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Illicit Drugs, the illicit drug market and its Impact on Society
The illegal drug market has been prevalent in society for thousands of years, where the buying and selling of drugs were not as illegalised as it is today in contemporary society (Encyclopedia.com, 2023). Drugs themselves are defined as 'any substance or combination of substances presented or treating disease in human beings' (Bjornsdottir, Almardottir and Traulsen, 2009, p. 41). In many countries, these drugs can be obtained through a prescription when an individual is in need of it (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2023; European Commission, 2023). However, there are also some drugs that have been prohibited by legislation from certain countries or by international law (Peacock et al., 2018). There are many grey areas in this in some countries however, such as the use of cannabis and its use as a medical drug (Peacock et al., 2018)  According to Perry (2019), a historic turning point of the western world’s view of drugs arguably came in 1971, when the President of the United States, Richard Nixon made a historic speech about the 'US government's longest and costliest war' (Perry, 2019, no page number), which can be heard in the video below (Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016):
Video 1: Richard Nixon Declares War on Drugs
[image: ]
(Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016)

In his speech, President Nixon declares that ‘America's public enemy number one, in the United States, is drugs’, while also pledging to carry out a ‘new, all out offensive’ against the illicit, or illegal drug market (Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016). However, illicit drugs themselves as well as this type of action by governments can have an impact on society on a global scale as well as add to the further debate around drugs and its usage in society, such as its links to deviance and labelling theory (Perry, 2019; Giddens & Sutton, 2021). These global issues will be further explored, as well as the impact these issues have on society (Perry, 2019; Giddens & Sutton, 2021). The next section of this article will analyse the theory of labelling theory and drugs in further detail (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). 

Labelling Theory and Illegal Drugs 
According to Giddens and Sutton (2021, p. 910), ‘Labelling theorists interpret deviance as the product of interaction processes between deviants and non-deviants’ and that many in society that participate in purchasing and using illicit drugs do become labelled as deviant (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). These labels are often given out to the poor by those in power and control of society and these labels are used by those in authority (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). These labels of deviancy are often given out to drug users, where illicit drug users have often been seen as criminals by society and even dangerous, as well as out of control (Morrison & Bennett, 2016). However, many students in universities across the world do drugs, and many in society see this as normal and acceptable (Giddens & Sutton, 2021), which shows labelling theory in practice, as those involved certain social cultures are not labelled as deviant for using illicit drugs (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). Individuals labelled negatively can have a substantially negative affect on society, as people reacting negatively to what they deem as deviant behaviour can sometimes reinforce this behaviour and make it worse (Hagen, 1973). This can lead to individuals using illicit drugs more and potentially becoming addicted, which can also lead to a risk of individuals consuming more dangerous drugs (Morrison & Bennett, 2016). Different countries around the world have different policies on drugs and how illicit drug users are labelled (Morrison & Bennett, 2016). For example, countries such as Portugal have decriminalised all drugs altogether and are currently taking a more public health approach, which is vastly different to the UK, which has significantly stricter legislation in place which penalises individuals for possession and the sale of illicit drugs (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2019; Misuse of Drugs Act 1971). These issues link with how illicit drugs are seen across society, as well as the medical repercussions for illicit drug use (Giddens & Sutton 2021; Morrison & Bennett, 2016).

Societal and Medical Issues
The use of illicit drugs, as well as the enforcement of legislation tackling the use and sale of illicit drugs is arguably having a significant impact on society (Giddens & Sutton, 2021; Perry, 2019). For example, there is evidence to suggest that President Nixon’s speech in 1971 (Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016) had a profound effect on the imprisonment of males in the United States, as the image below shows (Bureau of Justice Statistics, cited in Perry, 2019): 
Image 1: Male Incaceration Rates od Sentenced Prisoners Under State and Federal Jurisdiction per 100,000 Population, 1925-2017
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(Bureau of Justice Statistics, cited in Perry, 2019)
This image shows in detail the effects of the presidents speech, as the male incarcaration rate significantly increased, which shows evidence of increased enforcement on society in the United States after President Nixons speech (Perry, 2019). However, according to Neill (2014), enforcement of anti drug policies can have a negative impact on society and can result in the ‘neglet of public health concerns related to drug addiiction’ (Neill, 2014, no page number). In the United States, this enforement has resulted in the punishment of drug users, such as imprisionment which can have negative consquences (Neill, 2014). For example, increased prison time for offenders costs countries money and in the US, the majority of those that have been imprisoned have come from minority backgrounds which has damaged the structures of communities (Neill, 2014). Additonally, the treatment of these indviduals as criminals has meant that many of these individuals have had their health needs overlooked (Neill, 2014). This tough approach on illicit drug use has also been adopted in the UK, where the government has created proposals that, if passed, would result in illicit drug users potentially having their passports and driving licences seized if caught (Home Office & Patel, 2022). According to Neill (2014), these stances on drugs is wrong and a public health approach to drugs would have a more positive impact on society, such as the in way Portugal has approached this issue (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2019) and according to the Portuguese government, this approach has resulted in less deaths and more treatment for those that need it (BBC News, 2010). However, many illicit drugs do cause some medical problems (Morrison & Bennett, 2016). An example of an illicit drug is heroin, which is a ‘highly addictive drug which can cause feelings of euphoria and relaxion’ (NHS Inform, 2022). Heroin, or Diamorphine, is listed as a Class A drug under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 (Home Office, 2022; Misuse of Drugs Act 1971). One of the reasons for this could be the medical issues that heroin causes, such as injuries and infections caused by heroin injections (NHS Reform, 2022). Additionally, heroin is one of the main causes of death by drug poisoning in the UK and there is evidence that this is on the rise, which is shown in the graph below (Wright, 2017):
Image 2: Number of heroin-related deaths registered per year in England and Wales from 1993 to 2015 with trend line
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(Wright, 2017)
This graph shows that heroin is increasingly becoming a significant threat to society, as more and more people are dying in the UK from its consumption (Office for National Statistics, 2021; Wright, 2017). Furthermore, the issues with the consumption of illicit drugs such as heroin are also seen globally (World Health Organization (WHO), 2021). According to the World Health Organization (2021), around 500,000 deaths globally are attributed to drug use and ‘more then 70% of these deaths are related to opioids’, which includes heroin (WHO, 2021, no page number). This shows the level of influence that heroin has on society globally and the illicit drug market (WHO, 2021). However, according to Morriston and Bennet (2016) the number of fatalities caused by illicit drug use are lower then legal drugs such as alcohol and tobacco, yet they cause more anxiety in society and public agencies such as the police and other enforcement bodies across the world, who are responsible for enforcing anti-drug legislation (Morriston & Bennett, 2016; DrugWise, 2023).

Policing Issues
The way illicit drugs and the illicit drug market is policed is often different in each country around the world (Mawby, 2008). For example, in the United States, illicit drug policies are enforced by the police and the Drug Enforcement Administration (Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), 2023), who undertake various operations to halt the illicit drug market and its impact on society (DEA, 2023). The DEA also undertake education outreach programs within communities to warn individuals about the effects of illicit drugs so that individuals are aware of the risks and therefore stay away from taking illicit drugs (DEA, 2023). However, the DEA and the United States are focused on the enforcement on drugs and arguably prefer to criminalise its use and the purchasing and selling of them and the DEA have arrested over one million individuals for illicit drug related offences between 1986 and 2020 (DEA, 2023). This model of policing is also practiced by Interpol, which is a global policing body (INTERPOL, 2023) and an example of this can be seen in the video below:
[image: INTERPOL OPERATION FOLOSA targeting Drug Trafficking and Organized Crimes]Video 2: Operation Folosa: Targeting Drug Trafficking in Latin America and Africa
(INTERPOL, 2015)

This video shows how INTERPOL are ‘targeting illegal drug trafficking’ and how they were able to cooperate with other agencies to achieve this aim (INTERPOL, 2015). However, many other countries use different approaches, such as the Netherlands, who aim to normalise drug users (Chatwin, 2018). According to Chatwin (2018, no page number), the Netherlands use an approach that prioritises harm reduction and prevention over enforcement. For example, the Netherlands ‘offers some dependent heroin users legal prescriptions of herion’ (Chatwin, 2018, no page number), as well as providing safe rooms so that individuals can take drugs in a safe environment (Chatwin, 2018). In comparison to the approaches used by the US and many other countries, there is evidence to suggest that the Netherlands approach has had a more positive impact on society and this global issue (Malinowaska, 2013), as the Netherlands has lower levels of problematic opiate drug users and the Netherlands has the lowest rate of heroin injections in Europe (Chatwin, 2018) The Netherlands also recorded far less arrests for minor drug offences when compared to the US and less enforcement has not led to an increase in illicit drug usage (Malinowaska, 2013). This shows how this global issue is not being resolved by criminalising drugs and treating drugs as more of a public health issue and providing support and safe areas to individuals can actually make a difference (Malinowaska, 2013; Chatwin, 2018).

Conclusion
In Conclusion, it is clear to see that illicit drugs and the illicit drugs market is having a significant impact on society (Giddens & Sutton, 2021). For example, the war declared by President Nixon on illicit drugs has caused the incarceration rate in the US to rise significantly, leading to many individuals losing their freedom (Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016; Bureau of Justice Statistics, cited in Perry, 2019). Arguably, President Nixons speech promoted the idea of illicit drug users being deviant members of society, which links to the concept of labelling theory, which can result in making the issue even worse (Richard Nixon Foundation, 2016; Giddens & Sutton, 2021; Hagen, 1973). However, there is evidence to suggest that illicit drugs themselves do cause medical issues and impact society in a negative way, which could explain why authorities criminalise their use (Morriston and Bennet, 2016). However, there is also evidence to suggest that a public health approach to illicit drugs would be more beneficial to simply outlawing the use of them, which is a model that Portugal and the Netherlands use (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2019; Malinowaska, 2013). These models have arguably had a more positive impact on society then those of the US and the UK and has resulted in a significant proportion of the population taking less harmful drugs, therefore showing greater success (BBC News, 2010; Chatwin, 2018). This shows that to combat this global issue, countries around the world could look to the policies used in countries such as Portugal and the Netherlands to understand how they work, so they can replicate the success that these two countries have had ((BBC News, 2010; Chatwin, 2018; Malinowaska, 2013). 
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