A CLINICIANS GUIDE

Helping your paediatric
patients and their families
navigate cannabis medications
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THIS BOOKLET

The science & law around cannabis derived
medications is complex, and still developing.

For detailed advice, training and resources we
would highly recommend contacting the Medical
Cannabis Clinicians Society.

However, we know clinicians and care workers
are increasingly coming into contact with
patients with questions about these medications
or over the counter options.

This leaflet is designed to introduce the basics,
and so help give you the confidence to respond
initially and guide families safely.

It is particularly aimed at GPs, Physiotherapists,
mental health practitioners, SEN specialists and
local authority care workers.
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Understanding the basics; how does it work and for
which conditions?

What is the law on children using cannabis derived
medications and what are the NICE recommendations?

Safety first: risks that patients and clients should be aware of

Where to direct your patient or client for safe and up-
to-date information



THE REALITY

It is estimated 8 million UK people are now using over the
counter CBD products for health reasons. 25,000 people
have a prescription for medical cannabis products. Both
these figure include children being treated for conditions
ranging from cerebral palsy to autism to epilepsy.

On the other side, one study found 97% of paediatric
oncologists and end-of-life care physicians had looked
after at least one child using illegal cannabis products for
symptom management in the last six months.

Surveys within the NHS itself have found children with
cancer or other life-limiting conditions are regularly being
given illegal cannabis products by their parents,
sometimes within a hospital or hospice setting.

A need for information

With mounting evidence that cannabis derived medication
can help with a range of debilitating and otherwise
untreatable conditions more and more parents are
approaching clinicians for information.

It is vital families feel they can have open and informed
conversations with care providers. If not, they will be
driven to illegal options.

R7.5%,

Percentage of UK paediatric hospices that are aware of children
under their care regularly being given illegal cannabis to ease and
manage symptoms. 2019 National Survey, Tatterton & Walker



HOW DO THESE
MEDICATIONS
WORK?

Like many medications for neurological
conditions, the action of these
treatments is complex so there is only
room here to cover the basics.

However, understanding broadly how
they work helps explain why so many
different patients are exploring them.

The Endocannabinoid System: While most people are familiar with things
like the immune system, less well known is the Endocannabinoid System.

This is a system of receptors throughout the body, responsible for regulating
signals and cellular commands. It plays a roll in functions ranging from pain
control, to cell reproduction, to anti-inflammation, to muscle control and
seizure threshold. These receptors respond to chemicals called
cannabinoids, which are naturally produced by our body.

How cannabis derived medications help: It happens these same
chemicals are present in the cannabis plant. When plant-cannabinoids are
given as medication, they lock on to the receptors in our body and can help
stabilise the system if something has gone wrong.

Conditions this can help with: Because the Endocannabinoid System is
involved in so many functions within the body, targeting it has potential to
help with a number of conditions. It is most established as a treatment for
multiple sclerosis, the side effects of chemotherapy, epilepsy and chronic
pain management.

However, there is good quality evidence treating the Endocannabinoid
System may also have potential to help with:

O Anxiety and behaviour patterns associated with autism
© Muscle stiffness resulting from cerebral palsy

© Tumour growth

O Anxiety and depression associated with multiple causes



NICE GUIDELINES

Currently only one paediatric
cannabis medication is licensed on
the NHS, and only for the treatment
of specific epilepsies.

However, NICE guidelines allow for
unlicensed cannabis derived medications
to be prescribed for a range of paediatric
conditions under specific circumstances:

o by a specialist, licensed prescriber,
such as a paediatric consultant

O if that specialist believes other, more
established medications are unlikely
to work

O when the risks from a child’s illness
outweigh the risk of trying a
relatively new medication

Ultimately, NICE places the decision with
the child’s clinician. If the doctor believes
there is a strong clinical case for these
medications they can be prescribed
privately, or an application can be made
for NHS funding via the child’s hospital or
local CCG.
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Initial prescription of cannabis-based medicinal products must be made by a
specialist medical practitioner (a doctor included on the register of specialist
medical practitioners [the Specialist Register]).

They should also have a special interest in the condition being treated. For
children and young people under the care of paediatric services, the
initiating prescriber should also be a tertiary paediatric specialist in the
condition being treated.

NICE Guideline [NG144]: 11 November 2019, updated 22 March 2021



THE EVIDENCE

Although these medications are derived from a
plant, that does not make them ‘alternative’ or
less scientifically valid.

The science behind cannabis derived
medications is established. In many countries
these medications are already routinely used to
treat major conditions.

Although the UK is behind other countries,
some cannabis derived medications are already
prescribed on the NHS.

Scientific studies: More research is needed into exactly how cannabis derived
medications work. In particular, Medcan would like to see greater investment in
patient trials of different medications, and long term studies. However, there is
already a substantial amount of good quality research, conducted by well
respected institutions. A few summaries and studies to consider:

o A study on chronic pain: https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bm;j.n2040

O Outcomes for multiple conditions: https://www.drugscience.org.uk/
medical-cannabis-improves-quality-of-life-by-over-50-percent-results-
from-project-twenty21/

o Overview of evidence for various neurological disorders, including
epilepsy: https://www.sapphireclinics.com/medical-cannabis-and-the-
treatment-of-neurological-disorders/

O Autism Spectrum Disorder: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/
10.1177/20451253221116240#bibr2-20451253221116240

If you are interested in cannabis derived medications for a specific condition, the
Medical Cannabis Clinicians Society have an active international community of
specialist clinicians and can connect you to colleagues with expertise in your area
of interest.



DIFFERENT TYPES
OF MEDICATION

It is important for patients and
clinicians to understand that there are
different types of cannabis derived
medications, depending on which
groups of cannabinoid the medication
contains.

More detail is given overleaf.

MINOR ‘CANNABINOIDS’
AND TERPENES

Increasingly understood to

be vital to things like speed of
recovery and seizure, anxiety and
even some types of cancer

CBD

The main active ingredient. CBD is known
to play an important roll in treating
epilepsy, as well as reducing inflammation
and potentially helping with anxiety

THC

Although this is the
chemical that can cause
a 'high’, the amount in
medications is balanced
to avoid this effect.
Used appropriately, it is
beneficial for conditions
such as epilepsy, autism
and ADHD



DIFFERENT TYPES OF
MEDICATION CONT.

For children with chronic conditions, such as
the hardest to treat epilepsies or autism,
medications that contain all three groups of
cannabinoid are more likely to be effective and
work long term.

It is often these medications that parents have
heard strong case studies for, and approach
clinicians to discuss, without always realising
there are different categories.

As part of an initial conversation it can be
helpful to ensure families understand the
different types available and that what they see
on the high-street is not the same as
medications that are prescribed.




WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT OPTIONS?

If a parent is considering a cannabis derived medication to treat their child there are 3 routes they can explore.

CBD ONLY

NHS prescribed
basic medication:

Epidiolex

Currently three medications can
routinely be prescribed on the NHS,
but only one of these - Epidiolex - is
for children. However, it is a simplified
medication that contains CBD only,
with no other active ingredients.

It does have benefits for some
children, but improvements are often
temporary, and it is only offered for
epilepsies caused by LGS or Dravet
Syndrome.

CBD+

High-street oils:

CBD & minor
cannabinoids

CBD liquids are available on the high-
street. Unable to get a prescription,
some parents try these and find they
do improve their child’s well-being
considerably.

If they go down this route it is
important to check quality and
legality; products sold on the high-
street are poorly regulated and often
produced to low standards.

CBD+ WITH THC

Privately prescribed:
Advanced medications

Also called ‘Full Spectrum’, these
contain all 3 active ingredients including
THC. It is not yet fully understood why
the combination is more effective.

As an emerging medication they cannot
be prescribed routinely on the NHS, so
families are most likely to only be able
to obtain these via a private clinic.
However, the NHS can prescribe them
in some cases.



ILLEGAL THC USE

Simplified cannabis derived products,
containing CBD but no THC, are legal.

However, many families find CBD-only
products are not effective long-term.

An increasing number are therefore turning
to products that contain THC. Without a
prescription these are illegal, even if they
are buying them to keep their child well.

Medcan advocate for a harm reduction
approach. The cost of private prescriptions
is driving more and more parents to illegal
options, but it only puts a child at greater
risk if their family is too scared to interact
with medical and care professionals.

If you suspect a patient may be using an
illegal cannabis product, interactions should
focus on safety and maintaining dialogue.

There are three significant risks they should
be aware of:

Not knowing what's in the product

Some people supplying cannabis products to parents with sick children genuinely
want those children to get better. Some are caring for a loved one in the same
situation and are careful about what goes into the product because they are giving
the same thing to their own child.

However, it would be irresponsible to pretend this is always the case. lllegal
products are unregulated. That means there is no way to be certain what is in the
bottle. Conditions such as epilepsy require a consistent formulation, and even slight
changes from batch to batch can be dangerous.

Bad advice

It is common for people using illegal products to be given poor advice about how
much to give and what type of cannabis products to use. In particular, people are
often told they must give high THC. Although the side effects of THC overdose are
temporary, in other countries this has led to some children being hospitalised.

Risk of sudden withdrawal

If sourcing cannabis illegally there is always a risk the person providing it will
suddenly run out, have to stop, or simply disappear from the scene. It is extremely
important parents do not find themselves without treatment or having to switch
suddenly to a different product. This can be dangerous.



ADVICE FOR THOSE
USING HIGH-STREET
OPTIONS

Many OTC liquids have the same active
ingredient as Epidiolex; CBD.

In fact, some over the counter oils are more
advanced than Epidiolex, as they contain other
minor cannabinoids as well.

Although a prescription with medical oversight
is preferable, many families have seen their
child’s well-being improve with a good quality
OTC oail, so it isn’t realistic to ask them to stop
giving it.

However, it is important to chose the right
product and encourage them to still speak
with their doctor.

Quality. Most oils available from high-street stores or online retailers are very
poor quality; more of a gimmick than a genuine medication. Often they are made
from industrial hemp waste products, and though they contain CBD there is very
little of anything else in them. Often, the amount of CBD is less than advertised.

A better approach is to look for a good quality specialist manufacturer. As well as
having better quality products, these companies often offer discounts for those
buying to treat a serious medical condition.

Certificate of Analysis (COA). A good way to judge quality is to ask for a
certificate of analysis. This is a lab report that shows exactly what is in the liquid.
A good company will be able to provide a lab report that matches every bottle,
and the lab report will be very detailed, showing not only the CBD content but all
the minor cannabinoids as well.

Speak with a doctor. Because CBD can interact with some medications, they
should let their doctor know if they plan to give CBD to their child. The doctor
may recommend regular blood tests to make sure the child’s liver is not being put
under strain.

For impartial advice on which products are good quality, how to understand
a COA or how to discuss this topic with their child’s doctor your patient can
join the Medcan Facebook Group.



MYTH BUSTING

4 “THC is the ingredient
o that works; nothing
else matters”

Although THC gets a lot of media
attention, it is not the only - or even
the most important - ingredient. The
best medications combine all active
ingredients.

“NICE recommend not
prescribing advanced
cannabis medications”

NICE is clear doctors can consider
cannabis-based medicinal products
when “clinically appropriate”. In fact,
they recently clarified: “There is no
recommendation against the use of

cannabis-based medicinal products”.

“Cannabis is legal

‘ now”

In the UK cannabis products
containing THC are not legal unless
they are prescribed by a specialist
doctor. Highly simplified CBD only
products are legal to buy.

“You cannot give too
much; it’s just a herb”

Like any other medication you need to
give this carefully and as instructed.
Although the side effects of taking too
much are likely to be mild, the wrong
dose could make your condition worse,
especially seizures.

“Cannabis medications
are also illegal”

Even some doctors believe cannabis
medications are illegal in the UK.
Recreational cannabis is illegal. But
medications are legal with a
prescription, even if they contain THC.



CONTACT MEDCAN

info@mendcanfoundation.co.uk
www.medcanfoundation.co.uk

OTHER INFORMATION BOOKLETS

O Open Conversations: talking to your NHS
doctor about cannabis derived medications
for childhood epilepsy

O FAQs: understanding the basics of cannabis
derived medications

O Staying safe: support for those using illicit
cannabis to treat childhood epilepsy
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