
 

www.cga.ct.gov/olr 

OLRequest@cga.ct.gov 

 

Connecticut General Assembly 

Office of Legislative Research 

Stephanie A. D’Ambrose, Director 

(860) 240-8400 

Room 5300 

 Legislative Office Building 

 

 

 

Legal Status of Psychedelic Drugs and 

Research Involving Possible Medical Uses 
  

By: Jessica Callahan, Legislative Analyst II 

Michelle Kirby, Senior Legislative Attorney 

December 15, 2020 | 2020-R-0323 

 

 

Issue  

Describe (1) the legal status of psychedelic drugs and (2) research involving the possible medical 

and therapeutic uses of these drugs, specifically for mental health treatment.  

 

Summary 

Several psychedelic drugs, such as psilocybin (psychedelic mushrooms) and MDMA (ecstasy), are 

also Schedule I controlled substances under federal law, subject to various criminal penalties. 

Schedule I substances, the strictest designation, are generally those with the highest potential for 

abuse and no approved medical use. 

 

In Connecticut, psilocybin and MDMA are both listed as Schedule I controlled substances. State law 

does not specifically provide for the approved medical use for these substances.  

 

Proposed legislation in New York advocated removing psilocybin from the list of Schedule I 

substances. A similar bill was proposed in Iowa, along with additional legislation that would allow 

for the medical use of certain psychedelics if approved by the state pharmacy board. Several 

municipalities, including Denver, have decriminalized the possession of psilocybin. Both Oregon 

and Washington D.C. have approved ballot measures involving psilocybin. Oregon decriminalized 

the supervised use of psilocybin with a licensed professional in a therapeutic setting, and 

Washington D.C. decriminalized psilocybin. 
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There are several universities studying the medical and therapeutic uses of psychedelic 

substances. Emory University is studying the effects of MDMA on Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

Researchers at Johns Hopkins University are investigating how psilocybin can assist smokers 

struggling to quit and patients with Alzheimer's Disease, anorexia nervosa, and major depressive 

disorder. New York University, UConn, and Yale University are also conducting similar studies.  

 

A few of these universities received assistance from the Multidisciplinary Association for 

Psychedelic Studies. This organization works to raise awareness of the medical uses of 

psychedelics and assists scientists with funding, research, and obtaining federal regulatory 

approval for clinical trials.  

 

Legal Status of Psychedelic Drugs 

Federal Law 

Under federal law, several psychedelic drugs, such as psilocybin and MDMA, are Schedule I 

controlled substances, subject to various criminal penalties.  

 

Researchers must obtain approval from the federal Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) if they 

are seeking to conduct studies of Schedule I controlled substances not currently approved for 

medical use. In 2018, the DEA announced that it had taken certain steps to streamline the 

approval process (see the “Medical Research and Treatment” section below for examples of such 

research). 

 

Connecticut Law 

In Connecticut, psychedelic drugs and other hallucinogenic substances are controlled substances. 

State law defines “hallucinogenic substances” as “psychodysleptic substances, other than 

cannabis-type substances, that assert a confusional or disorganizing effect upon mental processes 

or behavior and mimic acute psychotic disturbances” (CGS § 21a-240(23)). 

 

In Connecticut, controlled substances are listed in Department of Consumer Protection (DCP) 

regulations (Conn. Agencies Reg., §§ 21a-243-7 to 21a-243-11). For example, psilocybin and 

MDMA are both listed as Schedule I controlled substances. State law does not specifically provide 

for any approved medical uses for psychedelic drugs.  

 

We searched Connecticut legislation since 2000 and did not find any bills that would decriminalize 

these drugs or provide for approved medical uses. As with other illegal drugs, possession of these 

drugs is generally a misdemeanor and sale of them is a felony under state law.  

https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/schedules/orangebook/e_cs_sched.pdf
https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2018/01/18/dea-speeds-application-process-research-schedule-i-drugs
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2020/sup/chap_420b.htm#sec_21a-240
https://eregulations.ct.gov/eRegsPortal/Browse/getDocument?guid=%7b70DF796A-0100-CB84-9777-C1FC46DBFDD4%7d
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Other Jurisdictions 

Oregon. On the November 3, 2020, ballot voters approved Oregon Measure 109, Psilocybin 

Mushroom Services Program Initiative (2020). This ballot initiative authorizes the Oregon Health 

Authority to create a program to permit licensed service providers to administer psilocybin-

producing mushroom and fungi products to individuals age 21 or older. 

 

Washington, D.C. There was also an initiative on the ballot in Washington, D.C. on November 3, 

2020, to decriminalize the cultivation and possession of "entheogenic plants and fungi" (Initiative 

81, the Entheogenic Plants and Fungus Measure (2020)). The measure, which was approved, 

requires police to treat the non-commercial cultivation, distribution, possession, and use of 

entheogenic plants and fungi among the lowest law enforcement priorities. It defines “entheogenic 

plants and fungi” as species of plants and fungi that contain ibogaine, dimethyltryptamine, 

mescaline, psilocybin, or psilocyn. 

 

Legislative Proposals. Other states have had legislative proposals to decriminalize psilocybin or 

MDMA. For example: 

 Earlier this year, a legislator in New York introduced a bill that would remove psilocybin from 

the list of Schedule I controlled substances (A 10299). 

 Last year, a legislator in Iowa introduced a similar bill (HF 248). He also introduced another 

bill that would allow the medical use of psilocybin, MDMA, and another specific psychedelic 

substance when used under rules approved by the state pharmacy board (HF 249).   

 

Municipal Initiatives 

Across the country, a few municipalities have effectively decriminalized the possession of 

psilocybin, including Ann Arbor, Michigan; Denver, Colorado; Oakland, California; and Santa Cruz, 

California. Denver was the first to do so, by a ballot initiative in mid-2019.  

 

The Denver initiative: 

1. prohibits the city from spending resources to impose criminal penalties for the personal 

possession and use of psilocybin mushrooms by persons age 21 and older,  

2. makes such possession and use the city’s lowest law-enforcement priority, and  

3. establishes a policy review panel to assess and report on the initiative’s effects.  

 

According to news reports, the policy review panel met for the first time in February 2020. 

 

https://ballotpedia.org/Oregon_Measure_109,_Psilocybin_Mushroom_Services_Program_Initiative_(2020)
https://ballotpedia.org/Oregon_Measure_109,_Psilocybin_Mushroom_Services_Program_Initiative_(2020)
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington,_D.C.,_Initiative_81,_Entheogenic_Plants_and_Fungus_Measure_(2020)
https://ballotpedia.org/Washington,_D.C.,_Initiative_81,_Entheogenic_Plants_and_Fungus_Measure_(2020)
https://nyassembly.gov/leg/?bn=A10299&term=2019
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=88&ba=hf248
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=88&ba=hf249
https://www.denvergov.org/content/dam/denvergov/Portals/778/documents/PsilocybinFourthPetitionSample.pdf
https://www.thedenverchannel.com/news/local-news/denvers-psilocybin-mushroom-panel-meets-for-the-1st-time-after-decriminalization-vote
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Medical Research and Treatment  

Emory University 

Emory University's Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences is studying the effect of 

MDMA on the startle response, which is a symptom of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Researchers 

will analyze participants response to startle tests, which include measuring eye-blink response to 

loud sounds and brief blasts of air directed at their throat, after receiving MDMA or a placebo. 

 

Johns Hopkins University  

A research group at Johns Hopkins University was the first in the country to obtain regulatory 

approval to conduct research with psychedelics in healthy volunteers.  

 

Researchers have been studying the impacts of psilocybin on longtime smokers who were 

previously unsuccessful with quitting since 2014, when a study found that 12 out of 15 chronic 

smokers were able to successfully quit for at least six months after receiving two to three doses of 

psilocybin in combination with cognitive behavioral therapy. The researchers cautioned that their 

results were not an endorsement of personal drug use for smoking cessation; rather, they were 

specific to controlled administration in a treatment program involving cognitive behavioral therapy.  

 

Johns Hopkins researchers are currently conducting the following studies on:  

1. psilocybin and smoking cessation to measure the treatment's effect on the patient's mood 

and smoking, along with the use of questionnaires, interviews, MRI scans, and biological 

measures of smoking;  

2. psilocybin and major depression disorder (temporarily suspended due to COVID-19);  

3. psilocybin and Alzheimer's Disease to examine the impact of psilocybin on depression in 

people with Mild Cognitive Impairment or early Alzheimer's Disease; and 

4. psilocybin and anorexia nervosa to examine the psychological effects of psilocybin on 

patients with anorexia nervosa. 

 

In 2019 the university launched a new center focused on research involving psychedelic drugs. The 

Johns Hopkins Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research is a privately funded research 

group focusing on how psychedelics affect behavior, mood, and biological markers of health, 

among other things. Previous studies included evaluating the therapeutic effects of psychedelics on 

addiction and distress caused by life-threatening diseases, and future studies include determining 

the effectiveness of psilocybin as a new therapy for post-treatment Lyme disease.  

 

http://www.psychiatry.emory.edu/index.html
https://maps.org/research/mdma/ptsd/startle-testing
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/magic_mushrooms_help_longtime_smokers_quit
https://www.quitsmokingbaltimore.org/
https://hopkinspsychedelic.org/depressionstudy
https://hopkinspsychedelic.org/alzheimers
https://hopkinspsychedelic.org/anorexia
https://hopkinspsychedelic.org/
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In a 2020 study, researchers discovered that psilocybin may be even more effective in treating 

patients suffering from major depression than had been previously found. Researchers conducted 

a study of 24 people who experienced symptoms of depression for approximately two years prior to 

enrolling. It was reported that 54% of participants no longer qualified as being depressed four 

weeks post-treatment. Researchers will continue to follow participants for a year after the study. 

 

New York University (NYU)  

NYU's Department of Psychiatry at Langone Health offers both clinical services and research 

programs that focus on schizophrenia, trauma, and addiction, among others.  

 

In 2016, NYU researchers conducted a double-blind, placebo-controlled study involving cancer 

patients experiencing anxiety and depression as a result of their cancer diagnoses (Johns Hopkins 

University also conducted a similar study and released results concurrently with NYU). It was 

reported that a majority of the 29 patients suffering from cancer-related anxiety or depression 

found considerable relief for up to six months from a single large dose of psilocybin. Study 

participants also received counseling.  

 

The department currently has at least two open clinical research studies involving psychedelics. 

Researchers are comparing the effectiveness of psilocybin to Diphenhydramine (Benadryl) in the 

treatment of alcohol dependence and studying the effects of a single dose of psilocybin compared 

to an active placebo in trial participants with Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) who are otherwise 

medically healthy.  

 

UConn  

In 2018, UConn Health began a phase 3 FDA trial testing the treatment of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) through MDMA-assisted psychotherapy. The trial was intended to focus on people 

from communities of color who have PTSD and who have experienced racial violence, harassment, 

or discrimination. UConn Health was one of 12 test sites in the country participating in this trial.  

 

The study concluded after the pilot stage and researchers were unable to further collect data due to 

certain obstacles, including the loss of a Drug Enforcement Administration-licensed psychiatrist 

required to administer MDMA due to its classification as a Schedule I substance.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/newsroom/news-releases/psychedelic-treatment-with-psilocybin-relieves-major-depression-study-shows
https://med.nyu.edu/departments-institutes/psychiatry/
https://nyulangone.org/news/single-dose-hallucinogenic-drug-psilocybin-relieves-anxiety-depression-patients-advanced-cancer
https://clinicaltrials.med.nyu.edu/clinicaltrial/1023/double-blind-trial-psilocybin-assisted-treatment/
https://clinicaltrials.med.nyu.edu/clinicaltrial/1109/multi-center-randomized-double-blind-support-of-co/
https://today.uconn.edu/2018/05/mdma-opens-door-ptsd-patients-work-trauma/
https://psychedelictimes.com/pioneering-uconn-mdma-research-focused-on-people-of-color-ends-early-what-are-the-next-steps-for-equity-in-treatment/
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Yale University 

In 2016 Yale established the Yale Psychedelic Science Group within the Yale Department of 

Psychiatry to examine the connection between the therapeutic aspects of psychedelic substances 

and psychiatry.  

 

In November 2019 the Department of Psychiatry began a study to evaluate the potential efficacy of 

a single 25 mg oral dose of psilocybin for MDD compared to the active placebo in otherwise 

medically healthy individuals.  

 

Additionally, the university recently launched a study to investigate the effects of oral psilocybin in 

posttraumatic headache. Randomized study subjects will receive a placebo, low dose psilocybin, or 

high dose psilocybin and keep a headache diary throughout the treatment process to document 

frequency and intensity of their headaches. Another study in progress is investigating the 

behavioral effects of MDMA on patients with PTSD. Randomized study subjects will receive a 

placebo or a single 1.5 mg dose or MDMA. Researchers will measure the effects of MDMA on 

certain outcomes, including changes in PTSD symptoms, depression symptoms, personality traits, 

and mental states. 

 

Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies  

The Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) is a nonprofit research and 

educational organization focused on raising awareness about the medical, legal, and cultural ways 

in which people potentially could benefit from using psychedelics and marijuana. MAPS assists 

scientists with designing and funding studies, and obtaining approval from government regulatory 

agencies, including the FDA and the DEA, to conduct research using Schedule I substances. MAPS's 

current priority is funding clinical trials of MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for the treatment of PTSD 

and studying whether it can heal psychological and emotional damage caused by traumas including 

sexual assault, war, and violent crime. (MAPS organized UConn's trial on MDMA-assisted 

psychotherapy for PTSD treatment.) MAPS is also studying MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for 

autistic adults with social anxiety and for people with anxiety related to life-threatening illnesses. 

 

MAPS has sponsored clinical trials of (1) LSD-assisted psychotherapy for people with anxiety and 

(2) medical marijuana for PTSD in war veterans. MAPS has also sponsored observational studies for 

ibogaine therapy and ayahuasca-assisted treatment for drug addiction. More information on MAPS 

research is available here. 

 

https://medicine.yale.edu/psychiatry/education/residency/interest/psychedelic_science_group/
https://medicine.yale.edu/psychiatry/trial/6925/
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT03806985?term=psilocybin&intr=Psilocybin&sfpd_s=07%2F30%2F2018&sfpd_e=03%2F21%2F2020&draw=4&rank=7
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT03752918
https://maps.org/
https://maps.org/research
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