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IS THERE A STING IN THE KANAVAPE TAIL? 
 
 
In May we published an analysis of the Judgement of Advocate General Tanchev in respect of 

the Kanavape case, “Can the movement of CBD within the European Member States be 
prohibited it if is derived from prohibited elements of the plant?”  It can be found here. 

 
If the Advocate General’s Opinion is adopted by the full Court it will mean that French 
national law (and those of Member States which have similar national legislation that 
outlaws the sale of products derived from the buds and flowers of the hemp plant), is 

incompatible with EU law. 
 

We observed that there was “good” and “bad” in the outcome, but it may be that there is a 
sharper sting in this tail:  Member States and Commission elements who continue to resist the 

inclusion of extracts of buds and flowers in consumer products are utilising a topic that only 
those who have been involved in the CBD industry from its inception will remember. 

 
 

 
NATIONAL FRENCH LAW 

 
1. French law restricts the elements of the hemp plant within Cannabis-derived products 

to the fibre and seeds:  in essence, it prevents the legitimate marketing of CBD-based 
products that are derived from the entire hemp plant (i.e. from the buds and flowers).   
 
 

WHAT WAS THE CASE ABOUT?  
 

2. The hemp was lawfully grown within the EU (but not in France), and the use of the 
whole plant was lawful in the Member State in which it was extracted and processed.   
 
The issue was whether the specific element of the lawful source that was utilised in the 
product made the end product itself unlawful, such that the restrictions to the free 
movement of goods within the European Union (as consequent under French law) were 
justified on the basis of public health grounds. 

 
 

 
 
 

https://www.thecannaconsultants.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Kanavape-Summary.pdf
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APPLICABILITY:  TO THIS CASE AND CBD PRODUCTS GENERALLY 
 
3. The question was whether French National legislation (which prohibited the importation 

of CBD oil from another Member State where that oil was extracted from the whole 
plant), interfered with the proper functioning of the common organisation of the market 
in hemp and constituted a quantitative restriction (or equivalent).   
 

4. Under the principles of the Union, Member States are prevented from adopting 
legislation prohibiting the importation of CBD products from another Member State, 
where that product is extracted from the whole plant, unless that legislation pursues a 
genuine and realistic public-interest objective.  
 

5. Legislation that is capable of restricting a fundamental freedom guaranteed by the EU 
Treaty, such as the free movement of goods, can be justified on grounds of the 
protection of the health and life of humans only if that measure is appropriate for 
securing the achievement of the objective pursued and does not go beyond what is 
necessary in order to attain it.  
 

6. The Advocate General’s Opinion was that the French Government had not clearly 
identified the harmful, in particular psychotropic, effects involved in the use of CBD oil 
in electronic cigarettes, even less that it had carried out a comprehensive assessment of 
the risk to health based on the most reliable scientific data available and the most 
recent results of international research. 
 

7. The Advocate General concluded that the relevant Articles preclude legislation which 
prohibits the importation of CBD oil where it is extracted from the whole hemp plant, 
since, in the current state of scientific knowledge, it has not been established that CBD 
oil has psychotropic effects.  

 
 
THAT SOUNDS LIKE A WIN FOR THE INDUSTRY - WHERE IS THE STING? 

 
8. Recently we were informed by DG SANTE, the Commission’s Directorate General for 

Health and Food Safety responsible for EU policy and food safety and health (and for 
monitoring the implementation of related laws) that no Novel Food applications for 
naturally-derived CBD ingredients would be Validated (by EFSA (the European Food 
Standards Agency)) until after the UN addresses the issue of the classification of 
Cannabis.  It is to be noted that one of the matters placed before the UN for approval 
includes a proposed footnote defining an acceptable level of THC in CBD products. 
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9. At The Canna Consultants we have reason to believe that the Kanavape Opinion has re-
ignited a debate which took place at the origins of the Cannabinoid Industry in the 
European Union, but which was overtaken by the momentum of events and left by the 
Cannabinoid roadside. 
 

10. It is unclear whether the resurrection of an old issue is fuelled by Member States whose 
National Legislation would be affected by the Advocate General’s Opinion being upheld 
by the full EU Court, or simply that it has returned the issue to the minds of Europe’s 
policy-makers, but there are clear indications to us that the issue of “Cannabinoids as 
Narcotics” are back on the agenda. 

 
11. Some readers will remember the debate to which we refer.  For other more recent 

arrivals to the industry (which in reality is most market participants), it may be 
something that has never required your thought. 

 
 
CANNABINOIDS:  A FOOD OR A NARCOTIC OR A RESIDUE CONTAMINANT? 
 
12. On 28th January 2002 EU Regulation 178/2002 laid down the general principles and 

requirements of food law, establishing the EFSA and laid down procedures in matters of 
food safety. 
 

13. Article 2 thereof provided, and continues to provide, the definition of “Food” as follows: 
 

For the purpose of this Regulation, “food” means any substances or product, 
whether processed, partially processed or unprocessed, intended to be, or 
reasonably expected to be ingested by humans. 
 
“Food” includes… any substance… intentionally incorporated into the food during 
its manufacture, preparation or treatment.” 
 
“Food” shall not include: 
 

(g) narcotic or psychotropic substances within the meaning of the 
United Nations Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 1961, and the 
United Nations Convention on Psychotropic Substances 1971.” 

 
14. It is therefore a necessary and integral part of the assessment of any food (but 

particularly a Cannabinoid), to understand the treatment which the substance or 
compound is given by the two Conventions referred to. 
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THE 1961 SINGLE CONVENTION ON NARCOTIC DRUGS 
 
15. On 13th March 1961 seventy-three States Adopted a Single Convention on Narcotic 

Drugs at the United Nations Headquarters.  The Convention that they each signed, with 
amendments, remains applicable to this day. 
 

16. Article 1 of the 1961 Convention defines: 
 

a. “Cannabis” as “the flowering or fruiting tops of the cannabis plant (excluding the 
seeds and leaves when not accompanied by the tops) from which the resin has 
not been extracted, by whatever name they may be designated”; and, 
 

b. A “Drug” as any of the substances in Schedules I and II, whether natural or 
synthetic. 

 
17. Schedule 1 identifies Cannabis, Cannabis Resin and “Extracts and Tinctures” thereof, 

but neither “Extracts” nor “Tinctures” are defined further. 
 
 
 
THE UNANSWERED QUESTION 
 
18. The question which went unanswered previously is:  applying the 1961 Convention, are 

all naturally derived “concentrated/selected/focussed” (our words) Cannabinoids 
narcotic drugs, as identified and covered by the Convention? 
 

19. On a strict interpretation of the 1961 Convention, then the answer to that question is 
likely to be “yes”, because they are “extracts” (the English dictionary definition of which 
is “a preparation containing the active ingredient of a substance in concentrated form”) 
from the flowering or fruiting tops of the Cannabis plant from which the resin has not 
been extracted.  Indeed, from a legislative drafting position, one can have some 
sympathy with those jurisdictions which prohibit the use of the buds and flowers if they 
observe that all that they have done is transpose the literal import of the 1961 
Convention into domestic law. 
 

20. However, when one considers the extraction techniques that were available in 1961 and 
asks whether the application of those techniques meant that it was inevitable that the 
“extracts” referred to within the Convention definition would contain what we would 
today more readily associate with psychoactive “controlled cannabinoids” (i.e. CBN and 
THC), one would equally be led to the conclusion that they would. 
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21. To that extent, it can be contended that the “extracts” that were being referred to in 

1961 had an inherent “controlled cannabinoid” (THC/CBN) content and if, through the 
application of modern techniques and processes - unknown, undiscovered and/or 
unapplied in 1961 - extracts can now be obtained which are free from the “controlled 
cannabinoids”, then those “non-psychoactive, non-controlled Cannabinoids” are (but 
ought not to be), caught by a definition that was fit for purpose almost half a century 
ago, but which is perhaps now not so. 
 

22. It is unclear to us at present how far certain Member States may wish to pursue this 
point - it would not be the first time that a government, who may feel slightly chastened 
or embarrassed by what it sees as judicial criticism, responds in a knee-jerk manner, 
never to raise the issue again.  Equally, it could be a considered approach by one, or 
more, Member States to wrestle back control over the issue through a different means. 

 
 

 
COULD THE THREAT BE A CATALYST FOR CHANGE? 
 
23. This document is intended to do no more that bring to the attention of market 

participants what we at The Canna Consultants believe to be the re-awakening of the 
“all cannabinoids are narcotics” debate within the echelons of power within the 
institutions of the Union.  It is not the appropriate vehicle to consider the issue in-depth, 
nor to undertake a full analysis of the proposed amendments to the 1961 Convention.  
However, we do not want to raise what could be perceived as a seismic shift to the 
detriment of the Cannabinoid industry in Europe and say nothing now about why we do 
not think that that will be the case. 
 

24. It is true that if the narrow interpretation of the definition within the 1961 Convention 
was adopted more widely by other States it would be a body-blow for the whole 
industry, but we believe that the issue could instead be used as a catalyst to drive 
compromise on the proposed amendments. 
 

25. The most significant opposition to the proposed amendments concern the proposed 
footnote and the acceptance therein of a 0.2% THC level in cannabinoid products.  
Reduction of that figure to a ratio which was acceptable to those nations who would 
otherwise vote down the proposal, in return for the latter’s acknowledgment that the 
definition of “extracts” should be brought into the modern age could present a 
satisfactory compromise to both sides. 
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DOES IT HELP IF “UNWANTED” CANNABINOIDS ARE RESIDUES OR CONTAMINANTS? 
 
26. While we are addressing the 1961 Convention and the approach of the European food 

safety regulators, we have become aware of a second, parallel approach within the 
Union which is gaining traction – and which we have previously seen deployed in 
Member States who caused the withdrawal of CBD products from sale earlier this year, 
not because of the novel food issue, but because of the levels of THC within products 
(See our two articles here and here from February 2020 concerning the action taken by 
one such Member). 
 

27. Leaving aside how much people would like there to be an acceptable and defined 0.2% 
level of permitted THC content in Cannabinoid products, there is no such level in law in 
many countries – if there were there would be no need for the proposed footnote 
addition to the 1961 Convention discussed above. 
 

28. If the proposed footnote amendment to the 1961 Convention is passed, the issue will 
disappear, but if the vote is again delayed (which is not unlikely given the current 
priorities of the World’s Nations) or the proposed amendments are unsuccessful, then 
irrespective of the above potential issue of “all cannabinoids are narcotics”, there will 
continue to be the “latent THC issue”. 
 

29. We referred earlier to the definition of “Food” in Article 2 of Regulation 178/2002 
which, when defining “Food”, also provides, that “Food” shall not include:  (h) residues 
and contaminants.” 

  
30. We know that due to the feeding of hemp biomass to cattle we now have what is, 

unless the practice is prohibited, an effectively permanent contaminant level of THC 
within milk and the onward food-chain.  Therefore, it would seem that an argument that 
there can be no acceptable level of THC contamination in food products, would be an 
academic one. 
 

31. If that is correct, then one could suggest that a sensible approach would be to then 
define what an acceptable level of controlled cannabinoid presence (THC/CBN) could be 
in foodstuffs generally, or in cannabis-derived products specifically. 
 

32. Given that no-one seriously believes that individuals consume cannabinoid products 
which contain technically measurable, but pharmaceutically insignificant amounts of 
controlled cannabinoids (THC/CBN) in order to achieve psychoactive results, then one 
could quite properly define them as “residues” of the natural origin of the end product 
or undesired “contaminants” to that product. 

 

https://www.thecannaconsultants.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/FSAI-Removals-14.2.20.pdf
https://www.thecannaconsultants.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/FSAI-Report-Summary.pdf
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33. To do so would not offend food law and regulation and if agreement could be found for 
the level at which acceptability was defined, then it is unlikely to have unintended 
consequences for those government departments charged with the control and 
eradication of narcotic drugs.  The question within this debate would be – what is an 
“acceptable” level below which the presence of “controlled cannabinoids” could be 
deemed an acceptable contaminant? 
 

34. One can almost hear the choral cries of the large elements of the European industry to 
suggest that that acceptable contaminant level should be “0.2%”.  Given that the EU 
Commission has fundamental objections to the proposed footnote amendment to the 
1961 Convention, at The Canna Consultants we feel that that is an unlikely to be an 
acceptable level.  From what we understand, it is more likely to be at, or around, the 
level to be found as a contaminant level in milk stocks – in part because whether they 
like it or not, those who would otherwise contend for “zero tolerance” are somewhat 
undermined by the ubiquity of that contamination. 
 

35. If the levels were set with this as a context benchmark then the effect would be to 
further fracture the industry, with naturally-derived cannabinoid isolates and synthetic 
cannabinoids being the only production methods presently likely to be able to achieve 
the required levels of purity. 
 

36. Depending upon the approaches taken and tactics deployed by those governments 
and/or food regulators who still wish to eradicate, or at least limit, the burgeoning 
cannabinoid industry (whether that is permanently or just until more is known about 
the compounds involved), the industry as a whole may be faced with some very tough 
choices, and consumers with significantly fewer product lines than they presently enjoy. 

 
We debated hard before we published this analysis because we appreciate that those who do 
not want governments and regulatory agencies to tread certain paths can often rail against 
those who suggest that, from their understanding of what they hear, that path is due to be 
trodden.  We concluded that we should remain true to the ethos that we have always held 
and upon which we pride ourselves – that we analyse the information which we encounter 
and come to our conclusions about it - whether advantageous or potentially detrimental to 
the market participants whom we assist.  Normally, those insights are only provided to our 
clients – after all, they pay us in order for them to be able to commercialise and profit from 
what the rest of the market hasn’t worked out, but when the conclusions to which we come 
have the capacity to be a “game-changer” we believe that, having first raised it with clients, 
we should share it more widely.  These are our thoughts and conclusions alone, they may 
come to pass, they may not, but the issues raised herein should be dismissed only by the 
reckless. 
 
Remember Who To Listen To. 


