1

10







The Decriminalization of Drugs

Miranda Beckwell
National American University
EN 1130: Composition II
Sasha Huether
March 14, 2021



Abstract
It is apparent that the United States has a drug problem. Back in 1971 the United States officially declared a “War on Drugs”. Since then, addicts have been looked down upon and judged harshly by society. It has been 50 years and progression has been minimal. It is essential that the perception around drug use and the forms of punishment are changed. Drug decriminalization would be a great starting point to combatting this war on drugs. Drug decriminalization would make it that when someone is caught with illegal drugs, instead of charging them and tossing them in jail, the drugs would be confiscated but the addict would be offered help for their addiction rather than a harsh punishment. There are many people that are skeptical about decriminalizing drugs, thinking that it will lead to more addicts or more crime. There are currently ninety-three countries worldwide who have put in place harm-reducing incentives when it comes to drugs. Portugal decriminalized drugs back in 2001 and has shown significant positive changes since. There are many reasons that the stigma around drugs need to be changed, but the most important is it could save millions of lives. 


	Thousands of American people die every year due to illegal drug use. It has become a very common occurrence in the United States over the past several years. However, addiction is not a new topic, it has been around for as long as anyone can remember. In the United States there are over 67,000 deaths every year that are caused by drug related incidents. As startling of a realization as this is, it is the reality of where we are as a nation today. The current system we have in place prioritizes criminal charges and punishment for addicts, rather than rehabilitation and education. It makes these addicts struggle in silence and leaves them in an endless cycle of imprisonment and drug dependency. This past year the state of Oregon voted to decriminalize all drugs, and many people have been quick to criticize this stance. The decriminalization of drugs would not make all drugs legal as many believe, but it would make rehabilitation instead of criminal punishment a priority. Each day, there are 114 people that die from drug overdoses, and 6,748 are sent to hospitals for emergency medical treatment. It is estimated that 90% of people that would most benefit from rehabilitation, do not receive it. Implementing the decriminalization of drugs would be a great benefit to our society in both economic and social ways and it should be the nation-wide standard. 
	Everyday thousands of people around the United States are arrested on drug related charges. There are many different drug related charges that someone can be accused of, which include possession, manufacturing, selling, possession with intent to distribute, trafficking, and organized crime with drug relations. Although the punishments for these crimes vary from state to state, it occurs all over the nation. The minimum sentence can be as little as a fine of less than $100 or a few days in jail. For larger offenses, the punishments only get stricter. The maximum sentence can be up to thousands in fines, and multiple years in a state prison. These punishments are put in place with the goal of punishing the offender, hoping that deters them from committing the crime again. However, over two thirds of individuals that were released on drug charges were arrested again for similar charges within a five year period. All across the United States 46.4% of all the current inmates are incarcerated due to drug offenses. It is obvious that our current system views the war on drugs as a criminal problem, rather than a public health problem. Things need to change in America so that these astounding statistics are no more. 
	There would be many benefits seen in all parts of life if drugs were decriminalized nationwide. One big change that would be noticed would be the positive changes economically. The current system of incarceration over the past few decades has not had any impact on the supply or demand of illegal drugs (Hyshka 125). With our current drug policies the only people that benefit from the war on drugs are drug dealers, people who build prisons, and prison guards whom are getting a paycheck. All of these people are directly profiting from drug addicts and the fact that they exist. Incarcerating huge amounts of people has had no noticeable effects on drug importation and drug use, which means that the system we currently have in place is doing nothing to change things (Finkleman 247). Many people do not realize how expensive prison costs not only the lives of those incarcerated, but those who never see the inside of a prison cell. It costs $31,000 per year for each incarcerated individual. This includes providing their food, housing, and paying those that work everyday to secure them. It is estimated that 2.3 million people are incarcerated nationwide. Weather it be state prisons, county jails, juvenile halls, or military prison- every single one of them is costing this nation a small fortune. All those people add up to an astounding amount of money the United States spends each year on inmates. On the other hand, drug rehabilitation costs anywhere from $1,000 to $20,000. While this still seems like a lot, many if not all rehabilitation centers accept insurance or payment plans so it is rare that anyone would ever have to pay that much upfront. With all the money that would be saved if we decriminalized drugs, part of it would be reallocated to aid in the payment of rehabilitation for those who would normally be thrown in prison. In addition to this, the money saved from having less inmates would be put into programs educating people on drug addiction, everything from how dangerous it is, to how to help those who are struggling with an addiction. It is no secret that the way society views felons negatively. Even when applying for a job there is that little box that must be checked stating weather you have ever been charged with a felony or not. Even in media, felons are commonly portrayed as liars, thieves, and criminals. Recovering addicts although not always looked at in the best light either, are better off than former convicts are. There are many jobs that will not hire anyone with a criminal record, making it so difficult for them to move on with their live and attempt to better themselves. This creates an endless cycle for many, that leads them to reoffend and land right back in prison. It is much easer for a recovering addict to obtain a job and be a productive member of our society. This stability in their life would aid in keeping them on a good track and avoid leaning back on old habits. 
	In addition to the economic benefits that decriminalizing drugs would have, if this were to be implemented our county would also be better off socially. As previously stated, felons have a bad reputation when it comes to society. Unfortunately, drug addicts fall under this same category. Whether they have been incarcerated or not, drug addicts are looked down upon in our society. The general view that people have of drug addicts is that they harm themselves, they harm others, and they live bad lives (Sher 30). From celebrities to people who end up on the news, to your own family members, anyone that is struggling with an addiction is looked at as a criminal, rather that someone with a mental illness. People are very quick to judge when they have never been in a situation themselves, especially when it comes to drug addicts. It is for this reason that millions of drug addicts suffer in silence. They are embarrassed about their addiction and hide it from those in their lives. They do not want people to think less of them or change their opinion of them of their addiction is made public. If drugs were decriminalized it would help end this stigma that all addicts are bad people. It would allow addicts the safe space they need to admit they have a problem and get the help they need, rather than hide their addiction in fear of criminal punishments. Offering treatment and rehabilitation to struggling addicts is putting their health first, rather than punishing them for their addiction. It is common among drug addicts to fear or even hate law enforcement officers. It makes sense since they would be in constant fear that if their addiction is discovered they would be criminally charged in some way. With the decriminalization of drugs, it would allow counselors or social workers to aid in cases that involve drug abuse or addiction, rather than law enforcement officers. This in turn would also benefit the vision of law enforcement officers and place more trust in them. In a study about a cannabis reform that occurred in South Australia, scientists found that the decriminalization led to an increase in both employment and trust of police (Hughes & Stevens, 1002). Along with making addicts health a priority, decriminalization would lead to a decrease in AIDS/HIV transmission. Many do not know that HIV/AIDS is primary transmitted from intravenous drug use, and as this becomes less common so would the transmission of this disease (Schmoke 7).
	Even with all the benefits that would come from decriminalizing drugs, there are still many who oppose this practice. One of people’s biggest concerns is that if there are no strict criminal punishments for drug offenders, then people will be more willing to use illegal substances- in turn creating more addicts. People believe that since the most commonly used drugs are the ones that are currently the most easily accessible ones, like alcohol or marijuana, that if all drugs were decriminalized that it would tempt more people to use. However, there are many things that are not considered when thinking about it this way. Illegal drugs will still be just that, illegal. They will not be open to the public for sale or to try, they will still be confiscated if discovered by any law enforcement officer. The only way to obtain drugs to try them would still be to get and ingest them illegally. As previously stated, with the decriminalization of drugs there will allow more money towards education and rehabilitation when it comes drugs. With this education and rehabilitation there would be less drug users, not more. There have already been many U.S. states that have decriminalized the use of marijuana, which is still federally considered an illegal drug. In the 1970s eleven U.S. states decriminalized cannabis and it did not cause any rise in consumption levels. Many are still unsure and point to the face that after Portugal decriminalized drugs in 2001, there was a small to moderate increase in public drug use. However, researchers believe they know why this might have happened. When drugs offenses started being looked at as public health problems rather than criminal issues, addicts became more accountable. They were not afraid of being criminally charged so they were more open about their struggles with addiction, causing an increase in reported use (Hughes & Stevens 1011).
	Another concern among skeptics is that with the decriminalization of drugs that a rise in crime nation-wide will soon follow. Their concern is that not only crime in general will rise, but there would be an apparent rise in violent crimes specifically. It is believed that drug users live fast paced and dangerous lifestyles that effects the lives of everyone that surrounds them (Lynch 7). They cause accidents when driving under the influence, they engage in criminal behavior to be able to afford drugs, and their heightened irritability leads to aggressive confrontations. While some of these may be true, it is unfair to assume that these acts will increase with the decriminalization of drugs. In the countries that have already changed their policies to either less harsh punishments for drug offenses or fully decriminalized them, there has not been any proof of a rise in other crimes. Portugal is one country specifically that has fully decriminalized drugs, and many people claim that there has been an increase in homicide rates since. However, there is no data specifically for drug-related homicides, so even if there was an increased amount, there is no evidence that is it a result of decriminalization of drugs. One positive that the skeptical ones do not realize is that officers will have more time when they are not having to detain and arrest each and every drug offender that they come across. With this extra time they have it will allow them to help prevent or discover other crimes that are occurring. This might explain any upward trend in crime that is seen, it would not be a direct result of decriminalizing drugs.
	There are many reasons that one might be opposed to decriminalizing drugs, but it is important to take in account the real-life experiences of other countries around the world that have already made the change. There are ninety-three countries worldwide that have put in place harm reducing incentives when it comes to drugs. Not all of them have fully decriminalized drugs, but they are slowly making the switch to lessen criminal punishments for drug addicts. Along these same lines, there are five states alone in the United States that have taken similar measures. California, Utah, Connecticut, Alaska, and Oklahoma have all reclassified drug charges from 2014 to present, these states have reclassified drug offenses, so they are misdemeanors instead of felonies. Felonies are the most serious crimes that usually result in lengthy prison sentences and a permanent loss of freedoms, misdemeanors on the other hand are less serious crimes that usually only receive small fines and jail time or even community service as punishments. Even with this change there has been a drastic reduction in the amount of people incarcerated due to drug offenses. The extra money being made as a result of less prisoners has been reallocated to other sources, such as creating city parks or community areas. Perhaps the most convincing success story of a country that as already decriminalized drugs is Portugal. Portugal fully decriminalized drugs back in 2001, meaning that when someone is caught in possession of drugs instead of being criminally charged, they are punished in the form of fines or community service. Over the past 20 years since this has been implemented there have been significant positive changes. Portugal’s drug use is lower than the European average and is overall much lower than the national average. The United States is ranked number 2 when it comes to drug related deaths, and Portugal is ranked one hundred and forty. In fact, in Portugal deaths related to drug use decreased significantly after this was implemented, in 2001 there were 80 drug related deaths, and in 2002 there were only 16. Not only has it has an impact on drug use over all, but over a ten year period after decriminalization was put into place there was a 60% increase in the number of people that were in treatment for drug addictions. Rehabilitation and treatment is an essential part of helping these people recover and overcome their addiction, and Portugal has realized that.  It is truly amazing to see what can happen to a country when the health and safety of citizens is prioritized over punishment and judgement. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	It is an unfortunate reality that everyone in the United States needs to face, that there is a drug problem in this county. It affects everyone in many different ways. Drug addicts are just everyday people that are in need of help. They are someone’s child, someone’s mother or father, sister or brother, and they deserve compassion and understanding. The current system that is in place has done nothing to change this. It has been proven from other countries that decriminalization is the most effective way to combat the war on drugs. Although it will not be an easy change, it is one that is essential to the success in the United States. It is best described by Kurt Schmoke, the Mayor of Baltimore who is strongly in favor of decriminalization “Being difficult to accomplish is not the same as wrong”. Decriminalizing drugs would be beneficial to the economic and social state of our nation, and should be put into place nationwide. The only way that change can be made, is to make those who are responsible for those changes aware of better options. Something many people may not know is that you are able to write letters directly to your state’s government. Writing letters explaining the benefits that decriminalizing drugs would have to society would be an excellent step in making this become a reality for all. Government officials need to know that the general public would be in support of this change. It is time to change the sigma surrounding drugs and drug addicts. These people are in desperate need of help, not judgement.
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