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Abstract
The problem that I explored in my research is how effective the current approach in the War on Drugs is. I did so by researching if the current efforts put into it provide the expected outcome. During my research, I discovered that the War on Drugs as is, is not effective. This is because the drug war creates societal problems, and it also fails to solve the ones it set out to solve in the first place. I addressed problems that the drug war creates such as racial injustice, prison overcrowding, and public health concerns due to overdoses and black-market substances.  I also point out how the drug war fails to create a safer society, crime-wise and health-wise. These findings suggest that we need to drastically reconsider how we address the drug war. Instead of addressing it with thousands of laws, heavily involved law enforcement, and treating the drug war as a crime issue, we need to address it as a health issue. By treating drugs in our society as a health concern instead, we “combat” it by educating people on the consequences of consumption, what constitutes as responsible consumption, and the signs of addiction. 







Each year in the United States, 1.5 million people are arrested for drug related offenses. Because of those arrests, between 300,000 and 400,000 drug offenders are in state and federal prisons, which is more than the total number of violent offenders in state and federal prisons (Goode, 2004). This is a problem. Arresting and sentencing people to prison is done so to try and make our society a safer place. Meaning, incarceration is meant for people whose actions are or are likely to cause harm to others around them. The purpose for arresting and sentencing so many people for drug-related crimes is reducing drug use in our society. In return, this should be making our society a “safer” place. Are we making our society an overall “better” place by having a zero-tolerance on drug use and arresting so many people? What is the problem we are trying to solve by reducing drug use, and are we achieving our goals? 
 In June 1971, President Richard Nixon declared and coined the term “the War on Drugs”. Nixon stated that drugs were the “number one public enemy” (Perry, 2018). The declaration of this war led to President Nixon’s approval for an increase in federal funding for drug-control agencies and his proposal of strict measures to be taken for drug related crimes like mandatory prison sentences. The declaration of this “war” was likely for a few reasons. The initial reason portrayed to the public, was because there was a rise in recreational drug use throughout the 1960’s (History.com Editors 2017). Then, drug use was claimed to be a leading cause in non-drug related crime like property crime because this was a major source of income for drug suppliers. This led to an increased demand in controlling illicit drugs as a means for general crime prevention (Benson, Rasmussen, & Sollars, 1995).  However, 20 years later in 1994, other, more corrupted reasons for the War on Drugs came to light. 
During a Harper magazine interview, John Ehrlichman, President Nixon’s domestic policy chief, spoke openly about the ulterior motives behind the declaration of the war on drugs. He spoke of the strategies needed for President Nixon to be reelected as president in the 1972 election. John stated that Nixon’s campaign had two enemies: “the antiwar left and black people”. John continues, “we knew we could not make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies (anti-war left) with marijuana and the blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing them both heavily, we could disrupt both of those communities.”  He continues by saying “Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course, we did.” (Perry, 2018).
Though the initial intentions for the declaration of the War on Drugs aren’t entirely clear, every President and government official thereafter continued to pursue this effort with the same goal. This goal was to decrease the number of people who consume illegal drugs and those who become addicted to them (Roth & Scorza, 1990). If the War on Drugs has been going on for over four decades, why does it seem as though we do not have the “the problem” under control any more than we did when it was declared in 1971? As a society, is it time for us to reconsider our approach in the War on Drugs? 
The simplest way to even begin trying to answer this question (though not absolute) is to ask the question of what benefits to our society does this war bring and what are the side effects of the cause. In order to be able to answer this question sufficiently, it is necessary to call upon the disciplines that will have the greatest insights to this problem. The following disciplines are the ones that will have a considerable amount of insight in solving this problem: history, criminal justice, law enforcement, public safety, and public health.
The 1988 Anti-Drug Act states that to strategic goal is to produce a “drug-free America” while the overall goal is to reduce the consumption of illicit drugs. Our current approach towards accomplishing our goal in the War on Drugs is prohibition. The way that prohibition is currently enforced is by scaring people into not using, producing, or selling drugs because of the harsh punishment that awaits them if caught. The same tactics and techniques have been used for the last four decades to enforce prohibition (Ferreria, 2015).  The most obvious and the most commonly used techniques include criminal punishments, with mandatory minimum sentences behind bars and harsh punishments, even for first time offenders (“Mandatory Sentencing”).  Although some states have “lightened” their mandatory minimum amounts for certain drug offenses, mandatory minimums are still being enforced (Lawrence, 2013).  
The United States incarcerates more drug offenders than the European Union does for all crimes put together (Goode, 2004). The number of people incarcerated for a drug offense in the U.S. increased from about 40,000 in 1980 to approximately half a million as of 2009. In fact, the number of people incarcerated in 2009 for drug offenses was greater than the number of people incarcerated for all offenses in 1980 (Sirin, 2011). With this intense enforcement of drug laws, we should see a reduction in drug use however, the United States is currently the world’s largest importer of illicit drugs (Naim, 2009). In comparison, the percentage of people addicted to opioids has not changed from the 19th century (roughly 3.7 per 1,000 people) to today (roughly 3.55 per 1,000 people) (Goode, 2004). If the drug consumption is not dramatically going down with a dramatic increase in prison populations then why are we continuing to pursue the war on drugs in the same way? Why is the overall goal to have a society that uses and consumes drugs less rather than a society that consumes drugs responsibly?
It is not possible to stop people wanting to consume drugs. We can make it less desirable with harsh laws and punishments, but the desire persists. A prime example for this is the alcohol prohibition. During the alcohol prohibition, the alcohol consumption did in fact decline (going from 2 gallons of alcohol per year per user to just under one) (Goode, 2004). The fact that the overall alcohol consumption declined was not enough to outweigh all the problems it created. The main problem it created was that it made our society less safe with the consumption of black-market alcohol and the rise of organized crimes.  
Having a black market for anything means that the items being bought and sold are unregulated or tested for safety. A good example of this was during the alcohol prohibition. People were distilling whatever they could get their hands on, including wood furniture. Distilling wood produces methanol. People were selling and buying this poisoned alcohol on the black market. Individuals who consumed this poison would die slowly over a period of a few days from methanol poisoning, similar to the consumption of antifreeze.
Many drug overdoses and deaths are due to people who are uneducated about what they are doing and consuming.  Black market drugs are usually mixed with other substances that a consumer will not know about. There will always be a demand for drugs. Just as with alcohol and sex, telling people to abstain and to “just say no” does not work.  Rather than citizens buying and consuming a substance that they are not entirely certain about; it would be safer for our society if the substances were tested and regulated just as alcohol is.
Drug use will happen no matter how much time and effort goes into making our society “drug free”. Why is our society so scared of drug use if it is possible for individuals to consume drugs responsibly? Drug use and drug abuse/addiction are not the same thing. Just as alcohol abuse is not the same as alcohol use. Too often, our society associates an individual who consumes a drug less frequently than many people consume alcohol as an abuser. This is not the case. Just because someone consumes something that is illegal does not make them an abuser of said substance. If an individual is in fact a drug abuser, we need to help these people with their problem. We have many clinics and meetings for people to go for help if they are in other dangerous situations. As such, we need to provide similar help for drugs safely to people who have a drug problem. While we do have many rehabilitation centers, many people who need the help the most are apprehensive to seek out this help due to their problem being “illegal”. On the other hand, since we do have drug rehabilitation facilities in this country, why not mandate that individuals be “sentenced” to rehab rather than sending the individual to jail or lengthening their sentences for repeat offenders. Sending addicts to prison does not help them with their problem.
Federal drug control spending rose from $3.4 billion dollar under President Nixon to $25 billion under President Obama. Specifically, the government budget for law enforcement supply reduction operations rose from $8.7 billion in 2008 to $14.7 in 2014, whereas government funding for drug prevention, treatment and education rose from $9.9 billion in 2008 to just $10.7 billion in 2014 (Ferreria, 2015). With the War on Drugs not providing the outcome that it was intended for, and the increasing evidence that fighting the drug war does not reduce the demand for drugs, maybe it is time to put less governmental funding into drug control and reduction operations and more into drug treatment and education. 
Many people claim that drugs bring violence. Prohibition brings violence. As with the prohibition of alcohol, the prohibition of drugs created violence. Violent mafias emerged from the prohibition of alcohol just as violent gangs and cartels have emerged from the prohibition of illicit drugs. During the alcohol prohibition, organized crime became empowered, murder rates increased, and there was an increased disrespect for the law (Goode, 2004). However, when prohibition ended, the dependence and desire of alcohol remained, but the violence that was associated with the prohibition had stopped (Naim, 2009).
As with the prohibition of alcohol, the prohibition on illicit drugs creates more violence and corruption than it solves. Misleading and false information from police bureaucracies about the relationship between drugs and crime has greatly shaped our drug policies (Benson et al., 1995). A primary source of information used to justify the continuation of the War on Drugs comes from police bureaucracies. Because of this, it is widely believed by the public that drug use/crimes are the root cause of much of what is wrong with our society today (Benson et al., 1995). The reality is bureaucracies have personal incentives for continuing the enforcement of drug policies. Law enforcement focuses resources on the enforcement of drug laws because of the financial gain incentives for the agencies arises from forfeitures. For example, from 1989 to 1992 the Volusia County police department in Florida had a drug squad that seized over 8 million dollars from motor vehicles during that timeframe. Surprisingly, the majority of these seizures involved motorists who were traveling southbound rather than northbound, indicating the drug squad was more interested in the amount of money they seized over stopping the flow of drugs into the rest of the United States (Benson et al., 1995). Current drug policies make it so individual police officers will be tempted to accept bribes from drug suppliers. This is not surprising considering the large amounts of money that is involved (Chambliss, 1995). 
A major side effect to our approach in the War on Drugs is it allows for more crime and violence than it prevents. Police forces state they have shifted resources to make more drug arrests in order to lower crime rates for drug and non-drug related crimes. However, there is no evidence that increasing the use of law enforcement resources to combat drugs has reduced crime rates. In fact, as police bureaucracies reallocated their resources to control drug crimes, property crimes rose. When law enforcement enforces the drug laws heavily in certain areas, this also leads to an increase in violence in the surrounding areas (Benson et al., 1995).  The current drug suppliers in that area will likely move to an adjacent jurisdiction with less police involvement. This leads to violent confrontations between the suppliers who are already in area and the new suppliers moving in. Research tells us that drug law offenders are overwhelming nonviolent. Almost 80% of drug offenders sent to prison in New York in 1999 had never been convicted of a violent crime. This significantly diminishes the likelihood of a cause-effect relationship between the reduction in violent crime and the enforcement of our drug laws (Small, 2001).Vigorous prosecution of the drug laws coupled with mandatory sentencing has caused the imprisonment of more people for non-violent drug crimes each year then that for violent crimes. This hardly makes a good strategy to maximize public safety (Small, 2001).
Though not talked about often, the war on drugs disproportionally targets minorities in America, even though drug use in all races is of similar percentages. African American communities have been harmed the most due to the intensified policies and laws the war on drugs brings. They are the most disproportionately represented group among imprisoned drug offenders. Today, state prison incarceration rates for drug law violations committed by African Americans are almost 20 times those of whites and more than double those of Hispanics.  The drug laws and penalties are not applied equally, and there is one law that is outright racially driven. In the Anti-Drug Abuse Acts of 1986 and 1988 that were initiated at the time of Ronald Reagan’s presidency, the chemically equivalent substances of crack cocaine and powder cocaine are not treated as the same substance. These laws enacted the 100 to 1 provision, which mandated the same 5-year prison sentence for both 5 grams of crack cocaine and for 500 grams of power cocaine (Sirin, 2011).  The “crack” form of cocaine being predominantly used by poor and black communities and the powdered form of cocaine predominantly used by the white middle class. To further prove the racial agenda behind these laws, the proportion of African Americans in American state prisons grew from 7% to 25% within the first 5 years of the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, with the percentages within the federal prisons having even more dramatic increases (Sirin, 2011). From 1990 to 1994, incarceration for drug offenses accounted for 60% of the increase in the black population in state prisons and 91% of the increase in Federal prisons (Drucker, 1999). If the current trends continue, 1 in every 3 black male children can expect to go to prison for some amount of time (Heymann, Mauer, & Weimer, 2007). 20 years later, President Obama overturned the 1986 and 1988 Anti-Drug Abuse Acts by signing the Fair sentencing Act on August 3, 2010. This act greatly reduced the sentencing between crack cocaine and powered cocaine from 100 to 1 down to 18 to 1. This act also eliminated the simple possession mandatory minimum for crack cocaine (Sirin, 2011). Though these are improvements in the right direction, the law still targets minorities.
Throughout my research, I was able to conclude that our current approach towards the War on Drugs creates many more problems than it solves. The negative side effects I discovered throughout my research are much lengthier than the benefits that I was able to expose. Our current strategy in tackling The War on Drugs raises public safety concerns, public health concerns, brings racial injustice and human rights violations. 
Though there will be many conflicting opinions and arguments on how to solve this complex problem, the end goal in all of them should be to make our society safer place to live both health-wise and crime-wise. This is where we can create our common ground. We start with a common goal and make revisions necessary in achieving that goal. 
While I do not believe our current approach in the drug war to be effective, we cannot fix the problem by doing a complete 180 and fully legalizing everything. We need to find a more balanced, more reasonable middle ground when it comes to how we handle “drugs” as a society.  We can begin by changing the way we approach in achieving our goal of creating a safer and healthier society. We need to steer away from trying to achieve a “drug free America” and towards creating a responsible, educated America. Adults are going to want to experiment with substances. Instead of telling them to “just say no”, we need to educate them on the potential outcomes and consequences as we do with any other potentially harmful activity. We do not outlaw every activity that could cause harm to a person. Instead, we educate on how to stay safe while participating in that activity. We need to encourage substance testing, so people can know for sure what they are consuming. We need to revise the current drug policies on possession, in a way that stops flooding state and federal prisons with nonviolent drug offenders. We do need to keep the policies that hold people accountable for disrupting the public or commit crimes while under the influence, just as we do with alcohol. Instead of treating the use and consumption of illegal substances as a crime issue, we need to begin treating more like a public health concern. We become more open to accepting that drugs will be in our society. We educate the public instead of wasting time, money, and resources trying to make them disappear completely, because this will never happen. If we continue the drug war as is, it will be a never-ending war. 
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