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Marijuana purity under a microscope

Dispensaries and patients are turning to laboratories to check on the
quality and safety of medical-pot products

Hunched over a microscope, Steve Cottrell peered at a bud
from a plant that is increasingly used as medicine in Arizona
and across the nation.

He pointed at a computer screen that glowed with a magnified

22Recommend Tweet 0   FONT: A A A

 4 Comments

RELATED INFO

RELATED NEWS

By Yvonne Wingett Sanchez
The Republic | azcentral.com

Sun Jan 5, 2014 11:09 PM

SHARE URL EMAIL

News Sports Money Things to do Politics Opinion Watchdog Travel Food & Home Health Traffic Weather Subscribers

search: All azcentral.comSUBSCRIBE NOW
for $2.77 per week

SUBSCRIBE

Hi, Douglas      Subscriber Central  e-Newspaper

46°Phoenix

Jan 6, 2014   9:26 AM  A GANNETT COMPANY Shopping  Jobs  Cars  Real Estate  Rentals  Buy & Sell  LaVozArizona.com

http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20131206arizona-medical-marijuana-purity-under-microscope.html
http://www.azcentral.com/business/consumer/articles/20140106consumer-electronics-show-las-vegas-five-things-look.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20140106arizona-congress-tea-party-conservatives.html
http://www.azcentral.com/thingstodo/music/articles/20140104turning-celebrity-theatre-has-gone-rounds-still-takes-center-stage-valley.html
http://www.azcentral.com/sports/suns/free/20140105nba-power-rankings-week-10-suns-pacers-thunder-spurs-heat.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/free/20131230mug-shots-news-december-29-prog.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/arizona/articles/20131105arizona-101-prog.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/free/20140105usa-today-photo-helps-family-find-missing-man.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20131206arizona-medical-marijuana-purity-under-microscope.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/free/20130417united-states-executions-death-row-2013-prog.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/free/20140106secret-space-plane-kennedy-space-center.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20140106arizona-congress-tea-party-conservatives.html
http://azcentral.mycapture.com/mycapture/
http://www.azcentral.com/season/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/ahwatukee/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/chandler/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/gilbert/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/glendale/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/mesa/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/peoria/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/phoenix/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/pinal/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/scottsdale/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/swvalley/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/surprise/
http://www.azcentral.com/community/tempe/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=CeOOQO9nKUpOwCojGkwTUioHYCMSblegDnKCb9GnUje7xkQEQASDS7LsNUN6zytz7_____wFgyb7JhsSjyBfIAQLgAgCoAwHIA50EqgTVAU_QjBmoQrL-9B1wbMlm_XyesYDxjvdw7iKX_A68mR5xfl3haOxgj04TQd6wUJIUwyTkEak9iC74aUaCsQ-ZYTETRu8NSXSb-wdMDTVcytJURhV9Z_hWJ7MASbtOpGzZx9DsbkWFwQWK-ncfNogZfYUzuRxs8Yv1kV561pDB4KwVx4BvGcFCEFRPpZaSM_IoX31CiTIOTVZ-WQArfarSKvnV2oYX5MELRUsiT28yI4R49NcUg1tZB_UyRnucZQVY4oD-G2tZxzyuXPlNL2wU4Z2K_k0HvuAEAaAGAoAH_KvtGQ&num=1&sig=AOD64_2LVPVJdqXOnDCkEd4N5ikfup3JGA&client=ca-pub-5717092533913515&adurl=http://www.GPEC.org
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20140102arizona-marijuana-initiative.html
http://www.azcentral.com/news/
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.azcentral.com%2Fnews%2Fpolitics%2Farticles%2F20131206arizona-medical-marijuana-purity-under-microscope.html&text=Marijuana%20purity%20under%20a%20microscope&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=http%3A%2F%2Fazc.cc%2FA2qhr
http://twitter.com/search?q=http%3A%2F%2Fazc.cc%2FA2qhr
http://www.azcentral.com/news/
http://www.azcentral.com/sports/
http://www.azcentral.com/business/
http://www.azcentral.com/thingstodo/
http://www.azcentral.com/news/politics/
http://www.azcentral.com/opinions/
http://www.azcentral.com/news/investigations/
http://www.azcentral.com/travel/
http://www.azcentral.com/hfe/
http://healthyliving.azcentral.com/
http://www.azcentral.com/news/traffic/
http://www.azcentral.com/weather/
http://www.azcentral.com/help/subscriber-central.html
http://phoenix.dealchicken.com/
http://www.azcentral.com/help/subscriber-central.html
https://fullaccess.azcentral.com/subscribers/tecnavia
http://www.azcentral.com/weather/
http://findnsave.azcentral.com/
http://www.azcentral.com/jobs/
http://www.cars.com/go/index.jsp?aff=azcentr
http://www.azcentral.com/realestate/
http://www.azcentral.com/realestate/republicrentals.html
http://www.azcentral.com/class/
http://www.lavozarizona.com/


1/6/14 Marijuana purity under a microscope

www.azcentral.com/news/politics/articles/20131206arizona-medical-marijuana-purity-under-microscope.html 2/6

contribute to Congress’ dysfunction

Photos: Snow around the U.S. in 2014

Mug shots in the news: Dec. 22-28

Lawyer: Brain dead girl moved from Calif.
hospital

TOP JOBS

Senior Case Manager
National Communilty Health Partners (NCHP)

Director of Finance
Another Great Organization!

MACHINE OPERATOR - LAMINATOR-SLITTER-
BAG MACHINE-FLEXO PRESS
ALLIED PACKAGING CORP

KITCHEN MANAGER, BANQUET MANAGER, PM
COOKS - SALAD / BROIL
L'AUBERGE de SEDONA INN SPA RESTAURANT

COMMUNICATIONS PROJECT LEADS, SERVICE
TECHS, CABLE INSTALLERS
ANOTHER GREAT COMPANY

All Top Jobs

Employers - Post your job now

TOP HOMES

Chandler - $244,500
MLS 0
3 bed / 2 bath
/ 0000
, 

Glendale - $138,000
MLS 0
3 bed / 2 bath
/ 0000
, 

Mesa - $4,500
MLS 0
2 bed / 2 bath
/ 0000
, 

Agents! Display your listings here! »
Thousands more home listings »

GET AZCENTRAL ANYWHERE

image of the marijuana bud. The sample, the size of a
quarter, was covered with powdery white bumps — a mold
that was invisible to the naked eye.

Increasingly, medical-marijuana dispensaries and patients
are turning to laboratories to evaluate medical-marijuana
plants, identify potentially harmful substances and pinpoint
the potency of plants and cannabis-infused products, from
caramels and “cherry roll” candies to butter.

Cottrell, 42, and his company, AZ Med Testing, is one of a
number of labs in the state that cater to the burgeoning
medical-marijuana industry. The lab, located in a small office
complex in north-central Phoenix, works with about a third of
the state’s 70-plus dispensaries, he says.

Many dispensaries market organically grown marijuana, an
important selling point for patients with weak immune systems
that can be further compromised if noxious elements are
inhaled. Using high-tech instruments, Cottrell looks for mold,
bacteria and fungus, which can weaken patients’ respiratory
systems. He also tests for pesticides that can degrade the
nervous system. And he tests the medicine to determine the
amount of active cannabinoids — including CBDs, CBG, THC
and THCA — the chemicals responsible for many of the
physical and psychological effects of marijuana.

Patients should know what is in their medicine, Cottrell said,
just as they can with medicine bought at pharmacies and
grocery stores. That, he says, is fundamental to helping
patients choose the proper strain and dosage of marijuana to
treat them.

“Patients with a compromised immune system, this can further their ailment and make it
more dangerous for them to consume the medicine,” he said. “So that’s why we need to
make sure all of the samples that we’re testing are free of mold and microtoxins” that patients
can’t see unless “they have a microscope and they know what they’re looking for.”

When he discovers mold or pesticides, Cottrell informs his clients, who can decide to
distribute the pot or destroy it.

“I’m either the most hated man in the industry, or the most loved,” depending on testing
outcomes, he said with a laugh.

Arizona does not require dispensaries to test for pesticides or fertilizers, although it does
mandate they list chemicals used on plants. The state health director who oversees the
medical-marijuana program said the public urged officials during the rule-making process to
not require testing under the notion that it could increase medicine prices.

Asked if testing should be required in Arizona, Department of Health Services Director Will
Humble said through a spokeswoman that it is up to consumers to decide if they want to buy
cannabis from dispensaries that test.

Twenty-one states have passed medical-marijuana laws, plus Washington, D.C. While most
states don’t require testing, one national expert said she expects other states to follow the
path of those like Massachusetts and Illinois, which require testing.

Betty Aldworth of the National Cannabis Industry Association said “even if it’s not required, it
tends to be sort of a standard.”

Pharmacists can explain to patients the ingredients in painkillers, Aldworth points out, saying,
“Why is medical marijuana any different?”

“We have an expectation, especially when we are managing a chronic condition, that we are
doing it with known quantities,” she said. “For medical marijuana, it’s the exact same thing.
From the consumer side, especially those living with severely compromised immune
systems, they want to know their meds are clean and they are entitled to know.”

That’s Cottrell’s philosophy. His family owned biological-monitoring labs in Colorado that
catered to the medical and dental industries. He became interested in starting a medical-
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marijuana-testing business after he lost his 11-year-old son to lymphoblastic Burkitt’s
leukemia. His son, Kindahl, was diagnosed in 2001 and died that same year, Cottrell said.

“I started investigating things that hurt the cancer, and things that kill cancer,” Cottrell
recalled. “And I found that the cannabis helps with patients and was alleviating a lot of the
things that helped destroy my son. My son’s immune system broke down so quickly because
he couldn’t eat because the chemotherapy was as strong as it was.”

Nine years later, Arizona legalized medical marijuana. Cottrell dipped into his savings and
launched his business. He began attending medical-marijuana conventions, meeting
advocates and talking to patients and caregivers about the benefits of testing.

The state’s program became mired in legal and political battles, hampering dispensaries’
desire to get involved in a program that some worried could be shut down.

Still, in 2011, Cottrell opened his first lab out of the closet of a friend’s business in Tempe. As
confidence in the medical-marijuana industry grew, so did Cottrell’s client list. He moved the
business to the Phoenix location more than a year ago.

Even now, he said, neither he nor his business partner takes home a paycheck. He has a
full-time job that pays his bills.

His clients pay between $40 and $80, depending on the type of test. He tests about 1 gram
for each 2 to 3 pounds grown from individual strains — an adequate representation, he
says.

Back at his microscope, he picked up a bud. “If this flower has pesticide, their entire crop is
going to have pesticides on it. If this flower has mold on it, because it’s so microscopic,
everything’s going to have mold on it.”

He hopes the state will mandate testing, especially if the state moves toward the legalization
of recreational pot, which many advocates support.

That won’t happen if Rep. John Kavanagh, R-Fountain Hills, has his way. He strongly
opposes medical marijuana, saying the drug is still illegal under federal law. He told The
Arizona Republic he plans to introduce legislation to eliminate the state’s medical-marijuana
program.

Asked about testing, he said, “I no more support making people who use illegal substances
feel safer than I do giving hypodermic needles to heroin addicts. The government should
never test illegal behavior — period.”

Politics aside, patients should care about what’s in their medicine, said Lezli Engelking, who
runs Bloom Dispensaries. She hires AZ Med Testing to test the dispensaries’ cannabis.
Bloom grows its marijuana, she said, and while growers know what is put into the plants,
things can go wrong.

“We had an A/C unit that went bad, and even being out for an hour, it affected the plants,”
she said. “We had to throw out that entire batch of plants. Mold can form, it just cannot taste
right. And patient safety is Number 1. … We make sure everything we provide is safe.”
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Tom Green ·  Top Commenter · Northern Arizona University

This is an example of government at its w orst. "Asked if testing should be required in Arizona, Department of

Health Services Director Will Humble said through a spokesw oman that it is up to consumers to decide if  they

w ant to buy cannabis from dispensaries that test." Jeez, and the reason for that is because DHS also said that

they listened to the public w ho said they didn't w ant testing as it could raise the price of the medicine. Hmmmm.

sound familiar? Other prescription drugs sold in Mexico are thought to be cheaper for the same reason. What I

really don't understand is w hy this drug is not regulated like all the other prescription drugs and sold in regular

pharmacies. I just read that that is w hat New  York is preparing to do, or w as it just New  York City, not their

entire state?

Reply ·  · Like · Follow  Post · about an hour ago1

Broski Love ·  Top Commenter · Ow ner/Craftsman at Self Employed (Business)

Testing is a must. Without it, its untelling w hat chemicals and nasty crap you are putting into your body. It also

helps w ith dosing for many people as they can decide w hich strains are better suited for their ailment. Strains

high in CBD have a greater medicinal benefit than those that dont.

Reply · Like · Follow  Post · about an hour ago

Katheryn Lorimor ·  Top Commenter · Phoenix, Arizona

I f ind it ironic that there is more concern that people know  w hat is in/on their medical marijuana, than w hat is in

Everyone's food! Not that I don't share the concerns about mold, pesticides and other chemicals, just noticing.

Reply · Like · Follow  Post · about an hour ago

Dina Boyd

★★★★★★★★★★★★★

$97/hr pavivdv by Google, I am making a good salary from home $5500-$7000/w eek , w hich is amazing, -

under a year ago I w as jobless in a horrible economy. I thank God every day I w as blessed w ith these -

instructions and now  it's my duty to pay it forw ard and share it w ith Everyone, Here is I started,,,

w w w .Jobs81.Com

★★★★★★★★★★★★

Reply · Like · Follow  Post · 8 hours ago
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