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Society

CBD oil in Switzerland — popular but banned

Since the end of 2022, chemists and other retail outlets in Switzerland have been
prohibited from selling edible cannabidiol (CBD) oil, a cannabis-derived product
that is said to relieve pain and anxiety. This ban is counterproductive, say some within

the medical and pharmacy professions.

STEPHANE HERZ0G

In recent years, people of all ages in Switzerland have
become accustomed to going to their local chemist or
specialist outlet to buy cannabidiol (CBD) oil, one of the
numerous compounds found in cannabis. They use the
oil to relieve stress, pain and insomnia. CBD oil can be
inhaled, consumed orally or absorbed through the skin.
“CBD oil is popular among a wide range of people,” says
a Fribourg chemist who specialises in herbal medicine.
“For example, [ have a mother who buys it for her autis-
tic son. It’s better than taking antipsychotics.”

Yet some retailers decided to stop selling CBD oil at
the end of 2022. This was in response to a federal circu-
lar prohibiting the sale of CBD oil except with the addi-
tion of a substance to make the product unsuitable for
consumption — you then apply the oil to your skin instead.
CBD oil is now prescription-only. Any doctor who pre-
scribes it must inform the Federal Office of Public Health
(FOPH) every time they do so. In most cases, the cost of
the prescription will not be covered.

No nutritional or medical value

The pushback against CBD oil began in Geneva, where
the cantonal chemist conducted a series of tests reveal-
ing issues related to the amount of CBD and THC (tet-
rahydrocannabinol, the principal psychoactive constit-
uent of cannabis) in certain products, which was
sometimes found to be “above the toxicological refer-
ence value”. “These products cannot be sold because
they fail to meet nutritional guidelines and are not suffi-
ciently safe,” says Geneva'’s cantonal chemist Patrick Ed-
der. “If a product has no nutritional or medical value, we
cannot include it in our list,” explains his Neuchatel coun-
terpart Yann Berger. “As such, there is no need to test it.
We have prohibited it, full stop.”

“Litte risk of addiction”

The Swiss Association for Rheumatology Patients rejects
this view. “How will patients in pain continue to have
access to edible CBD 0il?” asks spokesperson Patrick Frei.
Board member of the Swiss Society of Cannabis in Med-
icine, Barbara Broers, is a doctor herself: “We must abide
by the law, that goes without saying. And what we had
was a less-than-perfect situation. But it was a fairly ex-
pensive product to buy. People took a few drops before
bedtime - there was little risk of addiction. Consuming
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CBD oil is probably better than taking benzodiazepines,
buying products in shops or online without advice from
a chemist, or smoking CBD flowers for that matter.”

Ignoring the ban

Some are ignoring the ban. The aforementioned chemist
from Fribourg continues to order CBD oil from Swiss and
German wholesalers, saying he refers to a data sheet to
confirm the CBD content in each product he buys. A
chemist in Berne says her CBD products will soon be out
of stock. She will not be ordering any more, even though
she wants to. The vice-chair of the trade association of
the Swiss cannabis industry, Cédric Heeb, believes the
ban has had a considerable impact on CBD manufactur-
ing in Switzerland. “The people who bought CBD oil were
normal people like you and me,” he says. Heeb’s Gene-
va-based company PhytoXtract is one of the rare busi-
nesses to have successfully transitioned to manufactur-
ing a CBD oil approved by Swissmedic, the national
authority responsible for the authorisation and super-
vision of therapeutic products. “The rest of the market
is online.”

Meanwhile, a proportion of customers have reverted
to smoking CBD. Doesn’t this defeat the object of the ban?
“Smokeable CBD is a tobacco product and regulated as
such,” says Alda Breitenmoser, who heads the Swiss As-
sociation of Cantonal Chemists and tells us she under-
stands the level of feeling on this issue. “But if there is a
risk to consumers, we have a duty to act.”
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CBD producer
Frederic Couderc

at his cannabis
plantation in Sierre.
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