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Episode 3 – Cannabis and birth defects
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Birth defects

• A sampling of birth defects tracked 

• hole in the heart

• spina bifida

• cleft lip and/or palate

• club foot

• autism

• limblessness

• gastroschisis

• all represent a significant physical, emotional and 
financial burden to cannabis users’ families

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf
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Differing cannabis use

• USA States and European countries – differing 
regimes
• all cannabis prohibited

• cannabis use decriminalised

• medicinal cannabis use legalised

• recreational cannabis use legalised

• All with differing:
• population percentages using cannabis

• THC and other cannabinoid levels

• disease burden – in this case it is birth defects
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Population studies

• 50 States in the USA

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887
_2021_Article_2996.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887_2021_Article_2996.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887_2021_Article_2996.pdf
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Population studies

• 16 countries in Europe

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf


Click to edit Master text styles

US population

• Results for birth defects
• tobacco     11

• alcohol     5

• Cannabis constituents (cannabinoids)
• THC     40

• Cannabidiol (CBD)    8

• Cannabis causal in 45 of 62 birth defects in all in 
the US data

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887
_2021_Article_2996.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887_2021_Article_2996.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8767720/pdf/12887_2021_Article_2996.pdf
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Europe - population

• What the data shows

“Eighty-nine out of 90 Congenital Anomalies in bivariate 
association and 74/90 Congenital Anomalies in additive 
panel inverse probability weighted space-time regression 
were cannabis related.”

“Twelve thousand three hundred sixty Congenital Anomaly 
rates were sourced across 16 nations of Europe. Nations 
with a higher or increasing rate of daily cannabis use had a 
71.77% higher median Congenital Anomaly rates than 
others”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf
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Autism

“Using two independent datasets and two categorization methods 
we confirmed that medical, decriminalized and legal cannabis 
regimes are associated with higher rates of ASD than illegal ones. 
Findings are consistent with molecular, cellular and epigenetic 
mechanisms.”

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336583893_
Effect_of_Cannabis_Legalization_on_US_Autism_Incide
nce_and_Medium_Term_Projections 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336583893_Effect_of_Cannabis_Legalization_on_US_Autism_Incidence_and_Medium_Term_Projections
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336583893_Effect_of_Cannabis_Legalization_on_US_Autism_Incidence_and_Medium_Term_Projections
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336583893_Effect_of_Cannabis_Legalization_on_US_Autism_Incidence_and_Medium_Term_Projections
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Limblessness

• Limb reduction and limblessness

“The limb disorders that were positively associated with 
cannabis exposure on bivariate analysis were: club foot, hip 
dysplasia, limb, limb reductions, polydactyly and 
syndactyly.” 

“ . . . syndactyly, polydactyly and reduction deformity of the 
upper limbs were first identified in the Hawaiian series. 
Reduction of the lower limbs was a positive finding in the 
USA series.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf
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In the food chain

• Hemp used as fodder for cattle raises the question 
of cannabinoids passed to humans through the 
food chain

“Interestingly, recent reports from France and Germany, 
where cannabis use is rising, relate to ‘outbreaks’ of babies 
borne without limbs but no such reports have been issued 
from nearby Switzerland where cannabis is not allowed to 
enter the food chain.”

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8824558/pdf/dvab015.pdf
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Next episode

• More detail in future episodes:
• Cannabis and cancer

• Cannabis and birth defects

• Cannabidiol (CBD), cancer and birth defects

• Cannabis and pain

• Cannabis and driving

• Hemp and psychoactive metabolites

• Cannabis and psychosis

• Cannabis and violence/homicide

• Cannabis and suicide

• Cannabis – its other harms
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