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WHEN I  FIRS T SH A RED with peers and 
friends across both Europe and North America 
that I was starting a data and analytics business in 
the cannabis industry, the general reaction was one 
of trepidation, if not plain horror. How could I, Ivy 
League educated, with a background in banking and 
intelligence, decide to enter the world of drugs, they 
asked. It was not until the United Nation’s Commis-
sion on Narcotic Drugs reclassified cannabis in late 
2020, removing it from Schedule IV of the 1961 
Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, that I was 
able to feel that I had stepped out of the shadows, 
finally accepted to have been working in a legiti-
mate industry, now globally recognized as one of the 
world’s most valuable cash crops of modern times.  

Today, while the cannabis plant is widely studied and 
adopted for its medicinal and therapeutic proper-
ties, disparate regulations continue to affect the 
industry’s global trajectory. Understanding transna-
tional legal complexities, beyond import and export 
mechanisms, has in fact now become critical in eval-
uating the current and future risks and opportunities 
of this high-growth global market.

In our latest report, Global Cannabis Trade: Emerging 
Regional Import & Export Opportunities, we reveal 
the potential appearance of regional centers of ex-
cellence across the fastest global expansion we have 
ever seen from a newly emergent market. The study 
highlights remaining regulatory challenges from a 
transnational trade perspective, while beginning to 
identify areas of import and export opportunities 
across every region of the world. 

As is the case with all our reports, available through 
New Frontier Data’s cannabis intelligence platform 
Equio®, we trust you will benefit from this fact-
based, unbiased, and actionable assessment, and 
our continued commitment to support investors, 
brands, operators, and researchers worldwide best 
assess, understand, engage and transact with the 
cannabis industry and its consumers, responsibly 
and knowledgeably. 

Letter from the 
Publisher

Giadha A. DeCarcer 
Founder, Publisher & Executive Chair 
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N E W  F R O N T I E R  D A T A 
is the premier data, analytics and tech-
nology f irm specializing in the global 
cannabis industry, delivering solutions that 
enable investors, operators, advertisers, 
brands, researchers and policy makers 
to assess, understand, engage and trans-
act with the cannabis industry and its 
consumers. New Frontier Data’s global 
reach and reputation is evidenced by re-
search and analysis citations in more 
than 85 countries. Founded in 2014, 
New Frontier Data is headquartered in 
Washington, D.C. with a presence in 
Europe, Latin America and Africa.

Mission
New Frontier Data’s mission is  to 
inform policy and commercial activity 
for the global legal cannabis industry. 
We maintain a neutral position on the 
merits of cannabis legalization through 
comprehensive and transparent data 
analysis and projections that shape in-
dustry trends, dynamics, demand and 
opportunity drivers.

Core Values
 o Honesty

 o Respect

 o Understanding

Vision
To be the nexus of data for the global cannabis industry.

Commitment to Our Clients
The trusted one-stop shop for cannabis business intelligence, 
New Frontier Data provides individuals and organizations op-
erating, researching, or investing in the cannabis industry with 
unparalleled access to actionable industry intelligence and in-
sight, helping them leverage the power of big data to succeed 
in a fast-paced and dynamic market. We are committed to the 
highest standards and most rigorous protocols in data collection, 
analysis, and reporting, protecting all IP and sources, as we con-
tinue to improve transparency into the global cannabis industry.

For more information about New Frontier Data,  
please visit: NewFrontierData.com.

About
New Frontier Data

https://newfrontierdata.com
http://newfrontierdata.com
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IN THE WANING MOMENTS 
of 2020, the United Nation’s Commis-
sion on Narcotic Drugs (CND) elected 
to reclassify cannabis — removing it from 
Schedule IV of the 1961 Single Conven-
tion on Narcotic Drugs. Schedule IV is 
reserved for drugs recognized as having 
little or no therapeutic purpose, and 
specifies drugs with high potential for 
misuse (such as heroin). With the vote, 
the CND opened the door to recogniz-

ing myriad medicinal and therapeutic applications for cannabis, 
likely driving expansive scientific research and international at-
tention towards the cash crop. The CND vote also served to 
indicate which countries are likeliest to liberalize their canna-
bis policies, offering a foundational map for an emerging global 
cannabis economy. 

In many ways, cannabis was already in the spotlight. When 
compared to other industries, a tremendous amount of value 
was being produced for relatively trivial quantities of land and 
water. In the United States, a wholesale pound of quality smok-

Introduction

How Countries Voted on WHO Recommendation to Reschedule Cannabis

 z Voted Yes
 z Voted No
 z Abstained
 z Not a member of 

the commission

https://newfrontierdata.com
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able cannabis flower can fetch between 
$1,500 and $3,000 (whereas a pound of 
corn, rice, or grapes cost $0.10, $0.70, 
and $0.11 per pound, respectively). Con-
sequently, cannabis is not only one of the 
world’s most valuable cash crops, but the 
industry’s market value has potential to 
increase dramatically, with only incre-
mental increases in production. Across 
the globe, nations which have legalized 
cannabis for either medical or adult uses 
have found the plant to be an enticing 
source of additional revenue.

Along with medical applications and the 
economic potential of a regulated can-
nabis industry, environmental factors 
add fuel to the proverbial f ire: Bio-
plastics, automobiles, and commercial 
& residential construction account for 
upwards of 4.73 billion tons of carbon 
dioxide equivalents each year in the 
U.S. alone. Industrial hemp’s high bio-
mass yields could make it uniquely 
well-suited for working towards a car-
bon-neutral economy. As urgency grows 
to mitigate the environmental impact 
of climate change, industrial hemp is 
poised to be a valuable addition to the 
portfolio of environmentally sustainable 
alternatives to carbon-intensive materi-
als already being available.

Hence, the cannabis industry finds itself 
at an inflection point. With proponents 
touting the plant as a balm for both 
people and planet, the cannabis indus-
try has potential to expand aggressively. 

Valuable Crops
$USD per lb.

Cannabis
(high-quality)

$3,000

Italian
White Tru	e

$1,581

Cannabis
(mid-range)
$1,500

Summer
Black Tru	e

$361

Ginseng (dry)
$550

Co�ee
$1.78

Tobacco
$2.05

Sa�ron*
$1,496

*Average Price in Delhi, India 2020 
Sources: Saffron, Statista.com; Ginseng, WVforestry.com;  
Coffee & Tobacco, USDA Library at Cornell.edu; Truffles, Truffle.farm

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1069920/average-price-of-saffron-india/
https://wvforestry.com/ginseng-how-we-are-loving-it-to-death/
https://downloads.usda.library.cornell.edu/usda-esmis/files/k35694332/g445cn37b/8910k2787/cpvl0419.pdf
https://truffle.farm/truffle_prices.html
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the wholesale spot price for cannabis in Canada 
was $2,090 USD per pound. Comparatively, in 
Colombia the wholesale price can be as low as 
$50 USD. With many countries in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia strongly positioned to undercut 
production costs in Western markets, the locus of 
production for cannabis biomass will increasing-
ly move to low-cost production countries, even as 
the manufacturing of value-added products remains 
centralized in Canada and Europe.

3 Centers of excellence are globally 
emerging for research, production, 
and commercialization.  

Some regions are establishing themselves for re-
spectively different aspects of cannabis production: 
Israel and Australia are global leaders in cannabis 
research, whereas Colombia, Lesotho, and Eswatini 
are pioneering legal outdoor cultivation at scale, and 
some North American companies are leading the 
world in technology-driven innovation. While the 
global centers of excellence will continue to evolve 
as more markets legalize and the sector matures, 
the industry presents significant opportunities for 
countries to establish specialized expertise across 
broad ranges of key industry verticals. 

4 EU GACP and GMP  
will form the basis for global 
import/export standards.

In Europe, good agricultural and collection practices 
(GACP) provide a baseline for industry standards 
which agricultural producers must meet when cul-
tivating plants used as medicine. Similarly, good 
manufacturing practices (GMP) serve to govern the 

However, as the market matures, disparate regu-
lations will continue to have outsized impacts on 
the trajectory of the global cannabis industry. Un-
derstanding the complexities of international law 
beyond knowing the mechanisms of importing and 
exporting the recently reclassified plant will prove 
to be instrumental in evaluating the future of a dy-
namic, high-growth market.

Key Trends to Watch as Legal 
Markets Expand Globally 
With more than 70 countries globally having liber-
alized their cannabis policies, a foundation is being 
set for the emergence of a global cannabis econo-
my. Amid surging expansion, a few notable trends 
to watch include: 

1 Medical use as the  
prevailing form  
of liberalization.

While a few countries like Canada, Uruguay, and 
South Africa have legalized adult-use cannabis, much 
of the world will be focused exclusively on the plant’s 
therapeutic applications, with significant implications 
for the product types permitted in each market, any 
regulations governing the industry, and engagement 
of which consumers participate in the market.

2 The race is on to be  
the low-cost producer  
for the world.  

Markets in Canada and Europe (the leading players 
in the import-export market) are also the regions 
where it can be most costly to produce cannabis. 
According to Cannabis Benchmarks (i.e., June 11), 

https://newfrontierdata.com


N E W F R O N T I E R D A T A . C O M
© New Frontier Data, All Rights Reserved. 8

I N T R O D U C T I O N

6 Regulatory variance creates 
transcontinental complexity  
and risk.

While adult-use markets have opened in several 
countries, the global cannabis industry remains pri-
marily engaged in medical markets. Consequently, 
countries tend to have strict regulations governing 
cannabis imports, though rules vary widely across 
markets. While nations considering the import or 
export of cannabis tend to share many of the same 
guiding principles, variations in the letters of laws 
across countries can result in some negative exter-
nalities, introducing further complexity and risks for 
the international cannabis trade.

production of medicines for the European market, 
Accordingly, the standards have raised the proverbial 
bar for cannabis production globally as growers and 
manufacturers seek entry into Europe’s fast-grow-
ing and lucrative markets. As countries beyond the 
EU begin importing medical cannabis, most are ex-
pected to adopt similar standards for the products 
which they import. Consequently, companies seek-
ing to participate in the global market should expect 
stricter product standards (rather than any laxity) as 
markets expand. 

5 The U.S. will be largely sidelined 
during the early years of 
international cannabis trade. 

Until the U.S. federally legalizes cannabis within 
its own borders, it is very unlikely that the nation-
al government will permit any import or export of 
high- THC products (notwithstanding some current 
issuance of special-use exceptions to import small 
quantities for research). Some companies will seek 
to acquire assets in foreign countries where canna-
bis is nationally legal, but pending passage of similar 
laws in the U.S., American companies will remain 
limited in their abilities to directly participate in the 
global cannabis trade.

https://newfrontierdata.com
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Europe
EUROPE IS POISED in the near term to become the 
largest global import market, as the region’s regulatory struc-
ture makes it well suited for cannabis trade within member 
states, and among cannabis-producing nations globally. Cur-
rently, however, cannabis struggles to find a sure foothold due 
to the slow progress toward robust medical programs in key 
markets, including those of the U.K., Italy, Spain, Portugal, and 

Respective Legal Status of Cannabis  
Throughout the Continent

 z Established medical 
use market

 z Use permitted under 
specific conditions 
(test/trial or pilot 
programs)

 z Cannabis is prohibited

Europe by the Numbers

POPUL ATION

866,285,863 (current estimate)

GDP

$17.11 trillion (2017 estimate)

EXPORTS

$7.10 trillion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$6.65 trillion (2019 estimate)

TAM CONSUMERS

48.6 million (EU only)
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France. Germany’s market (the largest in Europe) 
has grown dramatically over the past two years, yet 
remains small relative to the volume of produc-
tion being activated around the world. Until more 
destination markets are activated, there will likely 
remain signif icant market imbalances between 
the fastest-rising volumes of production globally, 
and the slower-to-follow legal markets available to 
absorb those products.

Germany, has been gradually increasing imports for 
several years. Until mid-2020, Germany was the 
world’s largest importer of medical cannabis. By 
June of that year, Israel had already imported nearly 
4,000 kilograms of flower, usurping that position.

To sell or import medicinal products and active 
pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs) in Europe, pro-
ducers must comply with the EU’s principles of 
good manufacturing practices (GMP). EU GMP 
detail minimum standards required for medicinal 
products, and provide regulations regarding quality 
risk-management practices. Facilities are inspected 
regularly to ensure that they continue to comply 
with GMP standards.

Location of a production facility is especially signifi-
cant, as only a governmental authority may perform 
a GMP inspection, and each EU member state has 
its own inspectorates. For sites located outside 
the EU, the first member country into which the 
product arrives serves as the relevant authority.

2017 2018 2019 2020

125

593

976

1,777

180

1,031

1,552

2,440

202

694

2,685

1,768

694
811

1,527

3,246

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

Quarterly Imports of Medical Cannabis Flower into Germany from Abroad 
in kilograms

Source: BfArM (Germany’s Federal Institute for Drugs & Medical Devices)

https://newfrontierdata.com
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Types of Low-THC Cannabis-Based Products Advertised for Sale in the EU, Norway & the UK
February 2019

Country Herb Resin Oil E-liquids Edibles Crystals

AUSTRIA checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

BELGIUM checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

BULGARIA checkmark

CROATIA checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

CYPRUS checkmark checkmark

CZECHIA checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

DENM ARK checkmark

ESTONIA

FINL AND

FRANCE checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

GERM ANY checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

GREECE checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

HUNGARY checkmark checkmark

IREL AND checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

ITALY checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

L AT VIA

LITHUANIA checkmark checkmark checkmark

LUXEMBOURG checkmark checkmark checkmark

M ALTA checkmark checkmark

NETHERL ANDS checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

POL AND checkmark checkmark checkmark

PORTUGAL checkmark

ROM ANIA checkmark checkmark checkmark

SLOVAKIA checkmark

SLOVENIA checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

SPAIN checkmark checkmark checkmark

SWEDEN checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

NORWAY

UNITED KINGDOM checkmark checkmark checkmark checkmark

Note: The reported advertising of a product in a country at the time of the survey is indicated by a checkmark
Source: European Monitoring Centre for Drugs & Drug Addiction

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/system/files/publications/13471/TD0320749ENN01.pdf
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Thus, each EU nation importing or considering the 
importation of medical cannabis must either con-
firm the importer’s adherence to GMP standards or 
acquire their product from a GMP-compliant facil-
ity already in Europe.

When considering Europe as a whole, inconsistent 
regulations have important implications even for 
products with low levels of the psychoactive canna-
binoid THC. Many European nations have allowed 
consumers to purchase products containing CBD, a 
non-psychoactive cannabinoid. In December 2020, 
the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and 
Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) released a report on 
low-THC products in Europe, finding that European 
nations had low-THC products being advertised for 
sale as early as February 2019. 

Despite the apparent ubiquity of those products in 
Europe, variability in the amount of THC allowed in 
low-THC products presents challenges for those 
planning on importing CBD products to Europe. 

Switzerland’s policy is the most flexible, allowing for 
up to 1.0% THC in its CBD products, while France 
requires its CBD products to be completely THC-
free. The variability in permitted THC levels means 
that producers must customize formulations to re-
flection the regions’ varied rules, or else develop 
products compliant with the most stringent market 
to achieve region-wide distribution.

Navigating the low-THC market is compounded by 
the EU’s Novel Food Regulation, which current-
ly prohibits CBD-infused foods from being sold 
without first demonstrating that they are safe for 
human consumption. The standard increases costs 
and operational timelines for producers, who sub-

sequently must fund clinical research about their 
products’ safety profiles before they can bring them 
to market. Yet, even those rules are not uniformly 
applied: In Italy, CBD products derived from hemp 
and not exceeding 0.6% THC are considered to be 
eligible as food supplements. Such inconsistencies 
will likely continue to vex suppliers of CBD products 
for years to come.

Comparative THC Limits in CBD  
Products for EU Members 

 

EU Nation THC Limit in 
CBD Products

AUSTRIA 0.30%

BULGARIA 0.20%

CROATIA 0.20%

CYPRUS 0.30%

FRANCE 0%

GERMANY 0.20%

GREECE 0.20%

ITALY 0.60%

NETHERL ANDS 0.05%

SWITZERL AND 1%

https://newfrontierdata.com
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hydrocannabinol concentration of not more than 0.3 
percent." Based on that language, delta-8 is legal by 
virtue of its not containing any delta-9 THC.

For states that mimicked the language used in fed-
eral regulations, a psychoactive product – derived 
from CBD extracted from federally legal hemp 
– entered the marketplace with scant restriction 
concerning its use.

The DEA released its Interim Final Rule in August 
2020, stating that synthetically derived tetrahy-
drocannabinols remain categorized as Schedule I 
controlled substances. That rule remains open for 
review until October 2021. In the interim, the delta-
8 market continues to surge, as consumers embrace 
the less-psychoactive (and very popular) alternative 
to delta-9. The growth of the delta-8 market, and 
the challenges facing regulators in trying to deter-
mine how best to operate their markets, illustrate 
the challenges which policymakers face as they try 
to govern a market growing at a breakneck pace.

Furthermore, given the strong likelihood that delta-
8 will be classified as an analog of delta-9, (thereby 
facing the same restrictions), it underscores the 
importance of closely monitoring the regulato-
ry environment and preparing one’s business for 
policy chances. In the case of delta-8, producers 
will enjoy a brief period of limited regulation, high 
prices, and strong consumer demand. However, 
once fully regulated, the opportunity for delta-8 
will likely become much more limited, and with sig-
nificantly higher barriers to entry. 

Delta-8

FURTHER  CHALLENGES  are presented when 
regulations fail altogether to establish standards, 
or to keep up with breakneck advancements in 
markets. The meteoric popularity of delta-8 THC 
in the United States is a prime example of such a 
regulatory loophole.

In 2018, the federal Farm Bill legalized hemp and its 
byproducts in the United States. A wave of enthusi-
asm among producers resulted in a glut of biomass, 
followed by dramatic downward price pressure, with 
wholesale prices for both biomass and CBD falling 
more than 50% within the first two years of the 
legal market.

With the retail CBD retail market unable to absorb 
the surging inventory, processors found that they 
could earn significantly higher returns by convert-
ing CBD isolate into delta-8 THC (a slightly less 
potent psychoactive compound than delta-9 THC), 
through a relatively simple chemical process.

That Farm Bill defines hemp as: "All derivatives, ex-
tracts, cannabinoids, isomers, acids, salts, and salts of 
isomers, whether growing or not, with a delta-9 tetra-

https://newfrontierdata.com
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Canada
IN NORT H A MERIC A , Canada set a standard for 
legal cannabis when its Cannabis Act came into force in Oc-
tober 2018. Canada’s Good Production Practices (GPP) for 
cannabis are designed to help license holders "understand the 
requirements for cannabis that is produced, packaged, labeled, 
distributed, stored, sampled, tested, and sold in Canada, as well 
as cannabis that is to be exported from Canada." 

Per regulation, cannabis and anything for use as an ingredi-
ent must be produced, packaged, labeled, distributed, stored, 
sampled, and tested in accordance with standard operating 
procedures (SOPs). 

SOPs may include all or some of the following considerations:   

 z Sanitation of the building or part of 
a building and equipment

 z Employee hygiene

 z Distribution, including any transfer and 
receipt of cannabis and ingredients

 z Production and processing of cannabis 
and ingredients include:

 o Cloning of cannabis plants or propagation 
of cannabis plant seeds

 o Trimming
 o Additions of nutrients, fertilizers, 

and pest-control products 
 o Harvesting
 o Drying, curing, or burping

Canada by the Numbers

POPUL ATION

37,589,262 (current estimate)

GDP

$1.74 trillion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

 $618.8 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

 $629.4 billion (2019 estimate)

TAM CONSUMERS

5.2 million

https://newfrontierdata.com
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 o Extraction processing
 o Encapsulation and other 

discrete unit production
 o Production of edible cannabis or an 

ingredient used to make edible cannabis
 o Production of a cannabis extract or 

cannabis topical, or an ingredient intended 
to be present in the final form of the 
cannabis extract or the cannabis topical

 z Sampling and testing of cannabis  

 z Packaging and labeling (e.g., for 
bulk cannabis, samples, immediate 
containers, and discrete units)  

 z Storage (e.g., for bulk cannabis, ingredients, 
quarantined products, products on hold, 
products approved for sale, products in transit, 
or products destined for destruction)

Source: Good Production Practices Guide 
for Cannabis (Section 5.1.1) 

Considerations such as pest controls, sanitizers, and 
agronomic inputs are important factors defined by 
an SOP. Transportation standards – ensuring that 
vehicles used in distribution are equipped with the 
necessary means to maintain quality – are other 
essential considerations when it comes to exporting 
medical cannabis.

When it comes to exporting cannabis, many Cana-
dian cannabis companies were eager to gain footholds 
in international markets. Facilities meeting Canada’s 
GPP standards were taking parallel steps to be in 
compliance with European standards. Several major 
Canadian cannabis companies secured export per-
mits and made plans to supply Europe. 

Leaf Logistics
CANNABIS and cannabis-derived prod-
ucts may also require additional precautions 
for transportation. Like many other prod-
ucts, exposure to light, heat, or moisture 
can compromise the quality of cannabis 
products. Value-added and infused prod-
ucts have their own unique considerations; 
some infused products can lose potency 
over time, necessitating additional stor-
age or packaging precautions. Additionally, 
given the value-to-weight ratio, security is 
a key consideration.

Thus, transportation of cannabis and can-
nabis products necessitates a vehicle that 
can maintain the essential quality standards 
to keep the products safe while simultane-
ously addressing security concerns. Even in 
the absence of specific regulations detailing 
minimum requirements for safe transporta-
tion, the costs associated with theft or the 
degradation of quality of cannabis products 
may be sufficient to necessitate risk-pre-
vention measures.

In North America, some operations have 
gone so far as to procure armored vehicles 
to ensure the safe transportation of their 
products. It is expected that cannabis trans-
portation and security will continue to be an 
essential piece of the regulatory puzzle as 
the market matures.
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property, Aurora was ready to capitalize on the sub-
stantial export capacity which the facility and its 
position provided. The second facility, Aurora’s Sun 
greenhouse, had a projected capacity for an addi-
tional 230,000 kg of cannabis per year.

In the years that followed, however, an industry-wide 
supply glut and slower-than-anticipated market ac-
tivation abroad left Canadian producers with more 
capacity than the international market could sup-
port. Permitted flower and oil exports regularly fell 
short of endorsed actuals.

Tilray exported medical cannabis products to Ire-
land, Croatia, and many other European nations, 
while Canopy Growth Corp. established subsidiar-
ies in the United Kingdom, Spain, and Denmark. 
Medical exports from Canada to Europe tripled 
from 2017 to 2018, and enthusiasm skyrocketed. 
Amid the euphoria, Aurora began construction on 
two large cultivation facilities: Aurora Sky and Sun.   

At a cost of at least $150 million CAD ($123.8 
million USD), the Sky facility planned to produce 
100,000 kilograms of cannabis annually. Strate-
gically placed on Edmonton International Airport 

Canadian Flower Exports
Permitted vs. Endorsed (in kg)

 z Total quantity 
exported (endorsed)

 z Total quantity for 
export (permitted)

Q4 2018 Q1 2019 Q2 2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2019 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020

174 340

1,164 1,304

3,992

2,793
3,217

3,925

5,749

260
568

3,595

2,045

1,311

3,795
4,278

4,889

8,248

Source: Canada.ca

Annual Percent of 
Permitted Flower 
Exports Endorsed

2019 90%

2020 74%

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-medication/cannabis/research-data/medical-purpose.html  
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C A N A D A

As Canadian companies pulled back, U.S.-based 
Curaleaf announced an international foray, acquir-
ing European cannabis distributor EMMAC Life 
Sciences. It seems there is little shortage of opti-
mism when it comes to the opportunity presented 
by international markets.

In December 2020, Aurora announced that its 
Sky facility was reducing activity to 25% capacity. 
The Sun facility remains unfinished. At the same 
time, some publicly traded Canadian producers 
have reduced exposure in Europe, to prioritize 
cost-cutting and business optimization. For its 
part, Canopy Growth Corp. announced plans to 
wind down operations in its Denmark facility.

Canadian Oil Exports
Permitted vs. Endorsed (in liters)

 z Total quantity 
exported (endorsed)

 z Total quantity for 
export (permitted)

Q4 2018 Q1 2019 Q2 2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2019 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2020

158 380
936

1,580

2,483

976

3,208 3,377 3,289

356

1,332

3,683

4,469

3,426

2,760

7,394

4,079

8,109

Source: Canada.ca

Annual Percent 
of Permitted Oil 

Exports Endorsed

2019 42%

2020 49%

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-medication/cannabis/research-data/medical-purpose.html  
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Australia
AU S T R A L I A ,  like North America and Europe, has es-
tablished its own standards for medical cannabis. In 2019, an 
amendment was made to the Therapeutic Goods Act of 1989 
to include medical cannabis. Thus, any THC at a concentration 
≥ 1% and any other cannabinoid ≥ 2% are considered as active 
ingredients. The rule sets standards for decontamination, identi-
fication, adulteration, and testing of medical cannabis products.

According to Australia’s Office of Drug Control, importa-
tion and exportation of medicinal cannabis products between 
countries – including low-THC products – is tightly controlled. 
Approval must be granted by the national governments of both 
the importing and exporting countries. Generally, medicines 
used in Australia must be entered in the Australian Register 
of Therapeutic Goods (ARTG). Unapproved medicinal can-
nabis products – like other unapproved medicines in Australia 
– can be accessed primarily through the Special Access Scheme 
(SAS) or the Authorized Prescriber (AP) pathway.

Exporting medical cannabis is contingent on a stable domes-
tic supply of medical cannabis. Products eligible for export, if 
granted a license, include: 

 z Medicinal cannabis products in Australia 
under a GMP license;

 z Medicinal cannabis products listed as export-
only, or registered on the Australian Register 
of Therapeutic Goods (ARTG); or

 z Extracts of cannabis (or extracts of cannabis resin) 
manufactured under a Narcotic Drugs Act 1967 license 
and permit that are not in the final dosage form.

Australia by the Numbers

POPUL ATION

 25,364,307 (current estimate)

GDP

$1.39 trillion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$404.6 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$334.3 billion (2019 estimate)

TAM CONSUMERS

2.5 million

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.odc.gov.au/
https://www.tga.gov.au/australian-register-therapeutic-goods
https://www.tga.gov.au/australian-register-therapeutic-goods
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A U S T R A L I A

Last year, the Australian Government an-
nounced the Export Control Amendment, 
which purports to provide improved access 
to global markets for agricultural nar-
cotic exports for medicinal cannabis and 
hemp industries, and to introduce addi-
tional opportunities for export to markets 
in Southeast Asia, China, Canada, and the 
United States.

In May 2021, Germany’s Iuvo Therapeutics 
Ltd. announced its successful importation 
of 20,000 units of full-spectrum extracts 
from Cann Group Limited in Australia. 
Believed to represent the single-largest 
shipment of full-spectrum extract ever 
from Australia, the transaction is indicative 
of another large player claiming a stake in 
an already crowded market.

Traveling 
Troubles
THE CURRENT patchwork of national laws and reg-
ulations also has human consequences. In 2015, 
the story of Singapore resident Trevor Soh Li Wen 
gained notoriety. At 24 years old, Soh – still a stu-
dent – went on holiday to Amsterdam. While there, 
he consumed cannabis. Two days after returning to 
Singapore, he was arrested. The deputy public pros-
ecutor argued that as a Singapore citizen, Trevor 
was not authorized to take drugs either outside or 
within Singapore. Trevor was jailed for six months, 
though could have faced a sentence of up to 10 
years and fines up to $20,000 apiece for each of 
his four charges.

Six years later, American businessman Peter Clark 
came down with pancreatitis while on a trip to Dubai. 
Before traveling, he had legally consumed cannabis 
in Las Vegas. As part of his medical treatment, he 
provided a urine test, which detected cannabis. Since 
Dubai law requires that any illegal detected substanc-
es be reported to the police, Clark found himself 
in similar legal jeopardy, facing two years in prison 
before a two-month legal battle which cost him a 
reported $50,000 before a flight back to the U.S.

https://newfrontierdata.com
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DRUG L AWS IN SOUTHE A ST A SIA can be noto-
riously strict. Regarding cannabis, however, Thailand has opted 
to forgo the region’s typically harsh penalties, to focus instead 
on domestic opportunities. In late 2018, the National Legisla-
tive Assembly (NLA) legalized the production, import, export, 
possession, and use of cannabis for medical purposes.

By 2020, it was announced that parts of the cannabis plant 
which contain less than 0.2% THC (i.e., roots, stalks, stems, and 
leaves) could be legally included in a variety of products. Since 
then, cannabis has integrated itself into many facets of Thai-
land’s economy. Where those parts of the plant had once been 
considered as Class 5 narcotics, they are now readily available 
in cosmetics and food.

Thailand by the Numbers

POPUL ATION

 69,625,582 (current estimate)

GDP

$543.8 billion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$291.2 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$257.9 billion (2019 estimate)

TAM CONSUMERS

801,000

Hemp-containing cosmetics products 
are registered with the Thai Food & 
Drug Administration (FDA). Applicants 
must indicate the amount of hemp 
seed extract or hemp seed oil used in 
the product, and submit a certificate 
of analysis, safety data, and a sample 
label for the agency’s review.

C A S E  S TU DY

Thailand  

https://newfrontierdata.com


Still, supplementing the supply for public institutions 
could also serve to promote tourism. Some Thai 
embassies currently issue 90-day medical tourism 
visas for visitors interested in medical cannabis but 
who live in nations which lack legal avenues to ex-
plore those options. Were recreational cannabis to 
be legalized in Thailand, it could provide an additional 
boon to the local economy through canna-tourism.

Plans for such a market appear to be nascent, but 
Thailand’s guarded approach to cannabis regula-
tion and development speaks to its expectations 
for international acceptance. Banking on a gradual 
global expansion which allows the country to po-
sition itself as a cannabis oasis in a very populous 
region ostensibly hostile to the plant. 

In the cosmetics segment, Thailand’s Ministry of 
Public Health is prioritizing domestic producers. 
Permits are restricted to the government and its 
partners, while hemp imports are prohibited (with 
limited hemp derivatives allowed for research), 
and foreign interests excluded from direct par-
ticipation in those approved cannabis businesses 
until February 2024.

Along with cosmetics, cannabis-infused dishes have 
become increasingly popular. Cooking with cannabis 
has traditional roots in Thailand. With the change in 
policy, nonpsychoactive meals ranging from tradi-
tional Thai specialties to tourist-attracting novelties 
have popped up across the nation.

While business activity is largely limited to state 
and higher-education institutions, households are 
allowed to grow up to six plants, which in turn can 
be sold to public hospitals and state facilities, pro-
viding additional sources of income for families 
and small communities. Presumably, cannabis pro-
duced in that manner is unlikely to meet the strict 
cultivations standards required to export medicinal 
cannabis abroad.

C A S E  S T U D Y :  T H A I L A N D
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ISR AEL PROVIDES A UNIQUE case study to ex-
plore how the expectations of a global market and regulatory 
changes can have a real-world impact on producers and patients.

Israel has a history of forward-looking cannabis policy. In 2017, 
the Ministries of Health and Finance had recommended legal-
izing the export of medical cannabis. By the end of that year, 
nearly 400 Israeli farmers had applied for permits to grow can-
nabis intended for export, encouraging estimates for potential 
to export $1 billion of medical cannabis annually.

However, those ambitions were stymied by Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s 2018 decision to suspend those re-
forms. For many farmers and investors, it was already too late; 
by 2019, they found themselves with tons of cannabis having 
been grown for export, with no legal avenue to sell it either 
domestically or abroad.

Nevertheless, a regulatory change soon jolted the domestic 
medical cannabis industry. Before March 2019, Israeli medical 
patients could only purchase their cannabis directly from a hand-
ful of licensed growers. Reforms intended to bolster the quality 
of available products adjusted those rules, so that patients were 
required to purchase their medications from pharmacies. The 
change resulted in shortages, increasing conflict between the 
companies growing and packaging medical cannabis versus the 
pharmacies now supplying it to patients.

C A S E  S TU DY

Israel  
Israel by the Numbers

POPUL ATION

 9,053,300 (current estimate)

GDP

$394.9 billion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$105.0 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$116.2 billion (2019 estimate)

TAM CONSUMERS

2.1 million

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://nocamels.com/2017/10/israel-1-billion-medical-cannabis-exports/


The regulatory disparity was partially addressed in 
2020, when the Medical Cannabis Unit announced 
that the conditions for importing cannabis from 
abroad had been tightened. The announcement 
subsequently caused confusion in Uruguay, where 
producer Fotmer had previously sent 500 kg of 
high-THC flower to Israel, leading some to believe 
that Uruguay would no longer be able to issue export 
permits for medical cannabis in compliance with the 
new requirements.

By last November, it was announced that Israel’s 
first commercial export of medical cannabis flower 
and products landed in Australia. An agreement to 
export two tons of medical cannabis by the end of 
2022 was announced a few months later.

Israel’s path to becoming a medical cannabis export-
er highlights the risks of crafting public policy and 
building business plans with the expectation of rapid 
reform. While regulations lagged behind ambitions, 
there was a substantial opportunity cost.

Some argued that cultivators were providing 
poor products contaminated with mold, fungi, or 
pesticides. Others claimed that pharmacies had 
insufficient storage facilities and were themselves 
responsible for shortages. One contributing factor 
may have been the limited number of licenses per-
mitting cultivators to sell to pharmacies at the onset 
of the reforms.

Like Australia, Israel’s regulations stipulate that ex-
ports are disallowed until domestic demand is met. 
That further exacerbated concerns that the latest 
cannabis crop – originally licensed for export – 
would eventually find its way to the illicit market.

To combat the impending crisis, the Ministry of 
Health of Israel permitted the import of medical 
cannabis. Given the urgent needs of medical pa-
tients, the government allowed for imports from 
farms holding a basic GAP standard. That was rel-
atively lax compared to the stricter IMC-GMP 
standard which domestic producers adhered to – 
soon angering those producers in the process. It 
meant competition with products from abroad, 
driving prices down.

Israel quickly became the top global importer of 
medical cannabis, surpassing Germany – a nation 
with nearly 10x the population.

C A S E  S T U D Y :  I S R A E L

N E W F R O N T I E R D A T A . C O M
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Future Markets
India

India has a long history of cannabis use and (despite 
its legal status) still holds religious and ritualistic sig-
nificance among portions of the population. Bhang, 
an edible preparation of cannabis, is commonly con-
sumed during Holi and other festivals. While the 
modern hemp industry is relatively nascent, two 
states — Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh — actively 
permit commercial hemp cultivation. India holds vast 
untapped potential for a dynamic hemp industry ca-
tering to the world’s second-largest population. 

France

France currently has a rather contentious relation-
ship with cannabis. While the population consumes 
cannabis at higher rates than among any other 
countries in Europe, its regulations are among the 
most restrictive, allowing for medications such as 
Dronabinol but imposing strict requirements on 
CBD products. However, last year some of the 
tough legal consequences for possession were soft-
ened. More recently, a group of politicians launched 
a project to test the viability of cannabis legalization. 
While its long-term impact remains speculative, it 
is indicative of a trend tempering French attitudes 
about cannabis. 

POPUL ATION

 1,366,417,754 (current estimate)

GDP

$2.84 trillion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$572.1 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$624.3 billion (2019 estimate)

POPUL ATION

 67,059,887 (current estimate)

GDP

$2.72 trillion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$969.1 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$1.02 trillion (2019 estimate)

https://newfrontierdata.com
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F U T U R E  M A R K E T S

Colombia

Colombia is well situated both geographically and 
economically to develop a robust cannabis enter-
prise. Cannabis is well suited to the climate, and the 
cost of operating a business is relatively low com-
pared to exporters such as Canada, Israel, and 
Australia. As the global market matures, Colom-
bia may be keenly positioned to capitalize on the 
competitive cultivation market.

Italy

In the past decade, Italy has been relatively recep-
tive both to recreational and medical cannabis as 
well as CBD products. Legalizing hemp cultivation in 
2016 opened the door for "cannabis light" products 
made from low-THC flower. Italy’s thriving hemp 
flower market may serve as a precursor to a larger 
agricultural industry and grant additional legitimacy 
to other cannabis products.

POPUL ATION

60,297,396 (current estimate)

GDP

$2.00 trillion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$687.3 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$647.1 billion (2019 estimate)

POPUL ATION

  50,339,443 (current estimate)

GDP

$323.3 billion (2019 estimate)

EXPORTS

$61.7 billion (2019 estimate)

IMPORTS

$87.1 billion (2019 estimate)

https://newfrontierdata.com
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Conclusion
T H E  G L O B A L  C A N N A B I S  industry 
has experienced unprecedented growth over the 
last few years. The introduction of various medical 
cannabis regulations has opened the door, allowing 
tens of thousands of patients to explore high-qual-
ity therapeutic products that would otherwise have 
been relegated to the illicit market.

 At the same time, the opportunities presented by 
the creation of the new legal markets have been 
repeatedly overshadowed by the logistical chal-
lenges of crafting a safe and stable marketplace for 
consumers. Legalizing medical cannabis with the 
intent to export before establishing the founda-
tions of stable domestic markets present substantial 
challenges to businesses and regulators alike. The 
asymmetry between various nations’ regulations, 
planned and produced capacities, and often overly 
eager expectations for expansion can create imped-
iments to market efficiency.  

Moreover, as a more cohesive regulatory framework 
comes into effect, economies of scale and market 
forces will likely present outsized impacts for an in-
dustry so heavily concentrated among nations of 
first opportunities. 

Key Takeaways
Regulatory uncertainties can have ripple 

effects across both domestic and international 
markets. Israel presents a unique case study where 
inconsistency and uncertainty in regulatory controls 
alternately created an oversupply of unsaleable can-
nabis, followed almost immediately by a need to 
import medical cannabis from foreign suppliers. 
Without regulatory clarity it is difficult either to as-
certain market needs or effectively managing 
production. Such uncertainty is even more disrup-
tive on a global level, when producers must be in 
compliance with potentially incompatible regulatory 
frameworks across national markets.

Geopolitical stability among partners is a 
key consideration, and will become increasingly 
important as the global market matures. Vendors 
should be vetted to ensure long-term supply chains 
are secure, that state-level governments are rea-
sonably stable, and that there is regulatory clarity 
within a given market for both exporters and im-
porters. As more players enter the global market, 
the necessity of due diligence cannot be overstated, 
including the overall regional and state-level geopo-
litical environments in which partners, producers, 
and suppliers operate. 

https://newfrontierdata.com
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C O N C L U S I O N :  K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

Dynamics in product forms necessitate new 
methodologies and considerations for packaging 
and shipping. As producers develop novel canna-
bis-derived products, consideration must be given 
to differences in stability, shelf life, changes in 
potency or quality, and shipping conditions. For ex-
ample, as some water-based cannabinoids degrade 
over time, quick shipping times can help offset a 
truncated shelf life. As producers innovate around 
new product forms and modes of delivery, as well 
as varying levels of cannabinoids within products, 
packaging and shipping as a means of maintaining 
quality can become an added cost.

Improvements and innovation keep evolv-
ing for flower transportation. At present, flower is 
both the dominant product form preferred by 
consumers as well as the raw material to produce 
other value-added, cannabis-infused products. 
Depending on the end-use application, storage 
and transportation of flower will need to continue 
to develop to meet market needs and divergent 
consumer segments. For large-scale processing 
operations producing extracts or infusions, there 
may be higher tolerances for the freshness of 
flower as end products are standardized as part of 
the production process. Similarly, as mass market, 
mid-tier cannabis products become more readily 
available, those specific consumers may assume 
lower expectations for the quality of flower. Alter-
nately, for some consumers, flower freshness is a 
primary driver of purchasing decisions. Innovations 
around harvesting, storage, packaging, and distri-
bution will become necessary as modes of quality 
control as flower are increasingly deployed through 
diverse applications.

The global cannabis market is primarily 
medical, and will continue to be so for the foresee-
able future, but the diversity of cannabis products 
will continue to create new opportunities for pro-
ducers as well as new regulatory responses from 
nation states. There is a growing market for hemp 
and hemp-derived products including textiles and 
bioplastics. Nevertheless, popular hemp-derived 
products such as CBD and delta-8 THC exist in an 
environment of evolving, complex, often confusing 
or conflicting regulatory frameworks. In many cases, 
regulations are inconsistent across markets even 
where some degree of agreement might be expect-
ed, such as in the U.S. or the EU. It is likely that such 
inconsistencies will persist for the foreseeable future 
as markets continue to evolve.

Misalignment between production and 
actual demand is an ongoing issue. The complex reg-
ulatory environment for the production and sale of 
cannabis products introduces additional layers of dif-
ficulty in projecting domestic market demand and 
expected levels of production. For those producers 
interested in exporting cannabis into foreign markets, 
the difficulties are amplified. Canada’s experience 
offers some insight to the difficulties of projecting 
demand across foreign markets: In 2020 alone, only 
74% of permitted flower was shipped for export; for 
cannabis oils, the percentage was but 49%. Similarly, 
some production facilities initially built for growing 
exportable cannabis are operating under capacity or 
remain uncompleted. As more legal cannabis markets 
come online (particularly in Latin America, with an 
eye toward exporting cannabis products), the global 
market will become increasingly crowded. For 
producers to thrive, it is increasingly necessary to 
understand the nature of individual markets, the reg-
ulatory frameworks governing those markets, and to 
have a solid understanding of consumer demand.

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://globalnews.ca/news/7525147/aurora-cannabis-workforce-reductions-edmonton-area/
https://calgary.ctvnews.ca/sun-sets-indefinitely-on-aurora-sun-cannabis-facility-in-medicine-hat-alta-1.5207532
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C O N C L U S I O N :  K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

As with all exports, there are both oppor-
tunities and risks for establishing preferred trading 
partners with protections and policies to favor 
them. Tariffs can quickly make imported products 
noncompetitive through prices alone. Similarly, 
some cannabis-producing countries are already 
establishing preferences related to domestic pro-
duction, effectively blocking out foreign players. As 
the global market continues to expand and the can-
nabis supply chain becomes more complex, it is 
expected that countries will start enacting policies 
to create and support those preferences. Similarly, 
the use of domestic subsidies to produce raw 
products and undercut prices – particularly in com-
bination with tariffs for foreign products – is another 
mechanism by which cannabis-producing countries 
can exert control over the market.

Several large players have established them-
selves in the hemp market, and economies of scale 
and labor costs will significantly impact the long-
term viability of future cannabis production. Of 
note, China is estimated to produce half of all hemp 
grown globally. Countries that have the capacity to 
function as mega-producers – those with both vast 
areas of arable land and sufficient labor – can quickly 
come to dominate the global marketplace. Further-
more, with the advantages afforded by their natural 
resources, those countries should be able to outper-
form smaller producers in quantity and price. As the 
global market continues to expand, increased com-
petition from the largest of participants will be a 
source of concern for smaller producers.

Environmental considerations will move to 
the forefront. At its core, the cannabis industry is 
an agribusiness. As the industry (both globally and 
within individual domestic markets) is overwhelm-
ingly governed via a patchwork of regulations, many 
producers have been able to avoid direct competi-
tion with others in more favorable climates. With the 
advent of larger, globally oriented supply chains, cul-
tivators in highly favorable climates should be able 
to leverage their advantages regarding overall costs. 
For example, cultivators in more northerly climates 
with shorter growing seasons have the added costs 
of either lower overall yields or relying on indoor 
cultivation. Cultivators in more hospitable climates 
have benefits of longer growing seasons and cost 
savings from outdoor cultivation (and, in many in-
stances, lower labor costs). Those advantages should 
translate to more competitive pricing on a global 
scale, and favor those producers in climates most 
hospitable to cannabis production. 

GDP, Import, Export Statistics Source: CIA.gov

https://newfrontierdata.com
https://www.fas.usda.gov/data/china-2019-hemp-annual-report
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
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