Marijuana: Don't let your health go up in smoke
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Marijuana is the most commonly used illicit drug in the United States — nearly 15 million Americans currently use it. People generally smoke marijuana, which consists of the leaves, flowers, and other parts of the Cannabis sativa plant, but they may also consume it as an ingredient in food or drink.

Though some people take the drug because of medical problems, marijuana users generally smoke it for the high it produces. The high is the result of a component in the plant, called tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) — one of a group of 60 or so chemicals in the plant called cannabinoids. The high from smoking marijuana usually creates a dream-like feeling of euphoria and relaxation. However, not all its effects are so dream-like. If you use marijuana or you're considering using it, know that it may cause a number of health problems, from memory loss to cancer.

Effects on your mind and brain

Marijuana can cause you to lose track of time and to feel sluggish and forgetful immediately after using it. The drug may also:

· Reduce memory. Marijuana can inhibit short-term memory, interfering with your ability to learn and remember bits of information. 

· Inhibit driving ability. The drug can reduce eye-hand coordination, reaction time and muscle strength. Coordination and movement impairment can last hours after you no longer feel high, endangering you and others on the road if you're driving. A 1991 study of airplane pilots shows that pilots who smoked marijuana fared worse on simulated aircraft landings — combined with a lack of awareness of the poor performance — even 24 hours after smoking marijuana. 

· Limit attention span. With daily marijuana use, you may have trouble maintaining attention, shifting attention from one subject to another and processing incoming information for many hours after you last used the drug. 

· Increase risk of schizophrenia. Marijuana use has been strongly associated with an increased risk of this mental illness — a form of psychosis that results in abnormal interpretation of reality. 

· Generate unpleasant emotions. The drug may cause paranoia, anxiety and panic during use. Such symptoms usually fade as the drug wears off. 

Hard on your heart

Smoking marijuana can quickly cause your heart to beat 50 percent faster than normal, which can put people who already have poor blood flow at increased risk of chest pain (angina) or even a heart attack. It can also affect your:

· Blood pressure. Your blood pressure may increase immediately after using marijuana, which could increase your risk of a stroke if you have cardiovascular disease. Conversely, the drug can also decrease your blood pressure to a point that's too low, making you dizzy and lightheaded. 

· Blood flow. Using the drug can decrease blood flow to your heart. This is particularly dangerous if you already have poor blood flow due to coronary artery disease, in that it could set the stage for a heart attack. 

· Exercise ability. If you have angina, marijuana use can reduce your ability to exercise as vigorously and can make your heart rate rise earlier during the exercise session, causing you to suffer chest pain earlier during your exertion. 

Breathing less easy

Unlike cigarettes, marijuana joints don't have filters, and you typically inhale the smoke deeply, holding it in before exhaling — which means you could expose yourself to dangerous components in the smoke for longer periods of time. Possible respiratory problems include:

· Cancer. Burning marijuana smoke contains higher amounts of some cancer-causing chemicals than does tobacco smoke. Smoking marijuana increases your risk of cancer of the mouth, larynx and lungs. 

· Breathing trouble. Long-term marijuana use increases your risk of emphysema (which damages the lungs so they can't inflate with fresh air) and bronchitis (an inflammation of the airways in the lungs). You're also more likely to experience frequent coughing and excessive phlegm. 
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Effects on your unborn baby

If you use marijuana while you're pregnant, your baby may have a lower birth weight and be shorter in length than he or she would have been if you hadn't smoked. Your child also may have:

· Problems during infancy. Newborns may be lethargic and floppy. They might also tremble and startle easily, which may be due to neurological problems. 

· Problems during childhood. Your child may have trouble with memory, attention and language skills. 

Addiction a real possibility

Though the public hasn't generally considered marijuana to be addictive, you can become addicted to it.

The marijuana available today contains much greater amounts of the active ingredient, THC, than did the drug available in the 1960s. THC and other cannabinoids in marijuana produce the same sort of changes in the brain associated with the euphoric, rewarding feeling that comes from alcohol and cocaine use.

Signs that you may be dependent include needing to use more marijuana to continue producing the previously achieved desired effect (tolerance), difficulty quitting despite a desire to quit, and shifting attention from other activities to attend to obtaining and using the drug.

If you're a frequent marijuana user who wants to quit, you may also face withdrawal symptoms such as insomnia, irritability, sweating, nausea and muscle cramps.

Though some may suggest that marijuana is a harmless drug, it's not. If you're thinking about lighting up, consider the potential harm to your health and the possibility that you won't be able to quit easily. Also keep in mind the legal consequences if authorities catch you with the drug: Penalties range from small fines to jail time.

