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Entrepreneurs seek 
investments while awaiting 
medical marijuana market in 
Brazil 
 

Brazil could generate a market of R$4.7 billion per year if it followed 

the example of countries where the cannabidiol-based 

pharmaceutical industry is thriving 

João Sorima 05/11/2019 - 18:07 / Updated on 05/13/2019 - 11:16

 

Medicines extracted from the active ingredients of marijuana are a potential market hindered by regulation in Brazil. 

Photo: Fabio Seixo / Agencia Globo 
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SÃO PAULO – Unlike countries which have seen the 

advent of a new pharmaceutical industry based on 

cannabidiol, one of the active ingredients in marijuana or 

cannabis, there is no legally authorized market in Brazil 

for the medicinal use of the plant. Even so, anticipating 

that a market will soon open in the country, some 

Brazilian startups are beginning to emerge. It is 

estimated that, if legislation approving the use of medical 

cannabis was passed in Brazil, the number of patients 

who might benefit could reach 3.9 million within three 

years. That points to a potential market of R$4.7 billion 

per year, according to estimates made by the data 

company NewFrontier in partnership with the Brazilian 

startup The Green Hub. 

  

In Brazil, the use of cannabis for both medicinal and 

recreational purposes is illegal, and such products can 

only be imported for patients with a medical prescription 

– and government authorization. Using marijuana to treat 

illnesses, which patients who may benefit have been 

advocating for some time, is still considered taboo – not 

only among the public, but also among doctors, 

according to some entrepreneurs. However, they are 

anticipating an explosion in demand if restrictions are 

lifted for the health sector. 

 

“In addition to changes in legislation, education on the 

subject is necessary. We want to create an information 
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base in Portuguese,” says Marcel Grecco, one of the 

founders of The Green Hub, a project accelerator for 

cannabis-related businesses that is advising a number of 

startups in the sector. “Brazil offers the greatest potential 

in Latin America for these kinds of companies.” 

 

Founded in 2015, The Green Hub brings together six 

partners from different fields: two doctors, a lawyer, a 

business administrator, a marketing executive and a 

technology manager. The company does not plan to 

market any products; instead, it is sharing information 

and services related to medications and therapies, and 

connecting investors with suitable projects, including 

those in neighbouring countries such as Colombia, 

where legislation is already more evolved. 

 

Infusions produced from marijuana are exhibited at a conference on medicinal products in the 

United States. / 16-6-2017 Photo: SPENCER PLATT / AFP 
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The company has created an educational platform for 

doctors and patients, with online courses, seminars and 

workshops on the subject. It has also developed an 

application with which patients undergoing treatment can 

track their progress. The software, which can also be 

used by doctors, suggests the best treatments. 

 

Stigma and business risk 

 

For Professor David Kallás, coordinator at the Centre for 

Business Studies at Insper, the medical cannabis market 

offers huge potential in Brazil, but its growth still depends 

on an in-depth debate on the issue. Many people still 

aren’t able to see the difference between using 

cannabidiol in the treatment of diseases, such as 

epilepsy and multiple sclerosis, and using marijuana 

recreationally. Hence the stigma – and the continuing 

risk for any new business. 

 

“It’s a controversial issue. Cannabidiol-based medicines 

are a win-win. But a debate is needed to provide clarity, 

in addition to straightforward regulation by the 

government, with provisions for supervision in any 

approval of cultivation, as has occurred in other 

countries. For entrepreneurs, this type of regulatory 

framework is fundamental,” according to Kallás. 
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José Bacellar, a Brazilian entrepreneur, established a 

startup, Verdemed, with Argentinian and Chilean 

partners. Its headquarters are in Canada, where the 

medicinal and recreational use of cannabis has been 

legalized and the company is able to research and 

outsource production of cannabidiol-based medicines. 

But Verdemed is targeting Latin America. It has already 

established a presence in several countries in the region, 

where markets for these products could grow to US$12.7 

billion by 2028. Verdemed began growing cannabis in 

Colombia, where it plans to produce a thousand litres of 

oil per year from the plant as raw material for 

medications. In Brazil, the company purchased a 

laboratory in São Paulo, which has already received 

authorization from the Brazilian Health Regulatory 

Agency (Anvisa) to import cannabidiol-based medicinal 

products. 

 

“We are also in Chile, Uruguay and Argentina. Latin 

American countries are positioning themselves for this 

market, while Brazil today functions only as an importer,” 

says Bacellar, who began his career in the 

pharmaceutical industry and then, as an entrepreneur, 

headed the cleaning products company Bombril. 

 

He reports that Verdemed has raised US$12 million from 

investment funds and investors who are already familiar 
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with that market, in order to finance the company’s 

expansion in Latin America. There will be one more 

round of financing this year, intended to raise US$20 

million or more, with total financing expected to reach up 

to US$50 million by 2020. 

 

“We will be offering a medication for the problems of 

insomnia – and the Latin American market, which 

Canadian and American companies already have in their 

sights, has 450 million consumers,” says Bacellar. 

 
 
Blocked regulation 
 
 
The delay in regulatory changes, in contrast to 

neighbouring countries, means that Brazil runs the risk of 

remaining in the position of an importer as long as the 

cultivation of cannabis is not allowed in the country. This 

also means that patients will continue to pay high prices 

for medicines, say lawyers Elysangela Rabelo and 

Marco Torronteguy, partners in the life sciences and 

health practice area at the law firm TozziniFreire. The 

cost to a patient with epilepsy for treatment with 

cannabidiol-based drugs is currently almost R$5,000 per 

month. 

 

For lawyers, modernizing regulations to address the 

current situation presents challenges, since it involves 
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many government agencies, such as Anvisa, the Ministry 

of Agriculture and the Ministry of Justice. 

 
“As long as the regulations, which are out of date, do not 

change, and this country does not produce the active 

ingredients for these medications, imports will remain 

expensive. We are missing an economic opportunity and 

a chance for technological development,” says Rabelo. 

 

Entourage Phytolab, the first Brazilian startup to 

complete research that could lead to producing a 

cannabis-based drug in Brazil, has given up waiting. It 

has now invested US$4 million to cultivate cannabis in 

Uruguay, where it has established itself in a tax-exempt 

zone near Montevideo. 

 

“For this company’s business plan to continue to make 

sense, we need the raw material. We cannot grow 

cannabis in Brazil, not even for research. Therefore, we 

decided to grow it in Uruguay. The objective is to secure 

approval of our medicine by 2020,” says Caio Abreu, one 

of the founders of the company, who had expected that 

changes in Brazilian regulations would be made in the 

past year, in line with a worldwide shift toward a more 

open cannabis market. 

 

According to Anvisa, the number of people who filed 

requests to import cannabidiol-based products increased 

from 1,392 in 2017 to 2,371 in 2018. So far this year, 885 
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requests have been filed. Exemptions to permit 

importation have been allowed since 2014, and in 2015, 

Anvisa withdrew cannabidiol from the list of substances 

banned in Brazil. Two years ago, Anvisa approved the 

first cannabidiol-based drug in the country, Mevatyl, for 

the treatment of multiple sclerosis. In response to 

questions about cultivation and clinical research, the 

agency reported that it has been following the debates in 

Congress and intends to create a working group with 

other organizations before presenting a proposal for 

regulation. 
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