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Policy Brief 

Cannabis Legalization: Cannabis for Medical 
Purposes 

Findings 
• Cannabis for medical purposes has been legal in Canada since 1999. When cannabis for 

nonmedical purposes was legalized in 2018, the Access to Cannabis for Medical Purposes 
Regulation became part of the new Cannabis Act and its regulations.  

• The current model requires people to receive authorization from a healthcare provider and 
register with Health Canada to access cannabis for medical purposes. People with these 
authorizations have safeguards and considerations that cannabis for recreational purposes does 
not have, such as amount they can possess.  

• Physicians are not obligated to authorize cannabis for medical purposes (see Cannabis for 
Medical Purposes by the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Alberta). 

• The Canadian Alcohol and Drugs Survey found more than 30 per cent of respondents who used 
cannabis reported using it for medical purposes (Statistics Canada, 2021). This survey did not 
ask how people got their cannabis for medical purposes, so it may include more than those with 
official authorization. 

• About 75 per cent of those who reported using cannabis for medical purposes do not have a 
medical document from a healthcare professional (Health Canada, 2021). 

• There is growing interest in cannabis use for medical or health purposes (Health Canada, 2020). 
This has happened as cannabis sellers increasingly market products, particularly cannabidiol 
(CBD), as having potential health benefits of cannabis (Zenone et al., 2021).  

• Despite the increase in demand and marketing, evidence does not yet suggest that cannabis 
and cannabinoid products are effective for treating many of the health conditions for which 
claims are being made (College of Family Physicians of Canada, 2021; Health Canada, 2018; 
Renard et al., in press). 

• The 2022 Canadian Cannabis Survey found that 53 per cent of those who used cannabis for 
medical purposes reported that cannabis use decreased their use of other medications (Health 
Canada, 2022).  

• However, there may be an increased risk of developing problematic cannabis use or cannabis 
use disorder (Lo et al., 2022; Turna et al., 2020). 

http://www.ccsa.ca/
http://www.ccsa.ca/
https://cpsa.ca/physicians/standards-of-practice/cannabis-for-medical-purposes/
https://cpsa.ca/physicians/standards-of-practice/cannabis-for-medical-purposes/
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Policy Considerations 
Despite cannabis for medical purposes being legalized since 1999, there is still not enough evidence 
available to fully understand its efficacy and impacts. More time is needed to build concrete 
evidence. In the interim, CCSA suggests the following: 

• Conducting a thorough review of the current medical access program; and 

• If the current model is revoked, the following program elements should remain to protect the 
health and safety of people in Canada who use cannabis for medical purposes: 

• Access to information and guidance from healthcare providers about the use of cannabis for 
medical purposes, including follow-up or monitoring; 

• Access to the quantities of cannabis that are needed by a person using it for medical 
purposes or their caregiver as the quantity may exceed the recreational limit for possession 
and home cultivation; and 

• Access in hospitals and other institutions for people authorized to use cannabis for medical 
purposes , including making accommodations for people who smoke or vape. 

• Improving access to healthcare professionals who can provide services to people who use or 
would like to use cannabis for medical purposes. 

CCSA Resources  
A Public Health Perspective on Cannabis Legalization and Regulation in Canada 

Consultation on the Legislative Review of the Tobacco and Vaping Products Act 

Cannabis Legalization: 2021-2022 Observations 

Clearing the Smoke on Cannabis: Medical Use of Cannabis and Cannabinoids – An Update 
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 CCSA was created by Parliament to provide national leadership to address substance use in 
Canada. A trusted counsel, we provide national guidance to decision makers by harnessing 
the power of research, curating knowledge and bringing together diverse perspectives. 
CCSA activities and products are made possible through a financial contribution from 
Health Canada. The views of CCSA do not necessarily represent the views of the 
Government of Canada. 
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