
“Total THC” and “delta-9 THC” are not interchangeable terms. Delta-9 THC is one specific cannabinoid; total THC is
a broader measure that can include delta-9 THC and the THC that may form when THCA is heated. That
distinction matters for growers, brands, labs, retailers and anyone assessing whether a hemp product meets a legal
limit.

For years, many hemp compliance discussions focused on delta-9 THC alone. The federal hemp definition and
newer policy changes put more emphasis on total THC, including THCA. That shift can be especially consequential
for hemp flower, which may test below a delta-9 threshold while containing enough THCA to produce a much
higher total-THC result.

There is also a timing issue. Businesses may encounter references to a December 11 U.S. hemp-rule deadline, but a
date on a compliance calendar should not be treated as a universal federal effective date without checking the
specific rule or notice it refers to. A separate federal statutory change enacted in 2025 is scheduled to take effect
one year after enactment—November 12, 2026—and includes a 0.4 mg total-THC-per-container limit for certain
finished hemp products. Companies should confirm how that law applies to their products and monitor agency
guidance.

The short answer: What is the difference?
Delta-9 THC is a cannabinoid measured directly in a product. Total THC estimates the amount of THC present
after accounting for THCA, which can convert into delta-9 THC when heated. In practical terms, a delta-9 THC
only test may show a lower number than a total-THC calculation for the same sample.

One-sentence legal takeaway: A product’s compliance status can change when the applicable rule counts THCA
toward total THC instead of looking only at delta-9 THC as measured in the unheated sample.

Delta-9 THC: the specific cannabinoid
Delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol, usually shortened to delta-9 THC, is the cannabinoid most commonly associated
with the intoxicating effects of cannabis. A laboratory can measure the amount of delta-9 THC present in a sample
using a validated analytical method.



That result is useful, but it is only one part of the picture. In a raw or unheated sample, some of the plant’s THC-
related content may be present as THCA rather than delta-9 THC. A report showing only delta-9 THC does not
necessarily communicate how much THC could be present after THCA converts during heating.

Total THC: the broader measurement
Total THC definition: Total THC is a calculated measure that generally combines delta-9 THC already present with
the potential delta-9 THC that can result from THCA. A common calculation is:

Total THC = delta-9 THC + (THCA × 0.877)

The 0.877 factor accounts for the mass lost when THCA loses a carboxyl group during decarboxylation. The precise
reporting method and applicable legal definition should always be checked: regulators, standards and laboratory
protocols may specify how to calculate or report the result.

In plain English, THCA counted as THC means the amount of THCA is not ignored when assessing a product
against a total-THC limit. It does not mean every molecule of THCA is already delta-9 THC in the unheated
product. It means the calculation recognizes its potential to become delta-9 THC under heating.

Why the test result can look different
Consider a hypothetical flower sample with 0.2% delta-9 THC and 20% THCA. Applying the common formula gives
a total-THC estimate of https://en.mercopress.com/2026/10/14/new-us-hemp-rules-take-effect-december-11-
shifting-demand-for-south-american-exporters approximately 17.74%: 0.2% + (20% × 0.877). The sample’s delta-
9 result is low, but its total-THC result is much higher.

This example illustrates why a delta-9 THC only test can be misleading when a rule or buyer specification uses
total THC. It is not evidence that a product complies or fails on its own; the applicable standard, sampling
procedure, laboratory method and report all matter.

Term or approach What it measures Why it matters Delta-9 THC Delta-9 THC present in the tested sample Does
not, by itself, show the potential THC contribution from THCA THCA The acidic precursor that can convert to
delta-9 THC with heat May need to be included under a total-THC standard Total THC Typically delta-9 THC plus a
calculated contribution from THCA Can produce a higher compliance value than delta-9 THC alone

What the federal shift means for hemp businesses
The 2018 Farm Bill defined hemp using a delta-9 THC concentration limit of no more than 0.3% on a dry-weight
basis. The USDA (US Department of Agriculture) administers important parts of the federal hemp production
framework, including producer-program requirements and testing rules. That role should not be confused with
every federal rule affecting finished consumer products: agencies and legal authorities can have different
responsibilities.

Federal law enacted in 2025 changes the statutory definition of hemp and is scheduled to take effect on
November 12, 2026. Among other changes, it uses a total-THC approach that includes THCA and sets a 0.4 mg
combined total THC limit per container for certain finished hemp-derived products. The precise scope, product
categories, implementation details and any additional agency guidance should be reviewed with qualified counsel
before a company changes its labeling or distribution plan.

The 0.4 mg figure is a per-container cap in the relevant statutory provision—not a general statement that every
hemp product in every context is subject to an identical limit. Do not confuse it with the 0.3% dry-weight standard
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historically used in the hemp definition. They are different measures, expressed in different units and applied under
different provisions.

What about the December 11 U.S. hemp-rule deadline?
Businesses may see December 11 described as a U.S. hemp-rule deadline. The important compliance step is to
identify the exact source: the agency notice, statute, state requirement, court order or program deadline that
establishes it. A date repeated in an industry calendar is not, by itself, proof that a nationwide federal rule takes
effect that day.

In particular, do not assume that December 11 replaces or changes the scheduled November 12, 2026 effective
date of the 2025 federal statutory amendments. If a supplier, trade group or regulator cites December 11, ask for
the underlying document and confirm which products, businesses and jurisdictions it covers. The US Hemp
Roundtable and other industry organizations can be useful sources for tracking policy developments, but
companies should verify legal deadlines against primary sources.

Why flower shipments are at highest risk
Flower shipments are at highest risk when the destination, buyer or enforcement authority evaluates total THC.
Hemp flower can contain substantial THCA even when its delta-9 THC result is below a specified threshold. A
shipment supported only by a delta-9 result may therefore face questions about whether the report demonstrates
compliance with the relevant total-THC standard.

Flower also creates practical documentation challenges. The material is often sold as a crop or bulk ingredient, and
testing results may vary by lot, sampling location and handling. A certificate from one batch should not be
assumed to represent another batch. Nor should a grower rely on a general product-page claim to document the
composition of a particular shipment.

Practical steps before shipping flower

1. Confirm the governing standard. Check the destination’s law, the buyer’s specification and any applicable
federal or state requirements. Establish whether the limit concerns delta-9 THC, total THC, dry-weight
concentration or an amount per container.

2. Use third-party lab testing. Select a qualified laboratory and confirm the method reports delta-9 THC and
THCA, with total THC calculated where relevant.

3. Match the paperwork to the lot. Keep the certificate of analysis, batch or lot identifier, sampling details,
product description and shipment records together.

4. Review results before dispatch. If a result is close to a legal or contractual limit, account for measurement
uncertainty and consult the lab or counsel rather than relying on rounding.

5. Check destination rules separately. A product that meets one jurisdiction’s hemp standard may still face
restrictions elsewhere.

What brands and retailers should check
Finished products require their own review. A brand should understand whether the relevant rule applies by dry-
weight concentration, by serving, by package or by container. For a 0.4 mg-per-container limit, the package
definition and the way a product is presented or sold may be crucial. A label that lists a concentration but omits
the total amount per container may not answer the compliance question.



Brands such as Joy Organics operate in a market where customers and business partners increasingly expect
accessible product documentation. Regardless of brand, the reliable approach is to connect every claim to a specific
product and batch. Batch lab results posted online can make that information easier to inspect, but the posted
report should be current, legible and traceable to the item being sold.

Check that the report identifies the tested product and batch.

Look for separate values for delta-9 THC and THCA, not just a single cannabinoid figure.

Confirm whether total THC is reported or can be calculated from the results.

Ensure units are clear, such as percentage by weight or milligrams per container.

Do not describe a product as “THC-free” unless suitable lab results support that claim and the wording
complies with applicable law.

How to read a certificate of analysis
A certificate of analysis, or COA, is only as useful as its scope and traceability. Start with the product name, lot
number, sampling date and laboratory identity. Then find the cannabinoid panel and check whether it reports
delta-9 THC, THCA and total THC. If the document reports only delta-9 THC, ask the laboratory or supplier
whether THCA was tested and whether a total-THC calculation is available.

Also check the units. A percentage by weight cannot be directly compared with a milligram-per-container limit
without knowing the product’s weight and the rule’s calculation method. For regulated shipments, keep the
original report and related records rather than relying on a screenshot or a marketing summary.

The bottom line
Delta-9 THC is one measured cannabinoid. Total THC is a broader figure that usually includes the potential
contribution of THCA. When a rule counts THCA as THC, a low delta-9 result alone may not establish compliance
—particularly for flower, where THCA can be substantial.

With federal policy shifting toward a total-THC approach and a 0.4 mg-per-container cap applying to certain
finished hemp products under the 2025 law, companies should review product categories, dates and
documentation carefully. Verify any December 11 deadline against its primary source, use third-party lab testing,
and make sure batch lab results posted online match the product and lot being shipped or sold.




