Medicinal cannabis
and epilepsy

If you are
considering taking
medicinal cannabis
or accessing it for a
loved one, the first
step is to discuss
medicinal cannabis
with your doctor.

What is medicinal cannabis?

Medicinal cannabis is a medicine made using the cannabis plant. Medicinal
cannabis takes the form of an oil or tablet taken by mouth.

Different cannabinoids (or chemicals) are found in cannabis. Most medicinal
cannabis contains the cannabinoids:

* cannabidiol (CBD)
* tetrahydrocannabinol (THC).

People with epilepsy are generally treated with CBD-based medicinal
cannabis.

Medicinal cannabis should not be confused with recreational marijuana,
which is a drug. Recreational marijuana is not a medicine, which means it is
not manufactured under controlled conditions. Therefore, you can’t be sure
what is mixed with the marijuana.
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What is it used for?

Medicinal cannabis is used to ease the severity and
number of seizures. It is used in addition to anti-seizure
medications under the guidance of a doctor.

Who is it for?

Medicinal cannabis research has shown that it may
ease seizures for people with two types of epilepsy:
Lennox-Gastaut syndrome and Dravet syndrome.

While it has not been shown to be effective in other
forms of epilepsy, research on the benefits and
side-effects of medicinal cannabis are still under
investigation.

If you are considering taking medicinal cannabis or
accessing it for a loved one, the first step is to discuss
medicinal cannabis with your doctor. Your doctor will
discuss with you whether or not it might be required
based on medical needs.

If medicinal cannabis may benefit your or your loved
one’s epilepsy condition, your doctor is best placed to
work out the type of medicinal cannabis medicine to use
and the dose. They will also discuss the potential side-
effects of taking medicinal cannabis and how they plan
to monitor for any potential issues.

How do you access it?

There are two ways to access medicinal cannabis for
epilepsy legally in Australia.

A doctor prescribes medicinal cannabis after considering
your/your loved one’s medical needs. For people

with Dravet syndrome or Lennox-Gastaut syndrome,
cannabidiol as an oral liquid can be initially prescribed
by your neurologist through the Pharmaceutical Benefits
Scheme (PBS). The neurologist will review with you the
strict criteria set by the PBS. Further prescriptions can
be provided by your paediatrician or general practitioner
in consultation with the neurologist.

If you do not have these two conditions, your doctor
may be willing to prescribe CBD as a non-PBS

item. Access for children with other severe epilepsy
conditions is via specialty paediatric epilepsy clinics.

In some circumstances, the drug may be obtained for
you by your neurologist via a permit from the Special
Access Scheme (SAS).

Medicinal cannabis clinical trials may be an opportunity
to participate in research investigating medicinal
cannabis and epilepsy. Medical experts lead clinical
trials and must follow strict guidelines to conduct the trial
and keep people safe. There are potential benefits and
risks in participating in a clinical trial. Talk to your doctor
about possibly joining a medicinal cannabis clinical trial.

It is illegal to purchase cannabis that your doctor has
not prescribed.

How much does it cost?

The cost of medicinal cannabis varies depending on
how you access it. Most medicinal cannabis products
are not subsidised by the PBS, which can make them
costly.
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Some Australian states may subsidise the cost of
medicinal cannabis for children with forms of severe
epilepsy other than Dravet syndrome or Lennox-Gastaut
syndrome. If you need to access medicinal cannabis via
a permit from the Special Access Scheme (SAS), it will
be quite costly.

Can | drive after using medicinal cannabis?

The impact of medicinal cannabis on driving will depend
on the type of medicine you are taking. Medicines
containing CBD are considered safe for driving,
although you may experience drowsiness, increased
tiredness, and low blood pressure.

Medicines containing THC will affect driving up to eight
hours after taking the medicine. THC increases the risk
of a car accident. Driving with THC in your system is
illegal, and you risk penalties if you test positive during
roadside testing.

People driving commercial vehicles may be subject
to different rules, which need to be checked with your
driving authority.

If you are considering driving and taking medicinal
cannabis, discuss with your doctor how to keep yourself
and others safe.

Other resources

* Medicinal cannabis: Information for consumers
www.tga.gov.au/products/unapproved-therapeutic-
goods/medicinal-cannabis-hub/medicinal-cannabis-
information-consumers

e Epilepsy Smart Australia
www.epilepsysmart.org.au
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The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is
available Monday — Friday, 9.00am — 5.00pm (AEST)
to provide support and information across Australia.
Phone: 1300 761 487

Email: support@epilepsysmart.org.au

Epilepsy support

Lived experience

We recognise all people living with epilepsy

and the impact it has on their lives. We take a
moment to acknowledge the lived experience they
have shared with us. In sharing their stories, we
acknowledge the strength and resilience people
living with epilepsy have shown in the face of not
getting a fair go.

A medical note

The information contained in this publication
provides general information about epilepsy.
It does not provide specific advice. Specific
health and medical advice should always be
obtained from a qualified health professional.

Special thanks to Professor Sam Berkovic, Laureate Professor in the Department of Medicine of Melbourne, and Director of the
Epilepsy Research Centre at Austin Health for his review of this resource.
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The Epilepsy Smart Australia Program received funding from the Australian Government.

Information provided in this document is for education and training purposes only and not for the provision of medical
advice or clinical care. To the maximum extent permitted by law, the Epilepsy Foundation is not liable for any loss,
damage, liability, cost or expense (including any legal cost and expense) arising directly or indirectly from the use of this
information in connection with the provision of medical advice or clinical care.
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