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Medicinal Cannabis without the Hysteria 

Brazil’s entry into the lucrative industrial hemp market depends on the regulation of 

cannabidiol. 
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Brazil is capable of making a strong entry into global industrial hemp production and becoming 

one of the world’s agribusiness giants. The country has competitive advantages that equip it for 

success in this market, which will grow to more than US$13 billion in the coming years. But 

Brazil’s entry into the international hemp market depends on the regulation of cannabidiol 

(CBD), and thus on the medicinal use of cannabis. 

 

Yes, hemp is cannabis, but it is not weed.  

 

The scientific name for one of the varieties of this plant is cannabis ruderalis, and in English it is 

referred to as hemp. Its THC content – the psychoactive component of the plant that produces 

a “high” – is less than 0.3%, which means that it is possible to grow and harvest hemp and use it 

in dozens of industrial and consumer products without producing marijuana. The hemp 

agroindustry also offers opportunities to explore the commercial possibilities of CBD: one of the 

most promising business opportunities related to hemp is the extraction of cannabidiol for 

many purposes, including medicinal and pharmaceutical applications.  
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Cannabidiol has demonstrated clinical effectiveness for the treatment of refractory infantile 

epilepsy. It has no known health risks and is considered safe for human consumption by various 

regulatory agencies around the world. Authorizing CBD for medicinal use would be a significant 

challenge, but it would also offer a significant opportunity for the hemp industry in Brazil. 

Regulation of cannabidiol is the Gordian knot that needs to be cut in order to enable the 

industrial production of hemp.  

 

CBD does not cause intoxication but nevertheless is classified as C1, a special controlled 

substance, by Anvisa – and this is what prevents the legal cultivation of hemp in Brazil. Anvisa’s 

Board of Directors has the power to remove cannabidiol from the list of controlled substances 

and thus clear the way for the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of Agriculture to legalize and 

regulate the industrial cultivation of hemp in this country.  

 

The discussion about industrial hemp is on the agenda again in Brazil, this time in the case of 

medicinal cannabis and the proposed regulation of its cultivation. On June 21, Anvisa opened 

two public consultations on the subject: CP 654/2019, which involves a proposal to simplify the 

registration of cannabinoid-based drugs; and CP 655/2019, which involves a proposal to 

regulate the cultivation of medicinal cannabis in Brazil.  

 

On July 9, Brazil’s Congress held a special session to discuss the issue, which was focused on a 

debate over Anvisa’s public consultations. Organizations representing patients who use  

medicinal cannabis were heard, along with Anvisa president William Dib, lawyers, doctors, plant 

specialists and researchers, activists favouring and opposing the liberalization of cannabis 

regulations and, of course, deputies and senators on all sides.  

 

What we heard in many of these presentations was messianic preaching on the subject of 

medicinal cannabis. The debate largely served to set out political positions, both for and against 
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the “liberation of marijuana.” The lack of dialogue between the opposing groups was clearly 

evident. And in the midst of all this stirring but fruitless posturing, any chance of a simple 

untying of the regulatory knot around CBD was lost – and Brazil’s ability to seize the potential of 

hemp production for agribusiness was diminished.  

 

The discussion about industrial hemp production must become much more mature in Brazil 

very soon, or the country may be overtaken by dozens of competitors. The end of CBD 

prohibition and the regulation of industrial hemp cultivation are already in place in Canada, the 

US, Europe and Israel, as well as in neighbouring countries such as Argentina, Chile and 

Colombia.  

 

The rich potential of industrial hemp production, both for the public health of the country and 

for the Brazilian economy, cannot be undermined by the swirling tensions that arise in 

discussions about medicinal cannabis. China is the world’s largest industrial producer of hemp 

and will be a major beneficiary of the boom in demand for its derivative products – especially 

CBD.  

 

The search for a solution on the regulation of hemp in Brazil should be informed by the 

interests of agribusiness. Will Brazil lose out on a historic opportunity to harness this economic 

engine? Why not work to find a competitive position for Brazilian hemp production in the world 

economy? 

 

Anvisa and the Brazilian Congress must ignore all of the shouting in this debate and listen to 

sensible discussions about public health and the economy of the country. With the stroke of a 

pen, Anvisa can remove CBD from the list of controlled substances in Brazil.  

 

Executive power can and should intervene to untie the regulatory knot that holds back the 

commercial exploitation of hemp. The federal government can act responsibly, taking into 
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account the benefits of liberalized CBD regulations for the health of Brazil’s people, as well as 

the economic potential of industrial hemp production for Brazil’s agribusiness – without the 

shouting, but with an open mind.  

 

José Bacellar is President and CEO of Verdemed 
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