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A Public Health Blind Spot

In recent years, there has been an increase in stores selling high-potency, unregulated products like
hemp (e.g., Delta-8), kratom (a quasi-opiate), and other psychoactive products (e.g., hallucinogens).
Despite their potent effects, these products are being sold legally, falling outside most regulatory
frameworks, and are often sold alongside snacks and energy drinks with few, if any, age purchasing
requirements. In this Unregulated Highs series, we provide key information about what these products
are, how they came to be, and what our local Cleveland data show.

What is Intoxicating Hemp?

Hemp and cannabis are the same plant, called Cannabis sativa L. The 2018 U.S. Farm Bill legalized
hemp, defining it as an industrial and agricultural crop with 0.3% or less of Delta-9 THC (the main
chemical that causes a “high”), distinguishing it from cannabis. One of the most familiar products most
often made from low-THC hemp plants, cannabidiol (CBD), can be converted to psychoactive forms of
THC through a number of chemical processes, producing intoxicating hemp. While chemically similar
to Delta-9, these THCs have varying effects and potencies. For example, Delta-8 is known for having
weaker effects (“diet weed”), but some types, like THC-P, can be much stronger—up to 33 times more

potent than the naturally occurring Delta-9 THC.!
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What do Products Look Like?

Intoxicating hemp comes in various forms, including combustibles (e.g., r=
pre-rolled joints, blunts, vapes) and edibles (e.g., gummies, baked goods,
beverages). Many products are often marketed with colorful packaging
and candy-like flavors that may appeal particularly to youth. Limited
oversight may also affect the accuracy and clarity of product labels,
causing confusion about serving sizes and potential risks. For example, the
nutrition label on the right states that each serving size is “1 Chew” and
that there are 30 servings per container. Yet, the package contains only
two gummies.

What are the Risks?

As these products are relatively new, their effects on health are still being
studied. However, based on the known effects of regulated cannabis,
potential health concerns include respiratory issues (from smoke
inhalation) and poorer mental health outcomes. Youth exposure to THC
can have lasting impacts on brain development.’ High-potency THC can
also magnify the associated risks.’ In Ohio, the Division of Cannabis
Control caps individual serving sizes to a maximum of 500mg in total THC
content; packages to 1,500mg.* However, there is no such limit on the
amount of THC in intoxicating hemp. For example, in the label on the
right, this package is presumed to have 2,000mg of THC, thus exceeding
the THC limits set for Ohio’s regulated cannabis.

‘Nutrition Facts!
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Intoxicating Hemp: A Cleveland Snapshot

| Retail Availability in Cleveland, Ohio
In 2023, the PRCHN expanded its Cleveland Inventory of Food and Tobacco Retailers to include the
availability of intoxicating hemp in tobacco retailers such as gas stations and corner stores. The
most common forms found were pre-rolled joints or blunts (80%) and edible gummies (74%). THC-
A was the most common form of THC available in the City (80%)--THC-A is unique in that it does
not become psychoactive until it is combusted, or set on fire, and can be derived from either
cannabis or hemp.
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i Adult Use of Intoxicating Hemp

1 In the 2025 Cleveland Health Survey, 11% of adults (ages 18 and older) said they used intoxicating
i hemp in the past 30 days, which is about half as many as those who reported use of traditional
i cannabis (24%). Those who use hemp were most likely to smoke it in a joint, bong, or pipe (74%) or
i . . . .

I eat it as a gummy (44%). Just over a fourth (28%) of those who use intoxicating hemp were unsure
! about the kind of THC they use, but among those who do know, most (64%) reported use of THC-A.
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Questions? Please contact Dr. Stephanie Pike Moore at snp39@case.edu.
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