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The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) and scientists at the Canadian Institute for 
Substance Use Research (CISUR) are pleased to jointly submit this response to the federal government’s 
legislative review of the Cannabis Act. The stated purpose of the Act is to protect public health and 
public safety, with an emphasis on youth; in particular, it is intended to “protect the health of young 
persons by restricting their access to cannabis and protect young persons and others from inducements 
to use cannabis.”1  

This submission is organized according to the categories in the federal government’s discussion paper, 
“Taking Stock of Progress.”2 From a public health perspective, the most effective measures to minimize 
substance-related harm are bans on advertising, price controls, and restrictions on availability.3 4 We 
address all three areas below. The Cannabis Act places an emphasis on putting public health first, and in 
this we submission offer 11 recommendations to ensure that it continues to do so. 

 

Minimizing harms 

The Cannabis Act includes regulations explicitly intended to minimize harms and safeguard public 
health. The most innovative of these measures are the regulations around advertising, marketing, and 
promotion and the plain packaging and labelling requirements. Youth are known to be susceptible to 
alcohol and tobacco advertising,5 6 and the Act’s restrictions on these activities are in line with experts’ 
recommendations.7 8 9 10 Similarly, while packaging can influence young people’s consumption, the Act’s 
requirements for plain packaging and labelling appear to be successfully making cannabis less appealing 
to youth.11 In fact, the Cannabis Act’s evidence-based regulations around advertising and packaging 
should be considered the gold standard and a model for any jurisdiction seeking to legalize cannabis. 

One aspect of the Act’s packaging and labelling requirements could be improved. There is currently no 
standard THC unit in Canada, making it difficult for consumers to understand their THC intake. Setting a 
standard THC unit of either 2.5mg or 5mg and requiring its use on cannabis packaging and labels would 
benefit people who use cannabis.  

Price controls may be the single most effective way to control substance-related harms.12 Reductions in 
cannabis prices can be expected to lead to increases in consumption. Conversely, prices based on 
potency, with more potent products more expensive, can encourage the consumption of less potent 
products.13 Federal excise tax is currently based on THC for potency cannabis oils, extracts, edibles, and 
topicals, but not for dried or fresh cannabis, which accounts for most of the cannabis consumed in 
Canada.14  

The Cannabis Act takes a cautious approach to edible cannabis products, with a limit of 10mg of THC per 
package and a broad ban on products and packaging that are appealing to youth. However, there are 
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many products on the market – chocolates, flavoured soft chews, and candy for example – that can 
reasonably be assumed to appeal to youth. This is of particular concern given that Canada has seen a 
marked increase in unintentional cannabis poisonings in children since legalization.15 

Recommendations:  

1) The Cannabis Act’s advertising, marketing, and promotion regulations should be maintained in 
their entirety. The federal government should also ensure compliance, including at points of sale 
and online.  

2) The Cannabis Act’s packaging and labelling regulations should also be maintained in full.  

3) Health Canada should launch a consultation to determine the optimal standard THC unit. Once 
set, use of the standard unit should be added to labelling requirements.  

4) The federal excise tax on cannabis should not be reduced. The federal government should move 
towards an excise tax based on THC for dried and fresh cannabis in order to incentivize the 
consumption of less potent products. 

5) The limit of 10mg of THC per package for edibles should be maintained. In addition, Health 
Canada should investigate whether different kinds of legally available edibles appeal to youth.  

 

Education and awareness  

While education is no substitute for regulation, public education efforts that deliver appropriate 
messages to particular audiences are important. While lower-risk cannabis use guidelines exist (and 
were updated earlier this year16), it is unclear to what extent the public is aware of them. These 
guidelines, which can help people understand the risks of cannabis use and how to mitigate them, 
should be widely disseminated.  

Recommendations:  

6) The federal government should ensure widespread dissemination of the lower-risk cannabis use 
guidelines, as well as versions adapted for particular subpopulations.  

7) Evidence-informed education campaigns around cannabis should be led by Health Canada and 
developed free of industry involvement.  

  

Responsible supply chain  

An important goal of legalization is ensuring that people wishing to consume cannabis have access to a 
supply of quality-controlled product. Legal retailers have made good progress to date in capturing the 
market, with the share of consumption captured by legal cannabis increasing year over year.17 Given 
that cannabis can be legally purchased online across the country, we are not aware of any area that has 
insufficient access to legal cannabis. On the contrary, some provinces and territories, especially those 
with private retail systems, have seen an increase in retail stores that can be expected to lead to more 
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consumption and more harm, including among youth.18 19 While we recognize that this does not fall 
under the Cannabis Act and this review, it is a concerning trend.  

Recommendations:  

8) Though this does not fall under the Cannabis Act, we encourage provinces and territories with 
private retail systems to introduce limits on cannabis retail density and clustering and to 
regulate cannabis availability with public health as the main criterion.  

9) The federal government should work with the provinces and territories to address illegal 
storefronts. 

 

Public safety 

Youth cannabis possession charges have declined since legalization,20 reducing the social harms of 
criminalization and the burden on the justice system. However, the criminalization of cannabis 
disproportionately impacted racialized people and communities and these historical harms have not 
been addressed.21 And while the federal government introduced a program to expedite pardons for 
personal possession convictions, the very low number of pardon applications accepted by the Parole 
Board of Canada suggests that the program is not working as intended.22  

Recommendations:  

10) The federal government should continue to address the over-policing and over-incarceration of 
racialized people and communities.  

11) The federal government should expunge all convictions for personal possession of cannabis.  

 

Conclusion 

Many jurisdictions have legalized non-medical use of cannabis but Canada is unique in having done so 
mainly to protect public health. In the areas most relevant to public health, the Cannabis Act 
incorporated the recommendations for a public health approach made by the Task Force on Cannabis 
Legalization and Regulation.23 It provides a strong model not only for the regulation of cannabis in other 
jurisdictions, but also for the regulation of other legal substances in Canada.  

As the federal government reviews the Cannabis Act, we urge it to continue doing so through the lens of 
public health, with an emphasis on harm minimization, especially among youth. Doing so will lead to the 
conclusion that the harm minimization measures in this legislation must be maintained, protected, and 
enforced.  

We would be pleased to meet with the committee to discuss these recommendations and the evidence 
underpinning them in more detail. 
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The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) is Canada's largest mental health and addiction teaching 
hospital and one of the world's leading research centres in this field. CAMH is committed to playing a leading role 
in transforming society’s understanding of mental illness and substance use and building a better health care 
system. To help achieve these goals, CAMH communicates evidence-informed policy advice to stakeholders and 
policymakers. 

 
The Canadian Institute for Substance Use Research (CISUR) is a network of individuals and groups dedicated to the 
study of substance use and addiction in support of community-wide efforts to promote health and reduce harm. 
Our research is used to inform a broad range of projects, reports, publications, and initiatives aimed at providing 
all people in Canada and beyond with access to happier, healthier lives, whether using substances or not.   
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