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Actor Jim Belushi becomes a 

promoter of the medical marijuana industry 

The American star participated in a conference in Colombia that called for a war on opioids 

Valéria França 

 

CARTAGENA (COLOMBIA) Actor, comedian and musician Jim Belushi, 64, has 

now devoted himself to playing a previously unseen role as a promoter of the 

cannabis industry. As a licensed producer in the state of Oregon with crops 

intended for the medical cannabis industry, he has become one of the sector’s 

most prominent influencers on Instagram, with 31.3 million followers. According to 

him, “regulation is the way to combat the opioid epidemic that is ravaging the 

U.S.” 

 

Last week, Belushi was the star of Expo CannaBiz – the first cannabis business 

conference in South America – held from May 9 to 11 in Cartagena, Colombia. 
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Jim Belushi  

 

As he spoke about the medicinal and health benefits of the plant, 

he drew on all of the skills that have made him a successful actor. 

He also participated in the opening party for the event, held 

aboard a ship, where he introduced a mini dance show, then 

loosened up,  hobnobbed with all the guests and charmed the 

attractive young female attendees – causing some discomfort 

among their partners. 

 

The next day he took to the stage for a serious conversation with 

the conference host, journalist Michel Miller, before an audience of 

investors, entrepreneurs and cannabis enthusiasts. “If we had 

known in 1970 what I know about cannabis today, many people 

would still be alive, including my brother,” he told the audience. 
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Belushi’s older brother, John, died of a heroin overdose in 1982, at 

the height of his career. Two years before, he had starred along 

with Dan Aykroyd in the hit movie The Blues Brothers. “My family 

was destroyed. Many families are going through that right now.” 

 

In the states of Illinois, New York, Georgia and Pennsylvania, 

which permit the use of medical marijuana, doctors prescribe it as 

an alternative to opioid-based painkillers, which provide relief but 

produce an addictive euphoria. 

 

In 2017, 72,000 people died of overdoses in the United States, 

according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention). On average, two out of every three cases were 

victims of opioids, which kill more people in that country than 

firearms and traffic accidents. 

 

“Cannabis is also an important tool in the fight against cocaine 

trafficking. There’s been this romanticization of the bosses of 

drug trafficking, which must stop. The story of Pablo Escobar 

was turned into a movie and a TV series. He killed a lot of 

people. My brother was a victim of drug trafficking; he didn’t kill 

anyone,” Belushi said. “Marijuana has proven medicinal benefits, 

unlike cocaine.” He was referring to cannabis-based medicines 

that have recently been developed for the treatment of 

Alzheimer’s, epilepsy, the effects of cancer treatment, autism and 

chronic pain. 

 

In the U.S., at least 25 major cannabis conferences are 

scheduled this year, not including summits and smaller business 

roundtables. The event in Cartagena was attended by 2,000 

http://www.communicacao.com.br/
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visitors and 50 exhibitors, most of whom were American, 

Canadian, Colombian or from other parts of Latin America. 

 

Despite his relatively low profile on Instagram (2,265 followers), 

in March of this year, the former Mexican president Vicente Fox 

(2000–2006) was ranked as the second most influential figure at 

cannabis-related events by High Times magazine, which focuses 

on the sector. Belushi was ranked first. 

 

Since 2006, Mexico has experienced a growing escalation in 

violence brought about by the runaway growth of the drug cartels 

and tougher efforts by the government to stop them. As a result, 

two of the country’s major cities, Tijuana and Acapulco, along 

with Caracas, have become the three most violent cities in the 

world, according to the ranking of the Citizens Council for Public 

Safety and Criminal Justice of Mexico. 

 

Fox is now a strategic advisor and brand ambassador for the 

Canadian cannabis company Khiron, which trades on the 

Toronto stock exchange and operates worldwide. The current 

objective of the Mexican government is to replace the cultivation 

and distribution of coca with regulated cannabis. Fox supports 

this strategy. 

 

“There is no data about deaths from marijuana use, as there is 

for cigarette consumption. The policy that prohibits and 

criminalizes marijuana has prevented us from taking advantage 

of the many benefits that this business can deliver,” he said at 

the Cartagena conference. “In the past, it was thought that the 

http://www.communicacao.com.br/
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marijuana plant was the gateway to other drugs. That theory has 

fewer and fewer believers.” 

 

In 2016, Colombia became the first country in Latin America to 

approve and regulate cannabis for medical and scientific 

purposes. All citizens over the age of 18 with a terminal or 

chronic disease can now legally possess up to 20 grams or grow 

up to a maximum of 20 plants. 

 

Many different economic interests came into alignment at the 

conference. The organizer of the event, Julián Tobar, for 

example, is one of the founders of Ethnothecarium Botica 

Natural, a medicinal cannabis company founded in 2017. Before 

that, he had been in the auto insurance business. 

 

Since the Colombian market was regulated, 420 requests for the 

authorization of licenses to manufacture cannabis-based 

medicines have been filed. “Colombia is responsible for 40% of 

all the marijuana exports in the world,” said Tobar, who is 

determined to hold the next CannaBiz Expo in Brazil this year. 

 

Despite the fact that cannabis is still illegal in Brazil, the 

improving global climate for related businesses is already 

attracting entrepreneurs in São Paulo. The former president of 

Bombril, José Bacellar, 54, is picking up the pace and becoming 

an informal influencer in that market. Just over a year ago, he 

founded Verdemed, a pharmaceutical company specializing in 

products derived from cannabis. 

 

http://www.communicacao.com.br/
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In Brazil, only cannabidiol (CBD), a substance extracted from 

cannabis oil and used in the treatment of diseases such as 

epilepsy, is permitted. To date, only one CBD-based medication 

has been approved by Anvisa (the Brazilian Health Regulatory 

Agency): Mevatyl, better known as Sativex in the international 

market. 

 

Verdemed is hoping for changes in legislation that will permit it to 

operate legally in that country’s market, where demand is still 

supressed. Meanwhile, the company is carrying on with business 

elsewhere. In Colombia, it acquired part of Greenfarma after 

raising US$12.7 million from São Paulo investors early in the 

year. Its facility, based in Cali, produces cannabis and extracts oil 

from the plants, and is licensed to produce medicines. 

 

The headquarters of Verdemed are in Canada, where its founder 

settled with his family a decade ago. The company plans to 

manufacture medicines in that country with oil from Colombia, 

which in the future will be exported to one of its laboratories in 

Brazil. 

 

To build the business, Bacellar criss-crosses the Americas at 

least three times a month, participating in the more important 

conferences and negotiating new contracts. He gives 

presentations in both Spanish and English and, like Belushi, uses 

jokes and outlandish gestures to win over the audience. In 

general, it works. 

 

“In Cartagena, I’ve come onstage three times wearing a shirt with 

the green symbol embroidered on the right side of the chest and 

http://www.communicacao.com.br/
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the Greenfarma logo on the left. On one of those occasions, I 

looked at my Colombian partner in the audience, put my hand 

over the Greenfarma logo and blurted out: ‘Here lives my 

Colombian heart.’” The audience responded with applause and 

cheers. For Brazilians, he is one of the most widely recognized 

figures in the industry. 

 

“The size of the legal cannabis industry is in the billions,” Bacellar 

has said. According to a report by Energias Market Research, 

the market for cannabis-based drugs should grow from 

US$8,280 million (almost R$34 billion) in 2017 to US$28,070 

million (R$114 billion) by 2024. 

  

This estimate is based on expectations of wider acceptance of 

the health benefits of the plant. “Regulation has generated new 

jobs and more money for governments, which now benefit from 

taxes on this activity,” said Bacellar. “In the U.S. states where 

this has happened, there has been a 40% reduction in opioid 

abuse.” 

 

Belushi summed up the spirit of the congress this way: “I believe 

in cannabis as a medicine. You people are going to do 

something important for the health of the community – getting 

opioids off the street – and make money with that.” 

http://www.communicacao.com.br/

