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Take a stroll through Kensington Market and you’re bound to bump into Salvia divinorum, an innocent looking plant that packs the same punch as LSD. Even seasoned drug users warn of salvia’s unique effects which combine hallucinations and out-of-body experiences with the body control of a drunk. 

Several U.S. states already have banned the sale of salvia. But in Canada it’s perfectly legal to buy, sell or partake of this so-called “diviner’s sage,” which can easily be got through the Internet or any number of shops in Toronto.

“It’s sort of like taking mushrooms with valium,” said Abi Roach, owner of Roach-o-Rama (191A Baldwin St.) in Kensington Market, one of many places that sells salvia. “Most people try it and don’t like it. I’m not crazy about it myself.”

Salvia originated in Mexico where Mazatec shamans chew it to induce spiritual experiences. In North America salvia is conveniently smoked in joints, pipes or bongs, for its brief 10- to 20-minute high. Hardly a party drug, salvia acts on the brain and nervous system to alter perception and interfere with bodily co-ordination and communication. 

Because scientific studies haven’t found any harmful or addictive effects of salvia use (other than the cancer-causing chemicals present in the inhaled smoke) it has not been placed under the Controlled Substances Act or the Food and Drug Act. 

“The idea of smoking salvia is cool but it’s not like I have a physical urge to do it. It’s not like coke where you really really want more,” said 25 year-old Jane Smith (not her real name), a communications student at Ryerson University who has smoked salvia twice before. “I’ve had this [salvia] joint lying around for a month and I don’t even care to smoke it.”

Nevertheless, salvia has been described as a growing drug of choice among youth, although no statistics support this anecdotal assertion.

“Our community response officers are coming in all the time to speak to me about [salvia],” said Detective Howie Page, head of the 14 Division major crime unit vice squad (150 Harrison St.). According to Page, Toronto’s youth represents an easy target for anyone looking to make a fast buck selling drugs.

“Down at Kensington Market they’re aiming at youth. They haven’t crossed the legal line but maybe morally they have when they know what it’s doing to these young people,” Page said emphasizing the surrounding student population from Central Technical School (725 Bathurst St.) and Harbord Collegiate Institute (286 Harbord St.).  “You’re going to have young people attending schools under the influence or you’re going to have them getting an addiction to it just because of the fact that it’s not illegal in Canada.”

“Just because it’s legal doesn’t mean they will try it,” Roach said, who enforces a strict over-18 policy in her store and doesn’t allow salvia to be smoked on-site. “That’s why teenagers drink and do drugs in the first place, because it’s illegal and they can’t have it.”

Smith also disagreed with the claim that salvia would plunge the student population into a downward spiral of drugs and depression.

“How can you make such a big blanket statement when the facts say otherwise? It’s not detrimental to anybody. Smoking and drinking are a lot worse.”

Page cautioned parents to talk to their kids about salvia and warned against putting faith in science’s claim that salvia harbours no addictive potential.

“I think it’s too new for someone to say that,” Page said. “I’ve been doing drug work a long time and I remember when MDMA [Ecstasy] came out on the street and they were saying there was no addiction level to it. I think the experts have surely done a reversal.”

If you decide to try salvia, Roach advises you buy it from a reputable store and smoke it in a safe, comfortable place with a designated sober person.

“And take it easy,” warns Roach.
