


The War on Drugs in the United Kingdom has been a long-standing effort to control illegal drug use. This started with the introduction of the Misuse of Drugs Act in 1971 (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2023), with this act it aimed to fight the production of drugs, the consumption of drugs and the distribution. With the changes happened over the years the act and laws have had to work alongside that to, shifting between strict law enforcement recognizing how serious drug addiction is as a health issue. This essay will aim to explore the history behind the War on Drugs, exploring how policies have changed and their impact on society. Answering the question on whether the War on Drugs truly solve the drug abuse problem, and whether there is a need to rethink the current strategies and to focus on the reasons behind substance misuse. 
To better understand where the War on Drugs stands as of present day, it is important to understand the history. The concept behind the war on drugs can be traced back to the mid-20th century, this period marked the concerns about health and social consequences of drug use (London, 2004). The history is a complex story that has been going on for decades, during these decades there has been many shifts when it comes to societal attitudes, political decisions and the overall global response that has been posed because of the challenges that are faced when it comes to drugs (Mold, 2021). The Misuse of Drugs Act, established in the United Kingdom in 1971, used a similar approach, categorising drugs into three classes (Class A, B, and C) based on perceived harm and potential for misuse The Crown Prosecution Service, 2023).
The United Kingdom has a comprehensive approach in its efforts against drug-related issues by integrating strategies from law enforcements, public health and harm reduction (Home Office and Department of Health & Social Care, 2021). The Law enforcements role in the war on drugs is to target drug trafficking and the distribution of drugs, keeping to the traditional strategy on combating the illicit drug trade ( Dorn and South, 1990). According to HM Government (2023) the traditional strategy is broken down into three outcomes, these are reducing drug- related crimes, reducing drug use and reducing drug-related deaths and harms. As well as Law enforcement the UK acknowledges the public health aspect of drug use, they incorporate reduction measures such as needle exchange programs and supervised consumption facilities (Kolla et al, 2017; Kerr, 2005). All of the treatment and rehabilitation programs are a crucial component of the war on drugs, giving all types of support to people grappling with addiction (Lo et al, 2020). The UK aims to balance punitive measures with preventative and educational programmes aimed at alerting the public about the hazards associated with drug use, guided by the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, which categorises restricted drugs based on perceived harm. However, continuing disagreements over the effectiveness of this method continue, with calls for change to address concerns like as criminalization, inequities in law enforcement, and overall public health effects (Holland, 2020). It is difficult to envision an era in which all substances are legally regulated; however, the possibility becomes more enticing when one considers that substance replacement and drug assisted treatment are essentially highly regulated drug markets with compelling evidence that they reduce damage to both people and wider society as acquisitive crime decreases (Hickman et al, 2018).
At the beginning of the 21st century there was a shift in the drug policy, the cause of this was because there was a heightened recognition that drug addiction is a health issue rather than just a criminal matter (Mold, 2021). The War on Drugs has faced criticism for causing unintended problems like the number of people being arrested, the poor treatment by the police based on someone’s race, and the continuous growth of the illegal drug business (Tonry, 1994a) . According to Mold (2021) people have argued that the use of strict punishments might not be the best way to deal with the drug issue. With having a better understanding as to why drug addiction is such a big issue and to why people turn to drugs it would help with bring the drug issues of the United Kingdom down or help maintain it.
The drug war has far-reaching social and economic consequences, spanning across communities and increasing existing imbalances (House of Commons, 2019). Because of strict drug prohibitions, marginalised populations frequently face a disproportionate burden, with increased rates of arrest and imprisonment. Individuals from impoverished origins are disproportionately affected by drug offences, which contributes to the persistence of social inequality (Marmot, 2010; Jones, 2022). Furthermore, the economic consequences are clear, with significant resources directed on law enforcement rather than underlying issues. The load on the criminal justice system, along with the economic impact of mass imprisonment, raises concerns about the existing approach's sustainability and equality (Jensen et al, 2004). Understanding and resolving the social and economic implications of the drug war is critical to developing a more just and equitable society (Seddon, 2006).
When it comes to the war on drugs it is vital for different countries to work together to ensure that they can fight the battle of drugs and decrease the cases of people using and people dying from the drugs they take. The drug problem is a big problem for many countries around the world, the United Kingdom alone has the highest level of drug dependency in Europe, according to Reuter and Stevens (2007). The United Kingdom works with numerous international organisations and partner nations to establish a united front against drug manufacturing and trafficking. These initiatives rely heavily on shared intelligence, coordinated law enforcement activities, and collaborative policymaking (HM Government, 2013). However, the success of such worldwide efforts is still being assessed. The flexibility of criminal networks, regional variances in legal frameworks, and the sheer scope of the illicit drug trade remain challenges. Assessing the impact of international collaboration entails looking at both the accomplishments and the shortcomings, as well as identifying opportunities for development (Reuter and Stevens, 2007). Because the drug trafficking is a worldwide issue, continued and strengthened international collaboration is critical to developing a more comprehensive and effective response.
To tackle the war on drugs the UK government introduced a 10-year strategy in 2021, it aims to be a long-term fix. This strategy is not only to be focused on law enforcement but also to emphasize the importance of providing people struggling with drug addiction a path towards a productive and drug free life (HM Government, 2021). The overall aim of this plan is to work with all parts of the government including law enforcement, Health and social care departments, the home office and ministry of justice and many more. With working together, it provides a better understanding of all aspects of the issues and communications between all departments allows people dealing with substance abuse have more options to break the issue (Humphries, 2022). With also aiming to preventing the level of drugs around the country, cracking down on the distribution of drugs and break the cycle of violence and abuse that affects many communities around the country bringing hope to those who have lost it and slowly rebuild all lives that have been affected by the drug trade.
The war on drugs has been controversial since its inception, with critics arguing that it has been ineffective and has had negative consequences (Baum, 1996). Critics argue that the policy has failed to reduce drug use and drug-related crime, and that it has had several unintended consequences, such as increased incarceration rates, increased drug-related violence, and increased health risks associated with drug use. Despite these criticisms, the war on drugs has remained a major part of drug policy in both the UK (Bertram, 1996).

One of the major problems raised by the UK's present drug policy is its disproportionate impact on marginalised populations (Guess, 2008). Critics contend that harsh law enforcement contributes to socioeconomic disparities by increasing the chance of arrest and jail for drug offences in impoverished communities (Baum, 1996). This exacerbates already-existing imbalances in the criminal justice system and perpetuates poverty cycles. The current drug war has been criticised for disproportionately harming minority populations, raising concerns about the approach's justice and equity (Bertram et al, 1996; Grey, 2010). To address these discrepancies, a thorough assessment of the social and economic elements that contribute to such results is required, prompting policymakers to examine alternative models that prioritise justice, equality, and community well-being. David Nutt, a distinguished scientist and former government drug advisor, is one opponent who claims that the present strategy is inconsistent with scientific evidence. He claims that emphasis on punishment does not benefit public health and instead adds to the stigma associated with drug use (Nutt et al, 2007).
To conclude, the drug war in the United Kingdom has been a source of constant controversy and criticism. While the present strategy incorporates law enforcement, damage reduction, and public health efforts, it is not without flaws (Home Office and Department of Health & Social Care, 2021). Critics believe that the emphasis on law enforcement adds to the criminalization of drug users and exacerbates inequities, which disproportionately affect marginalised populations (Bertram, 1996). The categorization system and harsh punitive actions have come under fire for potentially impeding effective public health efforts. To address these issues, there is a rising need for drug policy reform that emphasises a more humane, evidence-based approach. Striking a balance between law enforcement and public health initiatives, prioritising harm reduction, and addressing the underlying causes of substance abuse are all critical next steps. As the debate over drug policy reform advances, models that prioritise equality, justice, and the well-being of individuals and communities must be considered (HM Government, 2021).
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