
 
 

 
BOLSONARO AND VILLAS BÔAS NEED TO TALK ABOUT     
CANNABIS  
The general defends regulated medicinal use of the plant, a move that has been 

criticized by the president and Osmar Terra  
08/15/2019 at 07:00 

 
General Eduardo Villas Bôas’s daughter Adriana is living with ankylosing spondylitis (AS), a rare 
disease with symptoms that could be alleviated by the use of cannabidiol. She does not take the 
medicine because of its high cost and heavy bureaucratic burden. (Photo: Daniel Marenco / 
Agência O Globo) 

Some days, Adriana Villas Bôas can’t get out of bed because of the pain in her bones and joints. 
Sometimes she can’t see. The daughter of Eduardo Villas Bôas, the former army commander and 
current advisor to Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro, she has been living with the rare disease 
ankylosing spondylitis (AS) for 14 years.  

General Villas Bôas himself suffers from another rare condition: amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. 
Since 2016, he has been losing the ability to move and has difficulty speaking. However, Villas Bôas 
has not kept quiet about his support for the regulated medicinal use of cannabis, which has been 
criticized by Bolsonaro and Minister of Citizenship Osmar Terra. Both of them see the actions of 
the National Health Regulatory Agency (Anvisa) as providing a gateway to the legalization of 
marijuana. In a conversation on August 1, 2019, Villas Bôas was succinct in explaining why his mind 
has been opened to the importance of the issue: “It was because of my daughter.” 



 
 

 

Adriana Villas Bôas, at 34 years of age, is an engaged activist for patients living with rare diseases. 
A graduate in law and a student of psychology, she has never used cannabidiol (CBD), one of the 
primary components of cannabis, because of a lack of money – the cost of some imported 
medicines is around R$3,000 a month – and bureaucratic barriers. Currently, it is necessary to 
apply to Anvisa for authorization to import CBD, and then to purchase the medicine abroad. It can 
take up to six months for the medicine to arrive. “I would have no problem trying it. I would not 
say no. My father thinks so too. With all the medications I take, my kidneys should have failed long 
ago. My body must be 90 years old inside. Being against it is the greatest hypocrisy there is,” 
Adriana argued, between sips of coffee. 

“When you catch a mother giving her child cannabidiol and you treat her like a pot smoker, that’s 
offensive, that’s serious,” General Villas Bôas’s daughter said heatedly – but the government in 
which her father serves thinks differently. 

In a recent interview, Osmar Terra claimed that he was looking for a way to make regulated 
medical use unfeasible, preferably by trying to convince Anvisa to abandon the idea. In an earlier 
statement that he later retracted, he talked about shutting down the agency – which was 
established by law. 

In April, the World Health Organization recommended that the United Nations moderate the 
classification of cannabis in international treaties related to drugs. In Brazil, it is patients 
themselves, with medical prescriptions, who must apply to Anvisa for authorization to import CBD 
for themselves. A decision is made at Anvisa on a case-by-case basis. The number of such 
applications has exploded, and they currently average about 16 a day. Since 2015, when 
importation was first allowed, more than 10,000 applications have been filed. In 2015, there were 
900 requests related to CBD. By June of 2019, the number of requests for the year had already 
reached a record 2,500. 

In practice, any laboratory can apply to register a cannabidiol-based medication, just as it can for  
any other controlled drug. However, the bureaucracy is unwieldy, and the process can take years. 
Only one cannabidiol-based medicine, Mevatyl, has been authorized for sale in Brazil, and it is 
manufactured abroad. Marketed in other countries as Sativex, the medicine can be prescribed to 
treat multiple sclerosis. Registration was granted in 2017. In addition to cannabidiol, Mevatyl also 
contains tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) – the controversial compound that produces psychoactive 
effects. 

In June, Anvisa began two public consultations on regulated cannabis cultivation and the 
registration of cannabis-based medicines. This is an important first step for the agency’s board of 
directors to take in considering any form of regulation. These consultations, which have already 
attracted 900 submissions from members of the public, will run until August 19.  

At the meeting during which the decision to hold consultations was taken, the directors of Anvisa 
attended a slide show presentation that offered a caution about one potential conclusion of the 
regulatory review: “Maintaining the current situation may lead to a worsening of the 
consequences described, such as recourse to the legal process, an increased demand for 
exceptional authorization to import products, and difficulty in accessing registered products.” 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Cannabidiol, which is at the centre of contention between Anvisa and the government. (Photo:  
Fabio Seixo / Agência O Globo) 
 

As demonstrated by the journalist Denis Russo Burgierman, who launched a column about the 
cannabis industry on the ÉPOCA website, Anvisa’s proposals are very stringent. The proposal for 
cultivation foresees that a site for growing cannabis must not have any external identification and 
can be accessed only through double security and biometric doors. “Anvisa wants to build a vault, 
a safety-deposit box, to grow cannabis in a tropical country. But that’s fine; it’s better than 
nothing,” stated José Bacellar, CEO of the Canadian pharmaceutical company Verdemed, which 
plans to invest US$80 million in the Brazilian market by 2022. Those who consider Anvisa’s 
restrictions to be heavy-handed often cite the experience of Abrace Esperança in Paraiba, the only 
association that has obtained through the courts the legal right to grow cannabis for medicinal use 
and collective distribution among patients: to date, the association has had no reports of safety 
issues such as theft. It could be said that Anvisa’s proposed impositions are barriers to entering 
the market.  
  
Osmar Terra supports the legalization of synthetic cannabidiol as an alternative to cultivation – 
production of the compound would take place only in laboratories, without actual cannabis plants. 
This way, there would be no possibility for marijuana to be used as a recreational drug. The 
problem is that synthetic products are still largely untested in scientific studies. Research has 



 
 

revealed a synergy, termed the entourage effect, between natural cannabis oil and the receptors 
and enzymes in the human body. It is not yet clear what combination of the principal ingredients 
of cannabidiol causes this positive effect.   
 
The multinational companies that are entering Brazil might move toward the production of 
synthetic cannabidiol if there is no other choice. But they are much more enthusiastic about the 
regulation proposed by Anvisa, which anticipates that products derived from the cannabis plant 
could make possible a wide range of alternative medicines. And this possibility could generate a 
lot of value. 

The American consultancy New Frontier, in partnership with the Brazilian company The Green 
Hub, estimates that the medicinal cannabis market in Brazil could be worth as much as R$4.4 
billion three years after opening. And there is an even larger picture: Brazil could become a leader 
in Latin America with revenues of US$2.4 billion, surpassing Mexico at US$2 billion and Chile at 
US$1.5 billion.  
 
Unconcerned about dollar amounts or official disapproval, patients are in a hurry. “Imagine your 
young child is having dozens of epileptic seizures a day, and if you gave him some droplets of CBD 
the seizures would disappear, what would you do? It is the patients who must be listened to; 
they’re the ones who are in pain,” stated Adriana Villas Bôas. She made this suggestion about Jair 
Bolsonaro: “If Bolsonaro sat down with my father, he would speak and open his mind.”  
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