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Large companies in the medical cannabis sector are starting to enter Brazil to invest in a market 
that can potentially be worth billions, at a time when the rules for the industry are becoming 
clearer. 
 

 

 
Pioneering: indoor cultivation of marijuana for medicinal purposes in Portugal (Credit: Patricia de 
Melo Moreira) 
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Depending on one’s point of view, Mario Grieco is an executive who always seems to be in the 

right place at the right time, or the wrong place at the wrong time. As the CEO of Monsanto in 

Brazil at the dawn of the millennium, he faced controversy over the introduction of GMOstothe 

country, was threatened with arrest if he entered the company’s headquarters and saw the 

company’s farms occupied and vandalized by activists. After a time at Pfizer, he was president of 

the pharmaceutical company Bristol Myers Squibb for Brazil and Latin Americabetween 2001 

and 2007, where he was a pioneer in introducing biological medicines to Brazil. 

 

Just under two years ago, he was chosen to be the executive in charge of bringing Fluent 

Cannabis Care to Brazil. A Toronto-listed U.S. company, it is one of the world’s largest 

participants in the nascent cannabis-based drug market. Grieco’spast, which saw him not shy 

away from championing pioneering and controversial sectors, played a large role in his selection. 

“We are 40 years behind. Even in relation to Latin America, Brazil lags behind in the 

authorization of the medicinal use of cannabis,” he says. “Imagine how many people have passed 

awaywho could have been treated all this time. It’s incomprehensible.” 

 

Drugs derived from the active ingredients of cannabis – non-psychoactive cannabidiol (CBD) and 

tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), which is responsible for the intoxicating effects of the plant –act to 

treat 40 diseases, according to the American Medical Society. In particular, they alleviate the 

symptoms of multiple sclerosis, epilepsy, chronic pain, anxiety, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s 

and even the side effects of chemotherapy. The World Health Organization recommends that 

the UN change its classification of cannabis to a therapeutic substance. Since 1961, it has been in 

the same category as opioids such as heroin. But new research suggests that the 100 ingredients 

found in cannabis varieties can have up to 400 different medical applications. 
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A new world: Mario Grieco, CEO of Fluent, bets that the advance of the sector is inevitable 

(Credit: RogérioCassimiro) 
 

 
Fluent is just one of the companies that have been established to explore this market in Brazil. Its 
plantation is in Orlando, Florida, but it sees the potential to produce within the country. Ithas 
announced an initial investment of R$ 20 million to set up the company, and estimates an 
additional R$ 30 million to implement local research and production. “If the plantation is 
permitted here, we can even export to Europe. I want to bring the planting here, not to 
Argentina or Colombia,” says Grieco. “We were discouraged last year because of political issues, 
but now we have greater expectations.” 

In addition to Fluent, companies already well-known internationally, such as the American firms 
Charlotte’s Web and HempMeds, and Canada’s Canopy Growth and Verdemed, founded by the 
former CEO of Bombril, are starting to look at the Brazilian market. “Even the big pharmaceutical 
companies are learning how to act in this segment,” says Marcelo Grecco, of the consulting firm 
The Green Hub. “Everyone knows there’s no going back. The U.S., Canada, Europe, Israel and 
Australia have already approved medical cannabis.” 

The potential in Brazil is one of the largest in the world. Prescriptionsfor chronic pain medicines 
alone amount to R$ 10 billion a year in the country. And the expectation is that medical cannabis 
will serve two million patients once its use is regulated, generating R$ 1.9 billion in revenues. 
Three years after legalization, the Brazilian market can grow to R$ 4.7 billion and serve 3.5 
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million people, according to The Green Hub. “Considering the six major diseases, there would be 
10 million patients in Brazil,” says Camila Teixeira, CEO of Indeov Consulting, which represents 
two of the largest American entities in the medicinal market, Charlotte’s Web and Elixinol.

 

 

Currently, importation can be arranged by some patients, although not by companies. But all 

companies are closely following the proceedings of the public consultations by Anvisa, the 

Brazilian health regulatory agency, which took place earlier this month. These discussions involve 

regulationson the registration of medicines and local production. The current proposal is in 

regard only to indoor production, in high-security facilities with access controlled by biometrics 

to guard against anydiversion of products,a concern of the social conservative wing in the 

Brazilian Congress. Expert opinion in this market is unanimous about the need to add value to 

local products, but either measure serves as a starting point for the creation of a new industry. 

 

Verdemed, which includes Brazilian and Colombian partners and is headquartered in Toronto, 

Canada, is awaiting changes in legislation beforedevotingits resources to Brazil. The company 

plans to invest US$80 million in Latin America by 2022. The forecast is for half of this amount to 

be directedto Brazil, which is expected to be the region’s largest source of revenue. “If this issue 

is regulated, it will become a gold rush,” says José Bacellar, founding partner and CEO of the 

company. The entrepreneur considers, however, that opinions will need to be less heated to 

move ahead with the topic in the country. “It’s essential to get people to move on from either 
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‘legalize it!’ or ‘the devil’s herb,’ and leave only the adults in the room. This is a discussionabout 

public health and economic potential.” 

 

Formerly the CEO of Bombril, Bacellarfounded Verdemedin mid-2018. Theconcept for the 

venture originated two years earlier while he was working in business development for a 

Canadian pharmaceutical company, where he witnessed the surge in cannabis-based medicines 

in that country. After being turned down on his recommendation that the company invest in this 

area, he decided to act as a consultant in the segment followed by a stint at Canopy Growth, 

after which he left to form his own business in the industry. Since then, Verdemed has raised 

US$13 million from Latin American investors and family offices. 
 

 
Verdemed CEO and founder José Bacellar: “It’s essential to get people to move on from either 

‘legalize it!’or‘the devil’s herb,’ and leave only the adults in the room. This is a discussion about 

public health and economic potential.” (Credit: RogérioCassimiro) 
 

 
Verdemed’s goal is to raise another US$20 million by the end of 2019, with the same amount 
projected for 2020. In the proposed model, the company will seek local partners in each country 
it decides to enter. For Brazil, the company’s corporate organizationincludes ten doctors, among 
other shareholders. For next year, the firm plans to raise an additional US$20 million, which will 
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be destined for clinical studies, in addition to cash generatedfromits Colombian subsidiary, which 
is projected to be in full operation. Currently, the company’s cultivation is divided between 
Colombia and Canada, which is where the production of medicines is concentrated. In terms of 
expansion, markets such as Chile, Peru and Mexico will most likely be where the company turns 
its attention.  

In Brazil, despite the regulatory uncertainty, Verdemed is not standing idly by. In June, the 
company bought the pharmaceutical laboratory Mydstein from Vargem Grande Paulista (SP) for 
US$1 million. Initially, the strategy is to import drugs from Canada and, possibly,Colombia and 
the United States. In the short term, the plan is to obtain authorization to market drugs for 
patients with multiple sclerosis and childhood epilepsy. Also projected are local development 
and clinical studies of products for conditions such as social anxiety, sleep disorders, chronic pain 
and glaucoma. The country will also be the pilot for the direct online sales model that the 
company plans to adopt for all its operations. “We are ready, including for planting in Brazil,” 
Bacellar asserts. 

In a global scenario, there are two companies better positioned in terms of cannabis production. 
Britain’s GW Pharmaceutical is the largest company dedicated exclusively to the medical 
cannabis market. It has a long-term cannabis drug development plan and already exports Sativex 
(the first drug of its type approved in Brazil) to 18 countries. The Canadian company Canopy 
Growth is the largest entity considering the various applications of cannabis. It has divisions for 
medicines, for the use of hemp inindustrial products and cosmetics, as well as one for 
recreational use that operates only in Canada. In August 2018, Canopy sold 38 percent of its 
capital to Constellation Brands, owner of Corona and Modelo beers and Robert Mondavi wines – 
more proof that the industry is attractingthe attention of large corporations. 

In June, Canopy announced that its drug division, Spectrum Therapeutics, is entering Brazilwith 

an investment of R$ 60 million. It already has 30 employees in an office on Avenida Faria Lima, in 

São Paulo. “We have a strategy of prioritizing investment in education with hospitals and 

universities to combat the stigma in regard to the plant,” says Jaime Ozi, president of Spectrum 

in Brazil. “We see interest from doctors who have not studied the subject in college and are 

being pressured by their patients to learn more about medical cannabis.” 
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