
We can’t rely upon monitoring by researchers and civil
society to prevent cannabis industry influence—a global
response is needed

The market for legal cannabis products and related harmwill
be affected by the cannabis industry’s success in influencing
government regulation. An inadequate global response fails
to support governments in efforts to regulate the
commercialization of psychoactive products. Urgent
re-alignment of the global governance architecture, including
negotiation of new health treaties, is needed.

The article by Adams, Rychert & Wilkins [1] draws atten-
tion to the nexus and influence practices of commercial
interests and their affiliated organizations as they are
emerging now in the context of a shift towards legalization
of cannabis. The extent of industry influence on
policymaking where effective regulation would endanger
corporate profits requires a paradigm shift in governmental
response at national and global levels.

The New Zealand case study highlights some of the
many ways in which industry influence occurs, including
funding allied organizations such as patient groups to lobby
for liberalization and the engagement of industry represen-
tatives in policy development; these have also been
documented elsewhere in relation to cannabis [2,3]. Direct
funding of the political process by the cannabis industry
was not seen in New Zealand but has been visible in the
United States, where funding of political parties has taken
place for some years [4]. Also, in Thailand, a middle-
income country with a very low prevalence of cannabis
use, a political party, Phumjaithai, was funded by the
cannabis industry and promoted an ‘economic marihuana
policy’ for the 2019 election [2].

As Adams et al. [1] outline, there is cross-ownership
between cannabis and other legal drugs and it is not
surprising that the tobacco and alcohol ‘playbooks’ are
being employed by the transnational corporations (TNC)
producing cannabis with the clear aim of expanding the
global market via greater availability, affordability and
marketing of cannabis products. Despite some restrictions,
the cannabis industry is already marketing its products on
digital platforms [5,6]. The goal of marketing is to
normalize the use of cannabis products, recruit new
cohorts of users and, especially, to recruit and reinforce
the heavy-using consumers who provide the bulk of sales
and profits [7].

Many debates around cannabis legalization character-
ize the issue as one of a health equity response versus
criminalization of a relatively harmless drug, and this was
largely true of the policy debate in New Zealand. The

commercial imperatives of a legal global industry, the con-
sequential impacts on consumption and harm and the
industry’s influence on policy development were not in
the forefront of the debate. The anti-legalization advocates
focused primarily upon adverse health effects and the
weaknesses in the proposed legislation, with limited focus
upon the market power implications of unleashing ‘Big
Cannabis’ [8].

The article’s co-authors propose the need for a new
research agenda focusing upon the legal cannabis
industry’s influence strategies and practices and suggest
that ‘researchers have a key role to play in identifying,
documenting and monitoring the risks of cannabis
industry influence, much like they have for decades with
tobacco, alcohol, gambling and pharmaceutical’ sectors.
Shining light on such industry practices is important
(and I have long engaged with and argued the need for this
analysis in relation to alcohol [9,10]). However, this has
now become a relatively large research literature in rela-
tion to alcohol and other commercial determinants of ill
health, documenting the range of practices adopted by
TNCs and their affiliates and devising a range of useful
conceptual frameworks (e.g. [11]). There has also been
increased attention paid to the important role of trade
and investment agreements in the global architecture
which privilege the interests of TNCs, even to the extent
of allowing corporations to sue governments that seek to
protect populations from hazardous products [12,13].
However, as this body of research has grown so, too, has
the subversion of effective policies by these industries. A
lack of uptake of effective alcohol control policies and pro-
jections of increased alcohol consumption globally has
occurred [14], and the alcohol industry itself has identified
the successful outcomes of their subversion as has having
‘successfully mitigated threats and built momentum in
our engagement with governments around the world to
shape more balanced regulatory outcome’ [15]. The
impact of industry influence upon the emergent market
for cannabis products is likely to be very similar. This
argues the need to go beyond monitoring risks and for an
urgent and strong global response to shift the balance in
the global architecture and support good national policy
development. The Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC) provides a useful model [16].

It is not too soon to start the discussion about an appro-
priate global response to cannabis. The changing status of
cannabis internationally, both medicinal and recreational,
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which this article documents, undermines the relevance to
cannabis of the UN Convention on Narcotic Drugs. If
cannabis is not to join alcohol, which has the dubious
honour of being the only psychoactive addictive substance
not subject to an international treaty, then it is already
time to begin discussion of the role of a health treaty similar
to the FCTC applicable to cannabis [17]. One of the treaty’s
most important elements will be the pledge made by
governments which endorse the health treaty to ensure
that policy development and implementation are protected
from industry interests.
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