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Access,
referrals and
prescriptions
Information about how to access medical
cannabis treatment, who can prescribe and
how to be referred.
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How do I get a prescription for medical cannabis?1.
At the time of writing, the NHS is not prescribing medical cannabis, so patients must
be prepared to pay for a private prescription. However, an NHS specialist is legally
permitted to prescribe the medicine, so it always worth asking! See question 2 for
more on this. 
 
First, find a medical cannabis clinic. A Google search for medical cannabis clinics will
give you a range of choices, or have a look at our clinic directory.  Fill  in the details
required – this usually includes information about your medical history.
 
When the clinic responds, they will provide next steps which will vary by provider.
You may need to speak to your GP for a referral letter, or ask them to release your
medical notes to the clinic. They may contact your GP on your behalf. Your records
will be sent to the clinic’s consultant who will decide whether you are eligible for
medical cannabis treatments. Clinics will not see you without the relevant medical
records or a GP referral. 
 
If you are eligible for medical cannabis treatment, you will be sent an appointment
request via tele-health consultation (during restrictions due to Covid-19).

2. Can I get an NHS prescription for medical cannabis?
Currently, medical cannabis prescriptions are only available in the private sector.
Limited guidance for doctors mean that no new NHS prescriptions for medical
cannabis have been issued in last 18 months. Legally there is no barrier, but in
practical terms this is almost impossible.
 
There are three exceptions. Sativex is a cannabis medicine licensed for use with
spasticity in multiple sclerosis and can be prescribed on the NHS. Also, Epidyolex
can now be prescribed on the NHS for certain childhood epilepsies (Dravet and
Lennox-Gastaut syndromes) alongside another drug called Clobazam. Finally, a
synthetic cannabis called Nabilone is also prescribable on the NHS for severe
nausea and vomiting, usually during chemotherapy.

3. Who can prescribe medical cannabis in the UK?
Any doctor on GMC Specialist Register can prescribe. This is usually a hospital
consultant. A GP can prescribe under shared care arrangements under the direction
of a specialist. 
 
You are more likely to be prescribed medical cannabis from a doctor working for a
medical cannabis clinic as those doctors are more likely to have been trained in
cannabis medicine.

A C C E S S ,  R E F E R R A L S  A N D  P R E S C R I P T I O N S

4. How can I find a doctor who is supportive with medical cannabis?
Contact one of the cannabis specialist clinics now operating in the UK or get in touch
with the MCCS, who can point you in the right direction.
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5. Do I need a referral from my doctor?

In most cannabis clinics you can self-refer but they will need to contact your doctor
to confirm your medical history.

A C C E S S ,  R E F E R R A L S  A N D  P R E S C R I P T I O N S

6. My NHS doctor isn’t supportive – what can I do?

A medical cannabis clinic can still  see you. GPs are obliged to provide a medical
summary to your medical cannabis clinic so this should not be a barrier to
treatment. 
 
A GP can prescribe for follow-up under the direction of a specialist. This might be
possible (although currently unlikely). The clinic can ask your GP if he/she would be
willing to prescribe for follow up appointments.



Understanding
medical
cannabis
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Information about how medical cannabis 
 works on the body and the differences
between CBD, THC and recreational and
medical cannabis.
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 What conditions can be treated by medical cannabis?1.
There are no barriers to medical cannabis treatment and any
condition can be considered. However, most prescriptions are for chronic pain,
anxiety, PTSD, epilepsy and muscle spasm (spasticity).

2. What is the endocannabinoid system?
This is the body’s own “cannabis” system. We all have cannabinoid nerve receptors
in our brain and elsewhere in the body. We produce chemicals, called
endocannabinoids, which lock on to those receptors and perform vital functions. 
 
This system is responsible for such things as pain control, mood control, anti-
inflammation response, control of bodily movement, epilepsy, etc. The plant
cannabinoids, called phytocannbinoids, help that system by also locking on to those
receptors. This is why cannabis has so many potential uses.

3. What’s the difference between THC and CBD?
Both THC and CBD have medical properties. THC is the cannabinoid that is the major
part of recreational cannabis and in high doses can cause impairment. In lower
doses it is a muscle relaxant, can help with sleep and many different causes of pain.
It can also help with nausea and other chemotherapy related side effects.
 
CBD does not cause impairment. CBD is often used in anxiety, epilepsy and pain
management also. There is much overlap between the two when controlling
symptoms. 
 
When you are assessed by a doctor they will determine the combination that is most
likely to help your symptoms. Most doctors start with a higher CBD product with
small amounts of THC and increase the dose slowly, but it will depend on your
previous exposure to cannabis and your symptoms. If prescribed carefully, the side
effects one commonly recognises with recreational cannabis and unopposed THC
use are usually very minimal and well tolerated. 

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  M E D I C A L  C A N N A B I S

4. Can the CBD I get over-the-counter work just as well?
Over-the-counter CBD is usually derived from hemp. Hemp is a cannabis strain that
has been grown for centuries for its strong stem that is used for paper and building
materials, for example. It is also used for hemp seed oil production, which is a very
healthy oil which can be used in cooking. However, hemp contains high levels of CBD
and very little other cannabinoids and few of the other components, like terpenes
and flavonoids. It is thought by many that these other components are essential for
the full medical benefit of the plant (the entourage effect). 
 
So, over-the-counter CBD might be useful for some conditions but less likely to help
than the prescribed medicine. Also note the over-the-counter CBD products cannot
make any medical claims for their products and they are not subject to such
stringent controls as a medical product. It is sometimes difficult to know what to
take and in what dose. Look at some websites to see good quality products such as
CBDShopy and Mellow.store. 
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5. What is the entourage effect?
Cannabis not only contains cannabinoids, but also other chemicals called terpenes
(which give smell) and flavonoids (which give colour).
 
There are over 130 cannabinoids, in addition to CBD and THC, as well as over 100
terpenes and flavonoids. It is thought that the full plant with all those components
in various proportions give a better medical effect than the individual parts. That is
the entourage effect and explains why the full plant prescriptions may be better
than the over-the-counter hemp CBD products.

6. What’s difference between recreational and medical cannabis?
Generally, recreational cannabis is high in THC and low in CBD – opposite to most of
the initial medical cannabis prescriptions. Also, recreational cannabis comes with no
guarantees of safety and quality and may well be contaminated with other chemicals
like heavy metals and pesticides. Usually, you will not know what’s in recreational
cannabis and one batch is likely to be different from the next.

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  M E D I C A L  C A N N A B I S



Medical
cannabis 
and UK law
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understanding what's legal under UK law. 
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Can I grow my own cannabis for myself or my loved one?1.
You are not legally allowed to do this. We don’t encourage anyone to break the law.
The MCCS believe that regulated, GMP quality cannabis provided under expert care
and with monitored dosage is the right way to access medical cannabis. 
 
GMP (Good Manufacturing Practice) means that the products are high quality,
consistent and free from any contaminants. Only GMP products can be prescribed in
the UK. 

2. What if I get arrested / stopped by police?
It is, of course, possible to be stopped in possession of cannabis. You will need to
show that you have been legally prescribed the product. It ’s a good idea to carry
your prescription with you. 
 
If you have over-the-counter CBD then it should be sufficient to say that it is a legal
product, but keep the container with you.   

M E D I C A L  C A N N A B I S  A N D  U K  L A W



Consuming and
dosing medical
cannabis
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Medical cannabis can be ingested in a variety
of ways and dosages. 
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How is medical cannabis taken or administrated?1.
There are many ways to take medical cannabis. Oils can be taken under-the-tongue,
or there are capsules, topical creams or dried flower for vaping. Smoking is not
allowed. Most prescriptions are for oil and dried flower. Your doctor will discuss the
best way to consume medical cannabis for your symptoms. 

2. When might someone choose whether to vape or ingest medical cannabis?
Vaping is usually for “breakthrough” pain when a quick result is needed, as vaping
effects come on quickly (in minutes) but last only about 2 to 3 hours. 
 
Oil provides better background relief all day long when taken 2 to 3 times daily.
Your doctor will advise what is best for you.

C O N S U M I N G  A N D  D O S I N G  M E D I C A L  C A N N A B I S

3. How long does the cannabis effect last and how long to start working?
It depends on what form you take it in. Vaping will mean a quicker effect (in
minutes) and last about 2 to three hours or so. Taking an oil will take longer to have
an effect (maybe 60-120 minutes) but lasts longer (maybe 6 hours or so). Everyone is
very variable, but this is an average.  

4. What dose should I take?
Your doctor will advise on the dose. Generally, you will be started on a low dose –
say about 10mgs of CBD and build up slowly to the average dose of CBD of 60-
100mgs daily (usually in 2/3 divided doses). 
 
Children with epilepsy can need to go higher – up to about 10-12mgs/kg. If the
doctor wants to add in THC then again it starts low (even as low as 1mg THC) and
builds up slowly.
 
It is unusual for people to need more than 150 mgs CBD or 20mgs THC daily in oil
form or 1-2grams per day in dried flower form (for vaping). 

5. Can a carer or support worker give someone medical cannabis treatment?
Yes, this can often be arranged by speaking to the service where an individual is
living.
 
However, although it ’s all legal, some local regulations by care agencies or
residential homes may prevent those services from giving the medicine.  If you are
having difficulties, please consider speaking to your prescribing doctor who may be
able to provide support. 



Safety 
and side 
effects
Medical cannabis is a very safe treatment
option, but there are things you should be
aware of. 
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Is medical cannabis suitable for everyone?1.
Like any medicine, not everyone is suitable for medical cannabis treatment. People
with active schizophrenia, for example, may not be suitable as well as some people
with heart rhythm problems. Medical cannabis doesn’t mix very well with some
other medicines that you may be taking. Your doctor will check whether it is suitable
for you before prescribing. 

2. What are the side effects of medical cannabis?
CBD is generally very safe, but can give some people stomach upsets, diarrhoea,
dizziness and tiredness. THC has more side effects and these can include dizziness,
disorientation, drowsiness and dry mouth. 
 
Your doctor will start you on a low dose and increase it gradually so that side effects
are minimised. Serious side effects, l ike a psychotic episode, should be avoided by
careful screening of whether you are suitable for treatment in the first place.  

3. Can you overdose on cannabis?
You can take more than prescribed, but fortunately no one has died directly from an
overdose of cannabis – unlike some medicines like opioids. Overdosing can be
unpleasant and can give, for example, palpitations, sweating, dizziness,
disorientation and even, in very rare cases, psychotic reactions but these will pass
after a few hours. 
A very large overdose can be serious and If you are concerned, go to A&E and tell
them what you have taken. 

S A F E T Y  A N D  S I D E  E F F E C T S

4. Does THC effect the developing brain?

Some reports have said that THC can damage the developing brain in children and
adolescents. There is no evidence of this in the low doses generally used in cannabis
medicine. 
 
There are some reports of such problems in high THC recreational cannabis users,
but those reports are also controversial. In the low THC doses used in medical
practice, that risk is very small indeed.

5. Can I take cannabis while pregnant or breastfeeding?
No woman should really take any medicine whilst pregnant or breastfeeding.
However, occasionally taking some medicine is essential for a medical condition. If
your condition necessitates continuing on cannabis (such as epilepsy) then be
reassured that there are no definite “syndromes” associated with cannabis. 
 
High THC recreational cannabis use may cause low birthweight, but the evidence for
any other problems in the newborn child is not clear. Avoid if possible. 



1 4

6. Can I give my cannabis to someone else or my pet? 

No, the medicine is for you alone. In some countries it is legal to give cannabis
products to pets, for example for anxiety in dogs, but in the UK it is il legal. 

S A F E T Y  A N D  S I D E  E F F E C T S

7. What should I look for in a product so I know it’s safe?
Properly prescribed medical cannabis treatment by a specialist ensures that you will
receive safe products. Prescribed medical cannabis treatment will be EU GMP
standard and thus meets high quality standards of consistency. It comes with a
certificate of analysis so you can be confident it contains exactly what is required. 
 
Your doctor will only prescribe safe products that are suitable for you. 

8. Why is there MCT (medium chain triglyceride) oil in my product?
This is a carrier oil, which helps to enhance the availability of the cannabis after
consumption. 
 
MCT oil is arguably the most effective option, however some brands will try other
sources, such as olive oil. Be aware of the carrier oil as some people may be allergic
to some oils, l ike peanut oil.



The cost of
medical
cannabis
Medical cannabis is, at present, available only
via private prescription. The MCCS advocates
for and is committed to fighting for this
treatment to be available on the NHS.
However, for now, there are are various costs
associated with private treatment.
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What will I pay for a medical cannabis prescription?1.
You will pay for the cost of treatments - an average of £500 per month for your
products. Families of children with epilepsy will see costs from £1000+ per month
but costs are coming down.
 
You will also pay the cost of import, which can be around £150 per prescription.
However, now bulk importation of medical cannabis products are permitted, we see
prices reducing as this cost is split between multiple patients. 
 
You will also pay the costs of the pharmacy as well as the cost of any consultation –
face to face or telehealth with your consultant. This is usually around £200 for the
first consultation and less for follow-up visits, which need to be monthly at first but
if you are stable then can then be less frequent.

2. Is it possible to get cheaper medical cannabis?
Prices are coming down and are currently around half the price they were during
January 2020. Prices will continue to decline. 
 
If you have a qualifying condition, then access via Project Twenty21 may be an
option for you. Treatment will available at be a capped cost but will restrict a doctor
to prescribe only certain products. It is only available at the moment for those with
pain and psychiatric conditions, like anxiety. There is information about Project
Twenty21 on the Drug Science website.

3. Will I have to fundraise to pay for my treatment?
Some families, particularly those with children with severe epilepsy, fundraise for
medical cannabis treatments as their costs can be very high. 

T H E  C O S T  O F  M E D I C A L  C A N N A B I S

4. Will my health insurance company pay for medical cannabis treatments?
The MCCS has asked health insurance companies if they will pay for legally
prescribed medical cannabis products and we will update this information when we
have an answer. 
 
At the time of writing, we do not know of any health insurance companies currently
paying for private medical cannabis prescriptions.



Work, 
driving and
holidays
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Many individuals exploring medical cannabis
as a treatment option have concerns about
the day to day practicalities these products. 
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What happens if I am drug tested by my employer while being prescribed medical
cannabis?

1.

If your employer tests employees for drugs like THC then it is possible that you will
be positive for a THC test on a prescribed or recreational product. You can test
positive even if you are not impaired as THC is detected for some days after you
have taken it (see 33 below).
 
It is best to tell your employer that you are on medicinal cannabis and talk to them
about the situation. Your doctor may also be able to help and explain matters. 
 
Some professions will not allow any detectable THC even if you are not impaired –
such as pilots, railway signaller etc. CBD is not intoxicating and should not cause
problems on testing but be aware that some CBD prescriptions and over-the-counter
CBD can have a little THC which, whilst being a very low and non-intoxicating dose,
can cause positive urine or saliva or hair test results. 
 
Be honest and discuss with your employer and if need be, get support from your
doctor or Union.

2. Can I drive while taking medical cannabis?
No one should drive whilst impaired. THC can cause impairment for driving whilst
the intoxicating effect is still  present, so avoid driving (or other hazards such as
operating machinery) whilst under the influence. 
 
There is a legal limit for THC (2 micrograms per litre). There are problems with this
measure as THC can be detected in the blood for days after the acute effect has
worn off (depends on dose and other factors). This is because THC is stored in fat
cells and will come out of those cells over several days after the dose. So, it is
possible to be over the legal limit even though you have no intoxicating effects left.
It ’s a good idea to carry a copy of your prescription at all times.
 
CBD does not impair driving. 

W O R K ,  D R I V I N G  A N D  H O L I D A Y S

3. Can I go abroad with my medical cannabis?
It depends where you are going. Always check the legal situation in the country you
are visiting. Some countries allow medicinal cannabis and some even recreational
cannabis. Some allow CBD but others do not. Check initially on Wikipedia for
“legality of cannabis” but always check with the embassy of the country. 
 
Also be aware if you are transferring flights in another country. Some countries do
not allow cannabis in any form even if just in transit through the airport. Dubai, for
example, is one such common transit hub.

4. Can I get medical cannabis during coronavirus?
Yes – most clinics are doing telemedicine consultations.



As part of  the UK’s leading group of
medical  cannabis experts,  members
have access to information to inform
treatment decisions,  up-to-date
product guidance and support to
ensure cl inicians can become as
confident in prescribing medical
cannabis as they are with f irst  l ine
treatments.
 
With the most respected medical
cannabis cl inicians in the country
providing support,  members are
better able to help their  patients.
 
Annual membership is  £90 for
consultants,  GPs and others and £45
for nurses and AHPs.  Membership is
free for medical  students and we
welcome international  members.
 
Join onl ine at www.ukmccs.org.

The Medical  Cannabis Cl inicians
Society is  an independent community
of medical  cannabis pioneers – the
first  prescribers of this treatment in
the UK.
 
We bel ieve that every patient who
could benefit  from medical  cannabis
should have access to i t .
 
We provide the medical  and scientif ic
community interested in supporting
patients with medical  cannabis with
high-qual ity training and expert
support.
 
Membership is  open to those with a
professional  interest in medical
cannabis,  including cl inicians,  nurses,
GPs,  al l ied health professionals
(AHPs) ,  medical  students,  healthcare
scientists,  pharmacists and those
working across acute,  primary and
community healthcare.  

OUR WORK is made possible by unrestricted educational grant

funding from supporters. 

 

Meet our supporters and learn how you can help.

T H E  M E D I CAL  CAN NAB I S  C L I N I C IAN S

S O C I E T Y
I N D E P E N D E N T ,  E X P E R T  S U P P O R T  F O R  C L I N I C I A N S

MEDCAN CLINICIANS SOCIETY CIC 2020 v.1

https://www.ukmccs.org/join-us/
https://www.spectrumtherapeutics.com/international/en
https://www.ukmccs.org/about-us/supporters/
https://ciitech.co.il/
https://www.lgpharma.com.au/

