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The Surrey Board of Trade and MedReleaf have partnered on the development of a support guide to 
help Surrey employers manage cannabis in the workplace. Our objective is to inform employers and 
provide them with clarity and a foundation as they manage both the health and safety risks as well as the 
accommodation requirements related to both medical and recreational cannabis.

About the Surrey Board of Trade
The Surrey Board of Trade attracts business to Surrey and supports 
business in Surrey. We provide businesses and organizations with 
economic opportunity, workplace development and education, 
international trade, government advocacy and business connections. 
We believe that transportation and education are the two economic 
foundations of building our city. 

About MedReleaf 
Canada’s most awarded licensed producer, MedReleaf is an R&D-
driven company dedicated to innovation, operational excellence 
and the production of industry leading, top-quality cannabis.  
Sourced from around the world and carefully cultivated in one of 
two state-of-the-art ICH-GMP and ISO 9001 certified facilities in 
Ontario, with a third facility currently in development, a full range of 
premium MedReleaf products are delivered to the global medical 
market. They serve the therapeutic needs of patients seeking safe, 
consistent and effective medical cannabis and provide a compelling 
product offering for the adult-use recreational market.
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1) Cannabis Facts

a.   The total number of Canadians registered for medical cannabis use has grown from under 
20,000 in 2014 to over 250,000 in 2018. It is expected to reach 450,000 by 2024. 

b.   Prescribed medical cannabis has been legal in Canada and in Canadian workplaces since 
1999. 

c.   Medical cannabis is used to help manage symptoms of a large variety of health conditions, 
including: arthritis, epilepsy, digestive issues, anxiety, depression, PTSD, chronic pain, 
migraines, sleep disorders, neuropathic pain, MS, adverse effects of chemotherapy, etc. 

d.   Medical cannabis is an approved medical expense under the Canada Revenue Agency 
Guidelines. This means patients can deduct the expense on their personal tax return. 

e.   Cannabis does not need to be smoked. Patients can use medical cannabis in many non-
combustible forms, such as capsules, edibles, oils and topical creams. 

f.    Not all cannabis gets you ‘high.’ Many medical cannabis products are CBD-based and do not 
cause psychoactive effects. 

g.   Studies show that patients who use medical cannabis can decrease their use of opioid-
based medications and the overall cost of their treatment. 

h.   Accessing medical cannabis is strictly regulated by Health Canada. At present, the only way 
to legally buy medical cannabis is through a Health Canada-approved licensed producer, 
and only after obtaining a medical document. At present, ‘dispensaries’ are not regulated 
and are illegal across the country. 

      i.   There are many different cannabinoids in the cannabis plant, the two most commonare 
THC and CBD: 

      i.   THC based strains typically help with ailments such as pain relief, sleep issues and nausea.
      ii.   CBD based strains typically help with ailments such as anxiety, inflammation, arthritis, 

and seizures/tremors.
j.   Currently in Canada, cannabis can legally be sold as: 
      i.  Dried cannabis bud (the flower of the plant) 
      ii.   Cannabis extract oil 
      iii.  Cannabis extract capsules 

Studies 
show that 
patients who 
use medical 
cannabis can 
decrease 
their use of 
opioid-based 
medications 
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2) Employer Considerations 3) Policy Development 

1)   Employers are not expected or required to accommodate impairment 
in the workplace.

2)   When conducting an accommodation analysis for medical cannabis, 
ensure that you have the necessary information to effectively assess 
risk and accommodation potential.

3)  Medical authorization expirations should be tracked by employers.
 
4)  There is currently no definitive impairment test for cannabis. A 

conservative guide is 12 hours for inhalation and up to 24 hours for 
ingestion – but this is not universally accepted.

5)   The Canadian cannabis industry is fast-moving. Ongoing monitoring 
of legislation and announcements is important for employers. 

With the imminent legalization of recreational cannabis, now is the 
time for Canadian employers to revisit their workplace drug and 
alcohol policies to ensure they meet their responsibilities and address 
the changing legal landscape. 

This will be a significant challenge for many companies. Developing 
multiple policies or protocols for multiple substances can be 
laborious, confusing and increase an organization’s legal risks.

06 07



Build a Framework

A prudent approach is to develop a comprehensive policy using 
a categorization strategy that will withstand changes to the legal 
classification of substances, such as cannabis.
A useful framework is to begin by broadly classifying substances 
into one of the following four categories:

       1)  Legal, non-medical substances that cause impairment, 
such as alcohol and recreational cannabis (post-legalization)

       2)  Illegal, non-medical substances that cause impairment, 
such as cocaine, heroin and recreational cannabis (pre-
legalization)

       3)  Medical substances that cause impairment, used legally, 
such as sleeping pills, opioids or medical cannabis

       4)  Prescription substances that cause impairment, used 
illegally, such as opioid use without a prescription

A policy based on these four classifications will have the flexibility to 
accommodate regulatory changes to specific substances.
A substance that becomes legal or illegal will simply move to a 
new category within the framework. At present, the focus for most 
employers is simply on preparing for the legalization of medical 
cannabis.

The proposed categorization strategy could be useful in the future 
for other substances if their legal status changes.
It should be noted that each category of substance requires its own 
considerations for accommodation, discipline or testing.
Organizations with employees in safety-sensitive positions, 
including handling heavy equipment, will likely apply two lenses 
to the management of the four substance classifications: one for 
safety-sensitive positions and one for all other positions.

Analyze the Workforce

An important first step for managing employees in safety-sensitive industries 
is to conduct a thorough workforce analysis to determine what constitutes a 
safety-sensitive position and ensure these employees are clearly identified.

It is critical they receive information and updates related to drug and alcohol 
policy changes immediately, due to the inherent risks related to their positions. 

The accuracy of the initial classification of safety-sensitive positions is critical to 
establish the drug-testing pool.

Generally speaking, only employees in safety-sensitive positions should be 
tested for drugs and alcohol.

Get the facts

For workplace drug and alcohol policies to be effective, it is critical that they are 
based on factual knowledge of the substances.

This is particularly important with respect to cannabis, where there may be a 
tendency to rely on anecdote and assumption instead of science and facts in the 
development of workplace policies.

For example, many cannabis products contain less than one per cent of the 
psychoactive cannabinoid tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and contain primarily 
cannabidiol (CBD) which is non-psychoactive. This means a person can use 
cannabis, or a cannabis extract, without being “high.” Without this knowledge, it 
would be easy to mishandle an accommodation request or disciplinary decision 
involving an employee using a CBD-based product as a medical treatment.

As it stands, employers have a few months to gain detailed knowledge about 
medical and recreational cannabis, the various cannabis products available on 
the market, as well as how these products impact an employee’s ability to do 
their job. 
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Medical Cannabis Recreational Cannabis

1)   Employers are not required to accommodate 
impairment in the workplace. 

2)   Employers must accommodate employees to 
the point of undue hardship. 

 

1)   Employers are not required to 
accommodate impairment in the 
workplace. 

2)   Approximately 10% of people who 
use cannabis develop an addiction; 
be prepared to accommodate 
cannabis addiction. 

3)   Only employees in safety-sensitive positions 
should be required to disclose medical 
cannabis use; this will allow the employer 
to conduct a risk assessment and an 
accommodation analysis. 

4)   It is recommended that employers approach 
each request for workplace accommodation 
on a case-by-case basis. 

Accommodation Considerations  

Note: this document does not intend to provide any specific or legal advice. Employers may want to consult legal counsel on specific issues.

Be Thorough and Follow Up 

The thoroughness and effectiveness of an updated drug and 
alcohol policy will also be critical for managing risk and educating 
employees. Simply posting an amended policy in the workplace will 
likely not be sufficient.

Employers should ensure there is a record of employee 
acknowledgement, a record of training, as well as a record of 
knowledge verification to ensure there is no question employees 
are aware of the new or revised policy.

Ideally, employers will launch the new or revised drug and alcohol 
policies with enough time to engage in communication and training 
sessions with all employees before recreational cannabis is legalized.

It is also recommended that policies are developed in collaboration 
with all relevant stakeholders, such as health and safety team 
members, front-line management, in-house counsel, union 
representation as well as a labour relations specialist.

Although the HR department will likely be responsible for updating 
and implementing the policy, it is important to avoid developing 
them in a vacuum. Engaging stakeholders early in the process will 
help ensure the policy is supported and successfully implemented 
after it is launched. 

It is important to acknowledge there is no one-size-fits-all approach 
to workplace drug and alcohol policy development.

Aside from the overarching priority of ensuring the safety of 
employees and the general public, an organization’s policy should 
be tailored to its specific environment, characteristics and needs. 
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