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The subject of why or whether to grow industrial hemp in the United 
States is often debated yet much misunderstood.  The contro-

versy surrounding the plant obscures much of its historical 
and potential impact — and its adaptability to diverse in-
dustries.

It never used to be that way.  From the fi rst plantings 
in Jamestown, when it was illegal not to grow hemp, 
to our Founding Fathers’ hemp plantations, to the 
hemp sails and rigging of the clipper ships that sailed 
the 19th century seas, to the hemp canvas-covered 
wagons of the pioneers headed west, to the sturdy 
hemp Levi’s pants of the original 49ers seeking their 
fortunes in the California hills, to the massive “Hemp for 
Victory” government program of WWII, hemp has developed 
a long and illustrious history in America.  In fact, hemp has been 
used extensively for millennia in cultures around the world and belongs 
to humanity’s common agricultural and commercial heritage.

The seed was known for its healthy protein and rich oil.  The outer bast 
fi ber from the stalk was used for clothing, canvas and rope.  The useful in-
ner core fi ber (or hurds) was used for construction and paper production.  
In fact, the Declaration of Independence was drafted on hemp paper, and 
the fi nest Bible paper remains hemp-based even today.  In the early 20th 

century, some researchers were beginning to look at using the cellulose 
from hemp as an aff ordable and renewable raw material for plas-

tics.  Henry Ford actually built a prototype car made out of 
agricultural fi ber biocomposites, including hemp.

Industrial Hemp Defi ned

Industrial hemp varieties of the Cannabis plant, also 
referred to as “fi ber” or “low-tetrahydrocannabinol 
(THC)” hemp, should not be confused with psycho-
active “marijuana” varieties of the plant.  In fact, they 
are quite distinct varieties or breeds of the same plant 

species, much like a St. Bernard and a Chihuahua are 
very diff erent varieties of the same canine species.  It is 

not possible to get “high” from hemp.

The majority of Western countries recognizes this distinction by 
diff erentiating Cannabis based primarily on THC content and permits the 
farming of low-THC hemp varieties for fi ber and seed.  This distinction 
is formally affi  rmed in Article 28(2) of the 1961 United Nations’ Single 
Convention on Narcotic Drugs, to which the U.S. is a signatory party.  The 
Article reads: “This Convention shall not apply to the cultivation of the 
Cannabis plant exclusively for industrial purposes (fi ber and seed) or hor-
ticultural purposes.”
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WHY INDUSTRIAL HEMP?

Hemp provides the unique opportunity to create an innovative value 
chain which is both socially just and ecologically sustainable.  The 
percentage of hemp that is organically grown versus conventionally 
grown is the highest relative to all other grains grown in North 
America.  The price organic farmers are receiving for their hemp is 
already fair, and many of these farmers are also ensuring fair wages 
and working conditions for their farmworkers.

Because of strong demand from organic consumers 
for food that is not only organic but also fair, our co-
operative of organic family grain farms is certifi ed to 
the Food Justice domestic fair trade standard (www.
agriculturaljusticeproject.org) by Quality Certifi ca-

tion Services (www.qcsinfo.org).  We chose this social justice stan-
dard because it was developed by both farmers and farmworkers.

Every farm with hired labor is audited in person by an inspector, 
along with a farmworker representative from a local or regional ad-
vocacy organization.  The farmworker representative is present not 

only to insure the fairness of the process, but also to provide other 
support such as guidance regarding further educational opportu-
nities or immigration services.  The interview process is integral to 
verifying a fair worker/farmer relationship.  The farmer and all farm-
workers are interviewed together, then the farmer and farmworkers 
are interviewed separately, and fi nally each individual farmworker 
is interviewed.  This ensures that all individuals on the farm have 
a voice.  The main principles of the Food Justice standard are that 
farmers are paid fair prices and that farmworkers have access to col-
lective bargaining, are paid fair wages and are working under safe 
conditions.  To ensure the integrity of domestic fair trade, our co-op 
also initiated the fairDeal program (www.thefairdeal.org).

Mission-based companies and farmer-owned organizations, in soli-
darity with farmworkers, NGOs and active citizens, are leading the 
way.  Companies like Farmer Direct, Dr. Bronner’s Magic Soaps, Mani-
toba Harvest, Hemp Oil Canada and Nutiva strongly support domes-
tic fair trade hemp.  There is also signifi cant commonality between 
ethical fair trade proponents and hemp consumers, and thus hemp 
is helping to make domestic fair trade a reality in North America.

For more information about domestic fair trade in 
North America, visit: www.theDFTA.org.
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Hemp has a well-established meaning in the international community, 
referring to non-psychoactive Cannabis varieties.  Regulations 
in the European Union and Canada conservatively mandate 
less than 0.2% and 0.3% THC in the fl owers, respectively.  
In contrast, marijuana varieties generally contain be-
tween 3% and 15% THC in their fl owers.  Because of 
their minimal THC content, fl owers and leaves from 
hemp have absolutely no value as a psychoactive 
recreational drug.

In spite of this, the DEA continues to intentionally 
confound non-psychoactive hemp varieties of Canna-
bis with psychoactive marijuana varieties.  The U.S. is the 
only major industrialized nation in the world to prohibit the 
growing and processing of hemp.  However, non-viable hemp 
seed, oil and fi ber are all currently legal for import and trade in the 
U.S., and domestic industry has continued to import them for diverse 
uses every year since the Marihuana Tax Act, eff ectively making marijua-
na illegal, was passed by Congress in 1937.  Industry estimates 
put the total North American retail market for hemp products at 
approximately $450 million in 2012.

Hemp: Controversy and Comeback

Despite large renewed domestic production during WWII, 
hemp’s cultivation and use in the U.S. was essentially discon-
tinued in the mid-20th century.  This was largely due to misin-
formed and misguided fears that industrial hemp is marijuana, 
and hemp became demonized during the “reefer madness” craze 
that swept the country over much of the last century.  Despite 
easily discernible and widely accepted diff erences between the 
two distinct plant varieties, serious misconceptions continue to 
persist to this day.

This is not the case for our “neigh-
bors to the north,” however.  For 
the past fi fteen years, Canadians 
have shown that they can dis-
tinguish the diff erence between 
hemp and marijuana in their farm-
ing communities.

Common sense, thankfully, has 
an ability to shine through even 
the cloudiest situations.  Environ-
mental and economic interests are 
beginning to cut through the U.S. 
policy murk, and support for hemp 
is forming into a broad political 
base, including:

• Farmers: hemp can help 
farmers looking to diversify 
their farm operations.  Hemp 
fi ts well into increasingly 
popular organic, low-input 
and sustainable methods of 
agriculture.

• Reform-Minded Businesses: 
hemp’s valuable fi ber and 
signifi cant biomass produc-
tivity can help companies 
“go green” by creating a wide 
variety of opportunities and 

supplementing or replacing more commonly used, problematic 
and stressed-out raw material sources.

• Nutritionists and Health Food Advocates: hemp’s 
oil-rich seed has an exceptionally high content of vital 

essential fatty acids (or EFAs, Omega-3 and Omega-6) 
that nutritionists have found to be commonly defi -
cient in our diet.  A diet rich in EFAs can help alleviate 
and prevent many common ailments.  For similar 
reasons, hemp oil is increasingly employed in the 

natural body care industry as well.

Hemp, of course, is not in itself a total panacea for the 
social, economic and environmental woes that plague our 

planet today.  Indeed, no single crop can be.  But, with focused 
and sustained research and development in both the public and pri-

vate sectors, hemp and other qualifi ed annual crops are poised to spur 
dramatic — and certainly vital — change.  These renewable resources 

will transition our major industries from depending on non-re-
newable, fast-disappearing resource bases to being driven and 
supported on a sustainable economic basis by the annual agri-
industrial produce of the Earth’s fertile fi elds.

With thirty-one other nations growing industrial hemp and the 
U.S. representing the largest consumer and industrial market for 
their hemp products, we are poised to take advantage of an un-
precedented opportunity.  Americans are becoming more aware 
each day of the signifi cant possibilities and benefi ts that hemp 
presents.

We are in the midst of a sea change on Cannabis policy in Amer-
ica, with both Washington and Colorado recently voting to dis-
mantle Cannabis prohibition generally and directing their state 

legislatures to enact industrial 
hemp farming programs in par-
ticular.  They join other states such 
as North Dakota that are ready and 
willing to cultivate industrial hemp 
as soon as the federal government 
gets out of the way.  Fortunately, 
Sen. Rand Paul (R-KY) and Sen. Ron 
Wyden (D-OR) are currently spear-
heading eff orts in the Senate to do 
just that: direct the Department of 
Justice to allow states the choice 
to regulate industrial hemp with-
out federal interference.

Moreover, due to the strong ethi-
cal consumer base that drives the 
U.S. hemp market, the develop-
ment of that market is poised to 
spur pioneering domestic fair 
trade certifi cation in the U.S., just 
as it has been doing in Canada via 
the leadership of the Farmer Direct 
Co-operative (which supplies Dr. 
Bronner’s Magic Soaps with hemp 
seed oil for various products).

For more information and 
resources visit Votehemp.com 

and hemphistoryweek.com
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