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LETTER

Smells like THC: is the trend of vaping cannabis about to hit Italy?
Sa di THC: la moda di “svapare” la cannabis sta per invadere l’Italia?

On June 26th, 2018, the Italian financial police of Turin seized 24 electronic cigarettes refills 
containing extremely high levels of Δ⁹-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), which is the main active con-
stituent of cannabis (1). The percentage of THC was over 60% per cartridge, almost double the mean 
content of the component detected in hash oil specimens seized and analyzed by the US Drug and 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) between 1995 and 2014 (2), among which a yearly growth in 
potency had already been evidenced. E-cigarettes were promoted as a mean to both reduce harms 
derived from smoking “classic” cigarettes (e.g., inhaling toxic combustion products), and to support 
quitting smoking habit (3). Nonetheless, e-cigs have soon been misused to vape cannabis and other 
psychoactive substances (synthetic cannabinoids (SCs), methamphetamines, dimethyltryptamine, 
cocaine, cathinones) (4). The use of e-cigarettes for vaping liquid THC appears to be trending, ac-
cording to the wide number of online guides on “how to make THC oils that will work in e-cigs”, 
and the variety of websites selling THC-containing e-liquid. Furthermore, e-cigarettes accessories 
to vape ground herbal cannabis buds, cannabis wax and hash oil are available, too (4). Recently, 
it has also been highlighted that drug dealers may be using both Facebook pages and Instagram 
accounts to advertise and sell vape cartridges laced with synthetic cannabinoids, which are instead 
promoted as THC vapes (5), thus increasing health risks for consumers as SCs may be extremely 
toxic even at very low concentrations. Moreover, due to the varying and confusing legislation 
related to e-cigarettes, in some EU countries e-cigs could be available to minors, and allowed to 
be smoked in public places (6). A THC content as high as that evidenced in the seized cartridges 
could be responsible for serious health hazards, as high-potency cannabis has been recognized to 
be linked to acute (and potentially chronic) physical, psychiatric and cognitive adversities (7). It is 
in fact ascertained that psychosis (both transient psychotic symptoms and schizophrenia) shows an 
association with more frequent and longer cannabis use (it is though dose-dependent), and consump-
tion of high-potency cannabis preparations (e.g., “Skunk” variety, containing between 12 and 18% 
THC and less than 1.5% cannabidiol, which appears to have antipsychotic properties) (8). Early 
onset of cannabis consumption (e.g., before 17 years of age) and frequent use have been associated 
with neurocognitive damages, peculiarly in the areas of attention and memory, that may persist even 
after abstinence; moreover, morphometric alterations in grey matter, lack of white matter fibers 
coherence, and disrupted neurovascular conditions have been suggested by neuroimaging studies 
(9). These effects, together with the higher risk of developing a form of cannabis dependence, may 
be responsible for the poorer academic achievements and global life dissatisfaction evidenced in 
the late 20s among those who were THC consumers since the young age (10). Other consequences 
of the widespread cannabis use that may be of interest for public health include an increase in mo-
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tor vehicles accidents due to intoxicated driving, a growth in the risk of stroke/transient ischemic 
attack, and relevant risks of adverse birth outcomes (preterm labor, low birth weight, admission to 
neonatal intensive care units) if the mother has used cannabis during pregnancy (11).

THC-containing e-cigarette refills are therefore to be considered a serious threat for Public 
Health, and further actions should be taken in order to both avoiding the marketing of such products 
and informing the general public about the risks of vaping THC.
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