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Introduction: What’s the Truth about Cannabis?

We are in the middle of a global cannabis revolution. For nearly 100 years, cannabis has been the most popular illicit drug in the world.

Now, every year more governments reverse the ban on cannabis – or attempt to. At the time of writing, in the US, over 200 million citizens in 36 states have access to medical marijuana and over 100 million in 17 states can legally buy recreational cannabis.1

Seventeen countries including Holland, Belgium and Germany have made cannabis a medicine. Israel is now offering the world’s first university course in medical marijuana.

However, in the UK, the revolution has barely begun. It was only three years ago that the government finally conceded that cannabis could legally be used as a medicine, despite it being used as one for thousands of years. But because of a lack of clear direction, flawed cost arguments and ambivalence in the medical profession, only very few patients have been given an NHS prescription.

As a result, it’s been estimated that over a million people in the UK are using illegal (black market) cannabis for medical purposes every day. The situation has left people lacking good information on and confused about cannabis.

You might be one of them. Perhaps you are considering taking it and want to know the real harms and benefits. Or you’re already taking it, but you are worried. Or perhaps you are a recreational user or you’ve found out that your child is and you want to know the true nature and size of any risks.

That’s why I’ve written this book: to tell the whole truth about cannabis, to uncover what the science says, much needed after 100 years of government propaganda against it. Most of what many of us know about cannabis is likely to come from this propaganda and possibly, more recently, from sales pitches from the new and growing cannabis industry, especially the area of CBD.

You may know me as the ‘drugs czar’ who was sacked by the UK government in 2009 for speaking out about the real evidence of drugs harm. I have been accused of being a drugs reformer, as if that is a bad thing. But the laws as they stand are obviously not fit for purpose. Globally, evidence shows the war on drugs has failed. The UK government has persisted with prohibition policies, which, as you can see from figures 1 and 2, have not reduced the consumption of cannabis.

The aim of prohibition is to reduce the harms caused by drugs but these policies have only ended up adding to them. This includes wasting police time, the use of public funds to prosecute people for the minor offence of cannabis possession and their life prospects being ruined. Keeping cannabis outside the law has, perversely, led to the black market selling a stronger version – skunk – and a dangerous substitute, spice.

Cannabis isn’t going away, no matter how much the government tries to pretend its policy of being ‘tough on drugs’ is working. So wouldn’t it be sensible to find a better way to exist alongside cannabis, one that causes the least amount of harm to individuals and to society, and gives the greatest amount of benefit?

As a scientist working as an advisor to the government, I didn’t start out with a reform mandate. I followed one of the fundamentals of scientific research: to question everything. I felt it was my job to find the best evidence-based harm reduction policies for all drugs, including alcohol and tobacco.
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Fig 1. Number of adults reporting having ever used cannabis, 1970 to 2002
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Fig 2. Proportion of 16 to 59 year olds reporting having ever used cannabis, 1995 to 2019

That included the bigger picture; is it logical for us to treat alcohol differently from cannabis, when alcohol causes more harm? And what government policies would lead to the greatest benefits as well as the least amount of harm?

The work I did during those years showed me that cannabis is the drug with the biggest gap between what we are told and the reality of the harm it does. Just as one example, you may be surprised by this figure, which shows the number of people who died from different drugs in the UK in 2019. You can see that cannabis is extremely low.
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Fig. 3 Drug related deaths in the UK 

 

After leaving my government role, I knew I had to keep researching and talking about evidence-based policies for drugs, because it was so important. That’s why I set up my charity Drug Science, and continue to campaign in this area. You can read about my experiences and my analysis of drugs policies in Chapters Three and Fourteen.

My view of the cannabis issue and the content of this book have been informed by my time as a government advisor, and also by some of my other roles.

I trained as a doctor in the 1970s. As my fearsome senior consultant Dr Hardwick told us junior students on our first morning at Guy’s Hospital, ‘The purpose of medicine is to reduce suffering.’ Those words have stuck with me and have underpinned my whole clinical practice.

They have become particularly poignant since I learnt about the campaign for access to medical cannabis. Despite cannabis having been a medicine for thousands of years, because of its ongoing prohibition it wasn’t one I ever used as a doctor.

However, as I began to meet the people and families who’d had their lives transformed by taking it, and heard their stories – some of which are in Section Three – I realised that the government restricting their access to this medicine was – and is – a huge injustice.2

I have met the parents of children with severe treatment-resistant epilepsy, who need these drugs – the only effective treatment – for their children but sometimes have to pay over £2,000 a month to get them, with one having to sell their house to pay for it.3

That’s why my charity Drug Science is pressuring the government and the medical profession to increase access. And it’s why we set up Project Twenty21 – the UK’s first medical cannabis data registry. At the time of writing Twenty21 has recruited over 1,000 patients, giving them access to specialist experts to ensure they get the right form of medical cannabis and at a fair price.

I also specialised in neuropsychopharmacology, which has allowed me to spend my career exploring the effects of drugs and medicines on the brain. I suspect I have given more different classes of drugs – legal and illegal – to humans than anyone else alive.

You could say that the rise of psychoactive drugs was a backdrop to my early life. I was an adolescent in the summer of love and an undergraduate in the 1970s. Psychedelics, especially LSD, were changing music, art and culture and cannabis became the hip alternative to alcohol. But I was also a child of that time in terms of the biggest ever revolution in brain science, the discovery that the brain is a chemical machine. Until the late sixties, people thought the brain was powered by electrical connections, like a phone exchange.

As an undergraduate at Cambridge, I was taught by some of the scientists who discovered how neurons work, and was party to the very first discussions on the nature of how neurons communicate with each other through chemical neurotransmission. These discoveries revolutionised not only brain science but also brain medicine. For the first time, we had a means to produce molecules that worked on the newly discovered neurotransmitters.

Drugs are just another version of this, as they also work by perturbing chemicals in the brain. I was – and am – fascinated by how much drugs change the brain. Since the first time I saw someone drunk, I have wondered, why do people do drugs? What changes do drugs produce in the brain? And what effects do these changes have on how people feel and think?

We are only at the beginning of understanding all of this. The fact that cannabis was illegal for so many years all over the world stalled this essential research. But since ten or so years ago, the pace has accelerated, and in Section Two, I share some exciting new developments in the understanding of how cannabis affects both the body and brain.

As a doctor, I also trained and worked as a psychiatrist. This, combined with my research, has given me a deep understanding of the long-standing debates around cannabis and mental health. One issue I’m sure you will want to know more about is the risk of dependence (see Chapter Twelve). The other is the linking of schizophrenia and cannabis, one of the major medical scare stories of our times (see Chapter Thirteen).

Finally, I’m writing this book as a parent. I have four children, all of whom are now grown up, but I remember the turbulence of the teenage years very well, especially as it lasted for thirteen years in our house. We all want the best for our children. We don’t want them to muck up their exams, get a criminal record, or become addicted.

It’s important as a parent or carer – and if you are a teacher, too – to know the truth about drugs and alcohol. Especially as the more honest information you give young people about drugs and alcohol, the more you empower them to make good choices.

In fact, I’m a great believer in empowering everyone, adults and children alike, to make choices based on good information. I hope this book gives you what you need to make up your own mind about cannabis.

How to Use This Book

You may not want to read every element of the book, but to choose the parts that are relevant to you. I go into all the aspects of cannabis, what it’s made of, how it works, how it can be used as a medicine and the politics of cannabis too.

To make it easier for you to find the information you want, I’ve broken it down into different sections.

Section One: The Cannabis Story

The history of cannabis, where it came from and how it became illegal. This section also covers my history as a government advisor and the work I did to develop evidence-based policies for cannabis.

Section Two: How Cannabis Works

This is the section to read if you want to find out what cannabis is made of, how it works and how your brain and body respond to it.

Section Three: Cannabis as a Medicine

The story of how cannabis finally became a medicine again under UK law, and why the fight is not yet finished. Plus the current evidence on the conditions cannabis works for.

Section Four: How to Minimise the Harms

We’ve been told a lot about the harms of cannabis. This section looks at the evidence behind those and what stands up. It also covers ways to minimise any harms, including regulation.

 

For cannabis- and medical-cannabis-related questions, refer to the Drug Science website: www.drugscience.org.uk.
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The Cannabis Story
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