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As more U.S. states move toward legalizing cannabis, NOVA reports on the latest science investigating the plant and its medical benefits and risks, and explores the decades of criminalization disproportionately targeting communities of color
 

NOVA “THE CANNABIS QUESTION” 
 Premieres Wednesday, September 29, 2021 at 9 p.m. ET/8C on PBS
 
pbs.org/nova | @novapbs
 
BOSTON, MA; August 10, 2021—The award-winning PBS science series, NOVA, a production of GBH Boston, today announced THE CANNABIS QUESTION, a new film exploring our relationship with cannabis, uncovering what scientists have discovered about the plant’s effects on the body and brain, including its potential risks and medicinal benefits, and the demonization and criminalization that has disproportionately harmed communities of color over several decades. THE CANNABIS QUESTION premieres Wednesday, September 29, at 9 p.m. ET/8C (check local listings) on PBS and will also be available for streaming online at pbs.org/nova and via the PBS video app.
 
More than 80 years after America ended one kind of prohibition, it is ending another. Cannabis is growing into a multi-billion-dollar industry as it moves out of the shadow of the illicit market and into newly legalized mainstream commerce. Increasingly eaten, dabbed, vaped, and smoked, cannabis is on the rise and our nation is at a crossroads. The long-demonized plant has been decriminalized in dozens of states, legalized in many, and is frequently marketed as a medicine. Nearly fifty-five million Americans say they currently use it, and yet there’s been surprisingly little scientific investigation of the plant in the U.S.

Though many believe cannabis is benign, and even beneficial, confusion reigns as the federal government still classifies it as a Schedule 1 drug—in the same category as heroin—with no approved medical uses. Because of this classification, research that focuses on the plant’s complex chemicals—and its effects on users—has been limited.  

“A majority of Americans now live in states where cannabis is legal. As more people make their own choices about cannabis use, this film explores what scientists have learned so far about the potential benefits and risks” said NOVA Co-Executive Producer Julia Cort. “We hope THE CANNABIS QUESTION will inspire people to join the national conversation about cannabis—informed by the science, and also by the story of how the plant has been weaponized against marginalized communities, causing irreparable harm.”
  
THE CANNABIS QUESTION follows scientists such as Daniele Piomelli at UC Irvine and Yasmin Hurd at Mount Sinai Hospital, who are leading research on the endocannabinoid system—a collection of chemicals and receptors throughout the brain and body that help the body maintain balance, or homeostasis. In fact, the cannabinoid receptor—named after cannabis—is the most abundant receptor in the brain. These receptors bind with our own cannabis-like molecules, called endocannabinoids, regulating key functions such as appetite, cognition, memory, and emotion. The disruption of this crucial biological system can be associated with psychiatric disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Cannabis contains over 100 cannabinoid compounds, chemicals that mimic those in our own bodies. One is THC, which produces the “high” associated with cannabis use. Another, called CBD, shows promise for treating epilepsy, opioid addiction, and anxiety.
 
“THE CANNABIS QUESTION is one of the first documentaries to closely examine the latest scientific research on our body’s endocannabinoid system and how cannabis engages it,” said Writer, Producer, and Director Sarah Holt. “I hope viewers will come away with an understanding of why this is one of the most important regulatory systems in our body—and anytime you use cannabis, you are engaging with it.”
 
The film presents the current understanding about some of the potential medical benefits of cannabis, while raising questions that require more research. Along the way, viewers hear personal stories from individuals who use it medicinally to treat ailments that include side effects from chemotherapy, PTSD, anxiety, and chronic pain—helping patients cut back on the use of opioids and other pharmaceutical drugs. NOVA follows Stanford neuroscientist Catherine Jacobson who experimented with CBD extracts as a treatment for her son, whose chronic epilepsy was causing crippling seizures and was not controlled by pharmaceutical drugs. Her work helped pave the way for one of only a handful of FDA-approved cannabis-related drugs—Epidiolex, which can be prescribed to treat seizures. The film goes on to document several clinical trials around cannabis currently underway, including research investigating whether CBD could improve life for some children with severe autism.
 
When it comes to recreational use, scientists are just beginning to explore important questions about the risks that cannabis may pose to the developing brain. Scientists have learned that humans’ endocannabinoid levels are lower early in life and increase greatly during the developmental window leading into adolescence, a period when many try using cannabis. THE CANNABIS QUESTION features a clinical study by psychologist Joanna Jacobus who has scanned over 1,000 teenagers’ brains to decipher cognitive differences between those who use cannabis and those who don’t. Viewers also meet Cynthia Rogers, Arpana Agrawal, and Ryan Bogdan, at Washington University in St. Louis, whose research centers around prenatal exposures to cannabis and how it affects brains at the earliest stages of development. Until more data can be collected, scientists recommend caution to protect the developing brain, especially since cannabis use is increasing among pregnant women, with ads marketing it as a treatment for morning sickness and insomnia.
 
In addition to examining the potential health benefits and risks posed by cannabis use, NOVA traces the history of the criminalization of cannabis—a massive public health disaster causing irreparable harm—starting in 1937 when the drug became illegal in the U.S. At the time, government officials tapped into the prejudice towards Mexican immigrants, demonizing the Mexican Spanish word for cannabis—“marijuana”—and claiming it caused violent and deviant sexual acts. In the 1970s, Richard Nixon ignored an expert panel recommending decriminalization, and declared a “war on drugs,” targeting radical youth, the poor, and especially people of color. Ultimately, the “war on drugs” would cost around a trillion dollars and contribute to a 700% increase in incarceration in under 40 years. Millions of Americans are arrested for cannabis each decade, and some 40,000 are currently in prison, mainly for possession charges.

Kassandra Frederique, executive director of the Drug Policy Alliance, explains that regardless of state-by-state legalization, cannabis is still one of the driving forces fueling mass incarceration in the U.S., and it is disproportionately targeting communities of color. Despite the fact that government data shows usage is equal across races, more people of color are arrested for cannabis-related offenses. The film follows the story of Sean Worsley, an Iraq War veteran from Arizona who used medical cannabis to treat PTSD. While traveling through the state of Alabama, Worsley and his wife stopped at a gas station, where police arrested the couple—who are Black—despite Sean’s carrying a medical marijuana card making it legal for him to obtain and use cannabis in his home state. Worsley was charged with multiple felonies  and ultimately incarcerated, kicking off a series of events so stressful he eventually suffered a stroke. Experts note Worsley’s story is a common example of how racism continues to drive the war on cannabis. For people of color, this often means a vicious cycle of arrests, incarceration, poverty, and dramatically negative effects on overall health and quality of life. 
 
While an enormous number of Americans continue to experience the devastating effects of criminalization, cannabis is creating a thriving wellness industry for others in legalized states—and government regulation is poised to become a major national debate.  

As part of its Science & Society Project, funded by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, NOVA will launch a robust audience engagement and education and outreach campaign to encourage national conversations surrounding the issues presented in THE CANNABIS QUESTION. The Science and Society project is dedicated to the creation of longform and digital content that highlight stories at the intersection of science and society—stories that provide exceptional opportunities for audience engagement, nationally and locally, around science and technology that affect all our lives.


In addition to hosting a national virtual screening event, NOVA will partner with five public media stations—WHRO (Norfolk, VA), Nebraska Public Media (Lincoln, NE), WKAR (Lansing, MI), KPBS (San Diego, CA), and Rocky Mountain PBS (Denver, CO)—to produce multiplatform content including localized short-form videos and regional screenings to engage audiences around the film and other digital science content. NOVA Education will also provide an outreach toolkit for stations and communities throughout the U.S. to host their own events in Fall 2021 and host live-streamed events on the science of cannabis. In addition, a PBS LearningMedia collection will be produced featuring excerpts from the film and support materials for use in classrooms. 
 
THE CANNABIS QUESTION is a NOVA Production by Holt Productions, LLC for GBH Boston. Written, Produced, and Directed by Sarah Holt. Co-Produced by Jaro Savol. Executive Producers for NOVA are Julia Cort and Chris Schmidt. NOVA is a production of GBH Boston. 
 
Major funding for THE CANNABIS QUESTION and the Science & Society Project is provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and others. Funding for NOVA is provided by the David H. Koch Fund for Science, the NOVA Science Trust, and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting.
 
THE CANNABIS QUESTION will be available for streaming concurrent with broadcast on all station-branded PBS platforms, including PBS.org and the PBS Video App, available on iOS, Android, Roku streaming devices, Apple TV, Android TV, Amazon Fire TV, Samsung Smart TV, Chromecast and VIZIO. PBS station members can view many series, documentaries and specials via PBS Passport. For more information about PBS Passport, visit the PBS Passport FAQ website.

###

About NOVA
NOVA is the most popular primetime science series on American television, demystifying the scientific and technological concepts that shape and define our lives, our planet, and our universe. The PBS series is also one of the most widely distributed science programs around the world, and is a multimedia, multiplatform brand reaching more than 55 million Americans every year on TV and online. NOVA’s important and inspiring stories of human ingenuity, exploration, and the quest for knowledge are regularly recognized with the industry’s most prestigious awards. As part of its mission to make the scientific enterprise accessible to all, NOVA is committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion in all its work, from the production process to the range of stories we tell and the voices we amplify. In addition, science educators across the country rely on NOVA for resources used in the classroom as well as in museums, libraries, and after-school programs. NOVA is a production of GBH Boston; more information can be found at pbs.org/nova, or by following NOVA on Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram.

About PBS 
PBS, with more than 330 member stations, offers all Americans the opportunity to explore new ideas and new worlds through television and digital content. Each month, PBS reaches over 120 million people through television and 26 million people online, inviting them to experience the worlds of science, history, nature and public affairs; to hear diverse viewpoints; and to take front row seats to world-class drama and performances. PBS’ broad array of programs has been consistently honored by the industry’s most coveted award competitions. Teachers of children from pre-K through 12th  grade turn to PBS for digital content and services that help bring classroom lessons to life. Decades of research confirms that PBS’ premier children’s media service, PBS KIDS, helps children build critical literacy, math and social-emotional skills, enabling them to find success in school and life. Delivered through member stations, PBS KIDS offers high-quality educational content on TV—including a 24/7 channel, online at  pbskids.org, via an array of mobile apps and in communities across America. More information about PBS is available at www.pbs.org, one of the leading dot-org websites on the internet, or by following PBS on Twitter,  Facebook or through our apps for mobile and connected devices. Specific program information and updates for press are available at pbs.org/pressroom or by following PBS Communications on Twitter.  
 
About GBH 
GBH is the leading multi-platform creator for public media in America. As the largest producer of content for PBS and partner to NPR and PRX, GBH delivers compelling experiences, stories and information to audiences wherever they are. GBH produces digital and broadcast programming that engages, illuminates and inspires, through drama and science, history, arts, culture and journalism. It is the creator of such signature programs as MASTERPIECE, ANTIQUES ROADSHOW, FRONTLINE, NOVA, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, Arthur and Molly of Denali, as well as WORLD Channel and a catalog of streaming series, podcasts and on-demand video. With studios and a newsroom headquartered in Boston, GBH reaches across New England with GBH 89.7, Boston’s Local NPR®; CRB Classical 99.5; and CAI, the Cape and Islands NPR® station. Dedicated to making media accessible to and inclusive of our diverse culture, GBH is a pioneer in delivering media to those who are deaf, hard of hearing, blind and visually impaired. GBH creates curriculum-based digital content for educators nationwide with PBS LearningMedia and has been recognized with hundreds of the nation’s premier broadcast, digital and journalism awards. Find more information at wgbh.org. 
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