


The war on drugs is a controversial topic that has divided opinions amongst the public, academics and politicians alike. As part of the war on drugs, numerous tactics such as creating new legislature, criminalising illegal drug use, and reducing the overall supply of drug use have been utilised to gain the upper hand on illegal drugs. Despite this, statistics show that drug-related deaths and offences continue to rise which has meant that there has been an increasing amount of pressure for a different approach to be taken on illegal drugs (ONS, 2020; Clark, 2022). This essay will attempt to determine whether the war on drugs is an effective solution to the illegal drug epidemic we are facing or whether alternative methods should be explored instead. 
The war on drugs has spanned over 50 years and with the drug epidemic that we are currently in, there is no clear end in sight. Current statistics show that 9.2% of people in the UK reported taking an illegal substance in 2022, which is a slight decrease from 2020, but an overall increase of 8.4% since 2010 (ONS, 2022). Moreover, statistics show that there were 4561 recorded instances of drug-related deaths in the UK in 2020, which is 53% higher than the figure in 2011 (ONS, 2020). Furthermore, there were 210, 581 drug-related offences in 2020/2021, which was an increase of 41% since 2017/2018 (Clark, 2022). Due to these figures, criticism has been placed on the war on drugs and the current methods utilised to combat illegal drugs. 
One method that has been utilised as a part of the war on drugs is the adoption of several pieces of legislation that has criminalised numerous different substances and imposed severe penalties on those who possess or distribute them. It has been argued, through criminological theory and studies, that the criminalisation of certain drugs is a success because the threat of punishment acts as a severe deterrent that would dissuade most people from committing offences (Lee & McCrary, 2009; Johnson, 2019). It could also be argued that imprisonment is also effective because it allows for rehabilitation. However, other studies have found that incarceration is a poor method of rehabilitation (NIJ, 2016). Moreover, other studies have found that incarcerating an individual and having them surrounded by other criminals only pushes them deeper into criminality (Damm & Gorinas, 2020).
Convictions for drug-related criminal activity, especially drug possession, have also been described as too severe. Studies have found that some members of the public perceive sentences for drug-related offences as being too harsh and suggest that a leaner stance on drug-related offences would be accepted by the public (Jacobson, Kirby & Hough, 2011). However, it could be argued that a leaner stance on crime could increase the prevalence of drug-related criminal activity due to that deterrent not being as effective (Johnson, 2019). 
Fines that have been given as punishment for drug-related offences have been found to be an ineffective and inefficient way to tackle crime (Critelli & Ceawford, 1980). Fines have also been described as being inconceivably unjust. An unlimited fine can be given for a drug-related offence, and it has been argued that such punishment only affects the poor (Pager et al., 2022). Arguments have been made that fines should be based on income and as such this would affect individuals equally whilst not completely financially debilitating poorer individuals (Schierenbeck, 2018).
Drug-related legislation has also provided law enforcement entities with more powers, such as the ability to conduct stop and searches. Statistics show that there were 210, 535 arrests for drug offences in 2020/2021 which could indicate that current police powers are effective in tackling crime (Clark, 2022). However, statistics also show that from 64, 409 stop and searches carried out from October 2022 to March 2023, only 28% had a police outcome which would suggest that stop and searches are not an efficient and effective way to tackle drug crime (Police.UK, 2023. There have been severe criticisms of the stop-and-search procedure, with studies finding that some stop-and-searches conducted by police officers are racially or religiously motivated (Waddington, 2004). Moreover, it has also been found that stop and searches can do more harm than good. Stop and searches have been found to cause damage to the public perception of the police when used incorrectly and can lead to a general mistrust of the police force (HMICRFS, 2021). 
Anti-drug campaigns have also been utilised in a bid to help decrease the amount of drug-related crime. Anti-drug campaigns have been utilised by the government in order to ensure that drug-related crimes are being tackled effectively, to ensure that the public is safe from the effects of illegal drugs, to ensure that support services are in place to aid addicts and ensure that people understand the detrimental effects that drugs can have (Drug wise, 1995). Anti-drug campaigns have had a mixture of praise and criticism. The UK’s “Tackling drugs together campaign was met with praise from multiple political parties, with the initiative being described as a successful coordinated approach to a difficult issue (UK Government, 1998). Moreover, it has also been found that campaigns that aim to educate adolescents are cost-effective tools to improve public health and to help in the effort to tackle the illegal drug epidemic (Caulkins et al., 2002). 
However, there is also evidence to suggest that such campaigns are ineffective and a waste of resources (Allara et al., 2015). Moreover, there is also evidence to suggest that the scare tactics utilised in campaigns are ineffective and will not produce the desired results (Soames Job, 1988). There is also a degree of evidence that shows that anti-drug campaigns can have the opposite of the intended aim. Studies have shown that anti-drug campaigns that are targeted at adolescents are unlikely to produce any of the intended effects and can also increase the likelihood of an adolescent taking an illegal substance (Hornik et al., 2008). Statistics would also back up the point that historically, campaigns have been found to be failures. The Tackling Drugs Together campaign was launched in 1995 and since then the number of individuals who have taken an illegal substance has increased exponentially, which indicates that the campaign did not have the desired effect (ONS, 2020; ONS, 2022).
The failures of the current tactics used to tackle illegal drug activity and the failures of the war on drugs as a whole have meant that there have been calls for the government to explore alternative methods to help combat illegal drug activity (Holland, 2020).
One such method that has been proposed is the legalisation or decriminalisation of illegal substances. Through the legalisation or decriminalisation of illegal substances, it has been claimed that criminal activity would diminish as well as the illicit drug black market (Duke, 1998; Chand, 2007). Moreover, Portugal has already decriminalised illegal substances and has seen a drastic reduction in drug-related criminal activity and currently has one of the lowest rates of drug-related deaths in Europe (Transform, 2021). Because of this, it could be theorised that with a full legalisation of illegal substances, drug rates could fall considerably due to the substances being able to be regulated and so no unknown, harmful ingredients can be added. The legalisation of illegal drugs has also been argued to be, not only an effective solution to drug-related criminal activity but also a reliable source of revenue for governments. In America, where some states have legalised marijuana, 10 states collected $2.7 Billion in cannabis tax between them in 2020 (Marijuana Policy Project, 2022).
However, legalising illegal substances has also been met with scepticism and scrutiny.  Some studies have theorised that the legalisation of illegal substances could create more addicts due to the substances being more accessible (Cerdá et al., 2020). Moreover, it could also be argued that the legalisation of illegal drugs could also make the current opioid crisis significantly worse and cause a significant increase in deaths. The legalisation of illegal drugs could also cause drug tourism in the UK. Drug tourism might not necessarily have a negative impact, but there is a chance that drug tourism could cause a significant increase in drug-related criminal activity (Flaherty et al., 2017).
Drug consumption rooms have also been proposed to help in the fight against drug-related criminal activity. Drug consumption rooms essentially provide a safe haven for addicts where they are able to take or inject illegal substances free from judgement (EMDCA, 2018; Tran et al., 2021). Drug consumption rooms also have medically trained staff available to ensure that individuals remain safe whilst under the influence of substances (EMDCA, 2018; Tran et al., 2021). Studies have shown that drug consumption rooms are effective and do account for a lower instance of drug-related mortality by preventing overdoses (Tran et al., 2021). There is also some degree of evidence that would suggest that consumption rooms also reduce the amount of drug-related crime (EMDCA, 2018; Tran et al., 2021).
However, there have also been multiple criticisms of the use of drug-consumption rooms. Although studies have found that such facilities reduce crime (May, 2017; (Kennedy et al., 2017), it could be argued that instead of reducing crime, they are actively relocating the instances of crime to the surrounding communities near the facilities. Drug consumption rooms could also be criticised for encouraging drug use. It could be argued that to due individuals being able to freely use illegal drugs in such facilities without consequence, then this could be seen as actively promoting and encouraging illegal drug use.  
In conclusion, statistics have shown that the war on drugs, and the current methods used to combat illegal drugs are failing and the illegal drug epidemic remains an ever-increasing problem. The alternative solutions mentioned have had considerable supporting evidence, but they themselves have also been found to have their own limitations and weaknesses. However, due to the considerable amount of supporting evidence, and the failure of current methods, strong consideration should be given to implementing these alternative methods.
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