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Cannabis 
 

Last reviewed: October 2018 

Working with people affected by a brain tumour, healthcare professionals, policy 
makers and politicians, we will deliver equal access to the best treatment and care. 

Key points 

 Cannabis refers to organic products derived from the Cannabis genus of plant; the active 

ingredients found in cannabis called cannabinoids, including the psycho-active substance 

tetrahydrocannabinol (THC); and synthetic compounds with chemical structures similar to 

cannabinoids.1  

 CBD oil (or cannabidiol) is different from cannabis oil. CBD based products can be obtained legally 

and do not have psychoactive effects. 

 People affected by a brain tumour may use cannabis for therapeutic benefit.  

 There are two cannabis-based drugs in the UK which have a medical licence and can be legally 

prescribed. Sativex is prescribed for multiple sclerosis spasticity and Nabilone is prescribed for 

chemotherapy induced nausea and vomiting. 

 Products meeting the definition of a ‘cannabis-based medicinal product’ are to be moved out of a 

Schedule one of the Misuse of Drugs Regulations 2001 to a Schedule two drug, after the Home 

Office-commissioned Cannabis Scheduling Review found therapeutic benefit of cannabis-based 

medicinal products2. 
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Introduction 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) state the need for rigorous criteria for the approval of 

cannabis and cannabinoids as a safe and effective medicine and for the therapeutic potential to be 

weighed alongside any possible detrimental health effects3. The symptoms of a brain tumour and 

treatment can be severe and some individuals affected by a brain tumour may choose to use cannabis-

based medicinal products to ease pain and manage some symptoms.  

There are just two cannabis-based products in the UK which have a medicines licence and can be legally 

prescribed. Sativex is licensed for people with multiple sclerosis and is only available on the NHS in 

Wales. Doctors can prescribe it off-label for people with other diseases but may be reluctant to do so 

without prescription guidance. Nabilone (also known as Cesamet) is a synthetic cannabinoid with an 

ingredient that mimics THC and is licensed for use in nausea and vomiting induced by chemotherapy for 

patients unresponsive to conventional anti-emetics4. 

There is ongoing research into cannabis-based drugs to treat brain tumours. A clinical trial is 

investigating if Sativex is an effective treatment for recurrent glioblastomas when paired with the 

chemotherapy drug temozolomide.5 Another early stage clinical trial is looking at a synthetic cannabinoid 

                                                                            
1https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/722010/CMO_Report_Cannabis_P

roducts_Web_Accessible.pdf  
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/home-office-launches-review-into-medical-use-of-cannabis  
3 http://www.who.int/medicines/access/controlled-substances/6_2_cannabis_update.pdf  
4 https://bnf.nice.org.uk/drug/nabilone.html  
5 http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/find-a-clinical-trial/a-trial-looking-sativex-temozolomide-glioblastoma-multiforme-

brain-tumour-gwca1208  
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called dexanabinol as a supplement to standard treatment options for advanced cancer6. A clinical trial in 

Spain investigating if THC and other cannabinoids inhibit tumour growth showed initial promise, though 

limitations in the study design have prevented any robust conclusions being drawn7. 

The All Party Parliamentary Group for Drug Policy Reform stated that there is good evidence for one or 

more of the cannabis products or “natural” cannabis in the management of chronic pain, including 

neuropathic pain, spasticity, nausea and vomiting and particularly in the context of chemotherapy 8. The 

group cautioned the need for further research into the exact formulation of said products, the THC: CBD 

ratio for different conditions, and the short and longer-term effects of the drug.9.  

The WHO state that cannabis has high potential for addiction and abuse and recognise cannabis -related 

dependence disorders10. You can also refer to the NHS position on cannabis and health. 11 There is also 

evidence that naturally–occurring cannabinoids can interact with other drugs in the body, such as 

antidepressants and antihistamines, and affect how the body processes certain chemotherapy drugs12.  

The debate on the issue of prescribing medicinal cannabis was reinvigorated by the case of Billy 

Caldwell, a child who uses cannabis oil to treat his epilepsy13. In June 2018, the UK Government 

confiscated the oil which had been purchased legally in Canada. In response to concerns over the child’s 

deteriorating condition the Government approved the use of the medicinal oil after doctors declared it a 

medical emergency, prescribing a special 20-day treatment licence.  

Those suffering with a brain tumour may use cannabis based products for a variety of reasons including 

the side effects of treatment, seizures and anxiety. We supported changes in the law which would give 

access to cannabis based medicinal products, to improve quality of life of those suffering with a brain 

tumour.  

In July 2018, we co-signed a letter in the Evening Standard, along with other charities, urging the 

Government to implement the swift access of medicinal cannabis for those who need it most, in a safe 

and responsible way14. 

Rescheduling and prescription of cannabis-based medicinal 
products 

Cannabis is currently a class B drug under Schedule one of the Misuse of Drugs Regulations 2001. 

Schedule one drugs, by definition, have little or no therapeutic potential and their possession, supply and 

production is illegal in the UK. 15 The Government position is that cannabis in its raw form currently has 

no recognised medicinal or legitimate uses beyond potential research.  16  

On 26 July 2018, The Government approved the legalisation of cannabis-based medicinal products. The 

announcement comes after the Home Office conducted a two part review into the medicinal benefits of 

cannabis. The first part of the review, conducted by the Chief Medical Officer to the Government, 

assessed the medicinal and therapeutic benefits of cannabis and cannabis-based medicinal products. 

This review found conclusive evidence for cannabis effectively treating chronic pain, nausea and 

vomiting from chemotherapy and MS spasticity. The review found no or insufficient evidence for the 

treatment of epilepsy17.  

                                                                            
6 http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/find-a-clinical-trial/a-study-looking-at-dexanabinol-for-advanced-cancer  
7 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16804518  
8 https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B0c_8hkDJu0DRnBfdGRDRXBROUU/view  
9 https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2338251  
10 http://www.who.int/medicines/access/controlled-substances/6_2_cannabis_update.pdf  
11 https://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/drugs/Pages/cannabis-facts.aspx  
12 http://scienceblog.cancerresearchuk.org/2012/07/25/cannabis-cannabinoids-and-cancer-the-evidence-so-far/#harm  
13 https://www.thebraintumourcharity.org/media-centre/news/policy-news/cannabis-oil-patients-right-choose/.  

14 https://www.standard.co.uk/comment/letters/the-reader-we-must-get-it-right-deciding-the-law-on-medicinal-cannabis-

a3896811.html 

15 https://www.gov.uk/penalties-drug-possession-dealing  
16 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/674713/Factsheet-

_Cannabis__CBD_and_Cannabinoids-_January_2018.pdf  
17https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/722010/CMO_Report_Cannabis_

Products_Web_Accessible.pdf 
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The second part of the review, conducted by the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs, provided an 

assessment based on the balance of harms and public health needs of whether cannabis and cannabis-

based medicinal products should be rescheduled under the Misuse of Drugs Regulations 2001. 

From autumn 2018, any product meeting the agreed definition of a ‘medicinally-based cannabis product’ 

will be rescheduled to a Schedule two drug so as to recognise its therapeutic benefit and be available for 

prescription. 

Definition of cannabis-based medicinal products 

In October 2018, the Home Office and the Department of Health and Social Care agreed a definition of 

cannabis-based medicinal products. 

A cannabis-based medicinal product is a product which must; 

 Contain cannabis, cannabis resin, cannabinol or a cannabinol derivative; 

 Be produced for medicinal use in humans; 

 Be a medicinal product, or a substance or preparation for use as an ingredient of, or in the 

production of an ingredient of, a medicinal product 

Routes to access cannabis-based medicinal products 

The Government has identified and permitted three routes of access to cannabis-based medicinal 

products. A patient can access a special medicinal product that is; 

 For use in accordance with a prescription or direction of a specialist medical practitioner 

 A cannabis-based medicinal product that has a market authorisation 

 A cannabis-based medicinal product that constitutes an investigational medicinal product 

without a marketing authorisation that is for use in a clinical trial18.  

The decision to prescribe these medicines must be made by a specialist doctor – not a GP – and these 

doctors must focus on one field of medicine, such as neurology or paediatrics. Specialist medical 

practitioners who order these products are required to be on the General Medicinal Council’s register 

and they must make decisions on prescribing cannabis-based medicinal products on a case-by-case basis, 

only when the patient has an unmet special clinical need that cannot be met by licensed products. The 

new regulations apply to England and all devolved nations – Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland19. 

The Charity’s view 

The Charity welcomes the new Government announcement of cannabis-based medicinal products and 

views this as a positive step forward. People living with a brain tumour should be able to make informed 

decisions about their care and feel comfortable discussing all options with specialists, particularly when 

they are experiencing debilitating pain or the type of nausea that medicinal cannabis appears to relieve 

in some cases. 

It is essential that our community has the support to pursue the best treatment and care possible. We 

will continue to work with our community and charity partners to ensure that this new regulation will 

make it easier for individuals to discuss their options for managing the symptoms of a brain tumour.  

We will follow developments and updates on the availability of cannabis-based medicinal products which 

people affected by a brain tumour may use to manage symptoms. Our information and support team will 

continue to provide information on the current evidence for and availability of these products. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                            
18 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/oct/11/uk-to-allow-doctors-to-prescribe-cannabis-based-medicine-epilepsy-sajid-javid  
19 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-45829341  
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