Substances Act, it can be
used for medical purposes. In 2001, Health
Canada implemented the Marijuana Medical
Access Regulations, which allows eligible people
to use dried marijuana for medicinal purposes.
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immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS). Compassion-
ate end-of-life care is also an allowable condition.
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For medicinal purposes, cannabis is marketed as
Marinol® (dronabinol) and Cesamet® (nabilone). Both
of these synthetic products are taken orally and used
to treat nausea and vomiting resulting from chemo-
therapy. Marinol® is also approved to treat AIDS-
related anorexia.6 A third cannabis-based medicine
approved by Health Canada is marketed as
Sativex®. It contains THC and cannabidiol extracts.7

Prevalence of Use 
The United Nation's 2008 World Drug Report shows
that cannabis use in Canada is the highest among
developed nations. Some 17% of Canadians ages
15 to 64 used cannabis in 2007, compared to
12.2% of Americans and 8.2% for Britain.8

A 2007 Manitoba student drug survey with 4,992
respondents in grades 7 to senior 4 found that 22%
of students surveyed reported use of cannabis
during the past year. Of these users, about 67%
had tried it for the first time before they turned
15. Over 10% of users smoke the drug daily, or
more than once a day. The survey also found that
in senior 3 and senior 4, males were almost twice
as likely as females to purchase cannabis.9

The 2009 Canadian Alcohol and Drug Use
Monitoring Survey (CADUMS), one of the country's
most extensive surveys on addiction, surveyed
13,082 Canadians aged 15 and older. Results 
indicated 42.4% of respondents had used cannabis
in their lifetime. Those reporting past year use fell
from 14.1% in 2004 to 10.6% in 2009, which is
statistically significant. Youth 15 to 24 years old
are four times more likely than adults age 25 and
older to have used cannabis in the past year.10

Pharmacokinetics
When cannabis is inhaled from a cigarette or pipe,
the THC is rapidly absorbed by the blood in the
lungs, then goes directly to the brain via the heart,
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What is cannabis?
Cannabis sativa, better known as hemp, is a plant containing the drug THC (delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol).1

It can be grown all over the world and does especially well in temperate and tropical regions.2

Cannabis is in a drug class all of its own and has unique sedative-euphoriant-psychedelic properties. 
It is the most commonly used illicit drug in the world today.3

Three products can be derived from cannabis:
• Marijuana (“pot,” “weed,” “grass,” “dope”) consists of the dried leaves and flowers of the plant. It is usually
smoked in hand-rolled cigarettes (“joints” or “reefers”), water pipes (“bongs”) or cigars (“blunts”). It can
also be mixed in foods or brewed in tea and ingested.1 Its THC potency varies, but over the years has
increased from an average of 1% in 1974 to 6% today as a result of plant selection and cultivation 
practices. Some high grade samples have been found to contain 13 to 33% THC.1

• Hashish (“hash”), made from the dried resin at the top of the plant, is often brown or black in colour. 
It is compressed into balls, cakes or sheets, and then pieces are broken off, crumbled and smoked in 
a pipe.1 Its potency is from seven to 20% THC.4

• “Hash oil” is extracted from hashish and can be clear, red, black or brown. It is usually mixed with tobacco
or marijuana and smoked.1 It is the most potent form of cannabis, containing up to 70% THC.4
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where its effects are almost immediately felt. About
10 to 20% of the THC in a “joint” will be absorbed,
but if a pipe is used, about 40 to 50% will reach
the bloodstream.4

The level of THC in the blood peaks about 10 
minutes after smoking and falls dramatically within
two hours. The subjective “high” obtained from
smoking cannabis lasts about three to four hours.2

THC stays in the body much longer: 20 hours after
smoking, about half of it is still in the blood. THC
in the bloodstream is then carried to the liver, where
it is changed into other compounds that may remain
in the system for days. THC is also absorbed and
stored in fat, where it is slowly released back into
the bloodstream and eliminated. In fact, if a large
dose of THC is taken, it may be detectable in the
body up to three weeks later and may continue to
subtly affect mental and physical functions.4

If cannabis is eaten, THC takes longer to get to the
brain and the effects are much less intense. First, it






