CANNABIS 101

AN INTRODUCTION TO
THE BASICS OF
CANNABIS

What is cannabis?

The cannabis plant (Cannabis sativa L.) has been used as
medicine, food, or fiber for thousands of years. Flowers
and leaves from the cannabis plants are covered with tiny
crystal-like structures, and it is these structures which are
responsible for producing cannabis’ active ingredients:
1,2
Cannabinoids (THC and CBD) and terpenes
.
THC also known as delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol is what
gives cannabis its intoxicating effects, while CBD also
known as cannabidiol is purported to modulate some of
the effects of THC3. Additionally, both THC and CBD have
other properties, that may be beneficial, when consumed
on their own, together, or in conjunction with other
chemicals found in cannabis such as terpenes (also
4
known as the entourage effect) . As a result, the amount
and ratio of cannabinoids and terpenes consumed when
using cannabis will inﬂuence one’s experience.

Cannabis: Hemp vs
Marijuana

Due to the multitude of purposes cannabis serves, it has
5,6
been selectively bred into two distinct forms
:
● Hemp, a non-intoxicating type of cannabis plant that was
traditionally bred for food or fiber.
All hemp plants contain less than 0.3% THC
● Marijuana, an intoxicating plant that is used for
medicinal or recreational purposes.
All marijuana plants contain more than 0.3% THC.

While hemp and marijuana plants will differ in physical
appearance and chemical make-up, they are not different
5,6
enough genetically to be considered separate species
.
For this reason, both hemp and marijuana are collectively
known as cannabis. At Aphria Medical, our cannabis
products are all derived from marijuana plants, not hemp.
Our high CBD dried ﬂower strains are not hemp as they
contain more than 0.3% THC.

Why do so many
cannabis varieties exist?

Selective breeding is a process employed in plant
agriculture to develop crops with unique and desired
characteristics. For example, the apples you buy from the
grocery store have all been selectively bred to provide
different ﬂavour profiles (sweet, sour, tart, etc) and
physical characteristics (i.e. crunchy, soft, firm, juicy).
These differences will dictate the way in which apples are
used. For instance, some apple varieties are better for
eating (good ﬂavor and texture profile), while others are
better for cooking (tart taste and contains more starch).
Like apples, there are many different types of “hemp” or
7,8,9
“marijuana” varieties available in Canada
. These
varieties differ in both physical appearance and chemical
make-up, which in turn will impact the way in which they
7,9
are used
. As a general rule, different varieties of hemp
7
are referred to as cultivars , while varieties of cannabis
are called “strains”. The reasons for this difference stems
from the fact that hemp breeders have had the opportunity
to officially register new hemp varieties under the Plant
Breeders’ Rights Act and Regulations which provides 10:
“legal protection to plant breeders for new plant varieties
for up to 25 years for a variety of tree and vine (including
their rootstocks), and 20 years for all other varieties of
plants”.
In contrast, the majority of marijuana plants sold in the
marketplace today were bred illegally and as a result of
prohibition marijuana breeders could not acquire the same
type of protections as hemp breeders. Instead a less
official system of differentiating between varieties was
created which uses the term “strain” to classify chemically
and physically unique varieties. Since these “strains” were
named using a non-standardized approach, plants
possessing the same strain name may show very different
chemical and physical profiles during cultivation, while
strains having different names can demonstrate very
11
similar physical and chemical characteristics .
With cannabis legalization, there is now a huge push to
better understand the genetic relationship between strains,
which in turn will likely lead to consolidation and the use of
more standardized terminology.

What are Indica and
Sativa

As discussed above, cannabis has been bred into
physically and chemically unique types called marijuana
5,6
and hemp
.
Domestication of cannabis is believed to have started over
10,000 years ago in China12 and since this time unique
populations of hemp and marijuana have appeared around
the world. Since cannabis has so many unique chemical
and physical characteristics, it was originally thought that
different species existed which lead to certain plants being
called Cannabis sativa and others being called Cannabis
5,13
indica
. Sometimes other names were used i.e.
Cannabis ruderalis. The way in which these names were
used was never consistent and changed over time as
5,13
different philosophies and political interests emerged
.
Although there is still some debate amongst scientists,
today, all cannabis is generally recognized as the species
6
Cannabis sativa . However, the terms Indica and Sativa
still persist and are used differently by different groups of
people. To breeders, Indica plants are defined as having
moderate levels of THC and once originating from
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Northwest India. Sativa plants
have high THC and once originated in ancient southern
Asia, more recently distributed throughout the world (see
6
below) .
SATIVA

INDICA

Localized in ancient southern Asia, more recently
distributed throughout the world.

Localized in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Northwest
India.

Tall, well branched and narrow leaﬂets

Short (1 m high), compact, large leaves and wide
leaﬂets.

Later ﬂowering

Earlier ﬂowering

Hard to grow inside due to height

Not adapted to high humidity environments can easily
mould

High THC, no or small amounts of CBD (most
intoxicating)

Moderate levels of THC and CBD (less intoxicating)

Nowadays, most if not all cannabis strains sold
commercially are hybrids of Sativa and Indica populations
that once existed in distinct parts of the world. Isolated
populations of ancient Sativa or Indica type plants are
believed to no longer exist or be almost extinct in the wild
as a result of mass efforts to breed cannabis strains over
the last 100 years 5.

Are Indica plants more
sedating than sativa
plants?

The origins of the belief that Indica plants are sedating and
Sativa plants are uplifting is not quite clear. However,
recent studies suggest that Indica and Sativa are not
reliable predictors of effect. This largely has to do with the
fact that cannabis strains sold today are all hybrids,
possessing both Indica and Sativa-like characteristics to
5, 14
varying extents
(See above).
To highlight this point, consider how many apple varieties
exist in the supermarket. Now imagine if we only relied on
apple color (red, green, or yellow) to predict taste, would
you expect all red apples to taste the same? Instead, when
selecting an apple, other factors such as sugar content,
tartness, acidity, or texture need to be considered.
For this reason, we recommend that patients consider
factors such as cannabinoid content, product format, and
terpene content when selecting, as this method will help
provide a more consistent experience.

1. Cannabinoid Content: The ratio of THC to CBD can
help determine the therapeutic effect of each medical
cannabis product, as well as the associated side effects
15,16
.
2. Product Format: The product format will contribute
towards how overall effects from cannabinoids and
terpenes are felt. If a patient needs fast relief, inhaling
cannabis through smoking or vaporizing will lead to a
faster onset of effects, whereas ingesting cannabis oil
products can provide longer-lasting effects for managing
3
chronic ailments .
3. Terpene Content: (dried ﬂower products only):
Terpenes are thought to contribute to the individual effects
patients can feel when inhaling dried cannabis. For
example, some terpenes are believed to promote
relaxation and stress-relief, while others can yield
4, 17
energizing and uplifting effects
It is also important to keep in mind that other factors such
as previous exposure to cannabis, food intake, genetics, or
medical condition will also impact the way in which you
experience cannabis. For this reason, it is always best to
start low and go slow, and remember that cannabis is an
individualized type of medicine that requires some trial and
error before getting started.
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