Medical cannabis use in the UK is strictly regulated and firmly tied to patient safety and therapeutic effectiveness.
One of the key principles in prescribing medical cannabis is avoiding combustion. This means patients are
advised or instructed to vaporise their medication rather than smoke it. But why is this distinction so important?

What exactly does vaporisation mean clinically, and how does this choice affect the health outcomes for patients

under NHS and private prescriptions?

UK Prescribed Cannabis is Vaporised, Not Smoked

First and foremost, legal and clinical guidelines in the UK make it clear: prescribed medical cannabis products

are intended to be vaporised, not smoked. Let's start by defining these terms in simple language:

* Combustion (smoking): Burning the cannabis plant material or resin, which produces smoke containing not

only active compounds but also harmful by-products from the burning process.

* Vaporisation (vaping): Heating the cannabis just enough to release active compounds as a clean vapour but

without burning the plant material.

Unlike in some places where patients may be allowed or encouraged to 'smoke' cannabis freely, in the UK the
Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA), the General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC), and

National Health Service (NHS) frameworks emphasize vaporisation for prescribed products.

Why is this distinction important?

Simply put, vaporisation offers a no therapeutic combustion by-products approach — meaning patients inhale

fewer harmful chemicals that come from burning plant material.

Combustion By-Products vs Vaporisation: What's The Difference?

When cannabis is smoked, the burning process creates numerous chemicals that have no therapeutic benefit and

can harm the lungs and body. Here’s what happens when you combust cannabis:

1. Toxic gases: Carbon monoxide (from partial burning) and other volatile organic compounds are inhaled.



2. Carcinogens: Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), which have been linked to cancer risks.

3. Particulate matter: Tiny particles that irritate and inflame the respiratory tract.

All these combustion by-products increase the risk of respiratory issues such as chronic bronchitis, exacerbation of
asthma, and long-term lung damage. Importantly, these risks are independent from the cannabis compounds

themselves.

By contrast, vaporising heats cannabis to temperatures around 180-210°C, which is enough to release the

therapeutic cannabinoids like THC and CBD but not enough to cause combustion. This results in:

® Cleaner vapour profile: Less irritants and toxic compounds inhaled by the patient.
* Better respiratory tolerability: Reduced coughing and airway irritation.

* More consistent dosing: Heating devices often provide controlled temperature and delivery, improving dose

accuracy.

Scientific and clinical evidence backs this safer alternative

Multiple studies show that vaporising cannabis significantly reduces exposure to tar and harmful combustion
chemicals. The British Journal of Pharmacology and other peer-reviewed sources highlight vaporisation as a harm
reduction strategy especially valuable for medical cannabis patients who often already have compromised

respiratory health.

Device As Part of Treatment: It's Not Just the Cannabis, it's HOW You
Take It

Unlike consuming oral medicines in pill form, medical cannabis inhalation involves the device as an integral part of

therapy. The delivery device goes beyond convenience — it's a clinical tool that impacts:

* Dose consistency: Good vaporizers regulate temperature to release predictable amounts of cannabinoids.
e Safety: Reducing combustion risk and exposure to irritants and contaminants.

* Usability: Simple, clean devices improve adherence and patient comfort.

Pharmacists and specialists in the UK carefully consider device choice just as they consider dose and product
selection. Devices are often supplied with prescribed cannabis medicines or recommended explicitly in treatment

plans.

Why does device regulation matter?

Devices must meet standards for medical use — including safety testing, consistency, and compatibility with

prescribed products. They are regulated under medical device frameworks and pharmacy standards.

Pharmacy and GPhC Regulation: Safeguarding Patients

The supply and dispensing of prescribed medical cannabis, including devices, falls under strict regulation by the
GPhC and NHS standards. Here's what that means:

* Pharmacist oversight: Pharmacists ensure patients receive proper counselling on device use and the
rationale for vaporisation instead of smoking.

* Safe sourcing: Prescribed products come from licensed manufacturers with quality assurance, ensuring no

contaminants or unregulated materials.



* Legal compliance: Only vaporisation devices approved for medical use are supplied, removing unregulated

or unsafe consumer products from the equation.

This regulatory framework means UK patients benefit from a standardized, quality-controlled, and clinically
optimized treatment experience. The practice of avoiding combustion is therefore embedded in the system, not

just a recommendation.

Cost & Practical Considerations: Why Vaporising is Also Economically
Sensible

Some critics ask, "Why bother with vaporising devices? Isn't smoking cheaper?” Actually, the economics favours

vaporisation once we consider treatment effectiveness and safety:

Cost Aspect Smoking Cannabis Vaporising Medical Cannabis Initial device cost Low (lighters or pipes) Moderate
(£50-£150 for medical vaporizers) Health-related costs Higher risk of respiratory illness, more GP visits, possible
hospital admissions Lower respiratory complications expected, fewer healthcare episodes Medication efficiency
Variable dosing, higher waste of cannabinoids through combustion More efficient cannabinoid delivery means
lower total medication use over time Regulatory compliance costs Unavailable legally for prescribed use Fully

compliant under UK pharmacy standards

When factoring in long-term respiratory health and consistency of therapeutic effects, vaporising medical cannabis

is the financially smarter option for the NHS and patients alike.

Summary: Why Avoid Combustion with Medical Cannabis?

* No therapeutic combustion by-products: Vaporisation releases cannabinoids without burning harmful

plant materials.

* Reduced respiratory consequences: Smoking increases risk of bronchitis, airway irritation, and lung issues;
vaporising minimizes these hazards.

* Cleaner vapour profile: Patients inhale less tar, carcinogens, and toxic gases with vaporised cannabis.

* Device matters: Proper vaporizers improve dose accuracy, safety, and patient adherence as an integrated
part of treatment.

* Pharmacy regulation safeguards quality and guidance: UK standards prevent unsafe practices, ensuring

patients receive optimal care.

In the UK's tightly regulated medical cannabis environment, avoiding combustion isn't just a preference — it's a
cornerstone thelondoneconomic.com of safe, effective therapy. Vaporisation allows patients to benefit from the
therapeutic effects of cannabis while protecting their respiratory health and ensuring consistent dosing within a

regulated clinical framework.


https://www.thelondoneconomic.com/lifestyle/health/how-medical-cannabis-vaping-works-temperature-devices-and-the-economics-behind-it-409054/

Further Reading & Resources

e UK Government: Cannabis-based products for medicinal use guidance
® General Pharmaceutical Council: Medical Cannabis Learning Module

® British Journal of Pharmacology — Harm reduction and cannabis vaporisers



