CANNABIS AND THE RISK OF ROAD CRASHES

O.H. Drummer, J. Gerostamoulos

Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine and Department of Forensic Medicine, Monash University, 57-83 Kavanagh St., Southbank, Victoria 3006 Australia

While alcohol over-involvement has been demonstrated by a number of epidemiological studies, there are only a relatively few that have clearly demonstrated the risk of crashes while using cannabis and other psychoactive drugs.  This presentation reviews the evidence of the involvement of cannabis in road crashes and includes the results of a major Australian study conducted over several years that has examined the over-representation of drugs in fatal road crashes.  A particular focus of this presentation is cannabis drug combinations involving cannabis.

Drivers killed in road traffic crashes were subject to a full toxicological investigation including immunoassay screens for drugs of abuse.  Cannabinoids were confirmed for the presence of tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) in blood using GC-MS.  The quantitation limit was 1 ng/mL. All other drugs were confirmed in blood by either GC-MS or HPLC procedures.

In the Australian study of nearly 3500 fatally injured drivers, drugs were found in 25 % of the cases.  Alcohol was detected in  (>0.05%) 29 %.  Cannabis as THC or carboxy-THC was the most frequent drug detected in drivers with a frequency of 13 %.  When cases were analysed for just THC the incidence of cannabis was only marginally less in recent years.  In the last two years in the state of Victoria, the incidence of THC in over 500 drivers killed in traffic crashes was 12.5 %.  The median THC concentration was 8 ng/mL with a range from 2 to 228 ng/mL.  In only 38 % of the THC positive  cases was THC the only drug detected.  The incidence of other drugs in THC-positive cases was alcohol (44 %), opiates (13 %), benzodiazepines (13 %), amphetamines (8%).

THC-positive cases (no other drugs nor alcohol detected) showed a relative risk of over two compared to drug free drivers indicating a trend for cannabis users for an increased crash risk.  When alcohol or other psychoactive drugs were present this crash risk increased substantially.
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