Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 – Introduction
This chapter seeks to explore the current arguments surrounding the regulation of cannabis in the United Kingdom. Research objective one and two will then be independently addressed by analysing available research studies, journal articles and supporting literature. Additionally, this chapter will examine common misconceptions related to decriminalisation and legalisation and the emerging issues arising from the decriminalisation of cannabis.  

2.2 Arguments
Cannabis in the United Kingdom was first criminalised in 1928 (Correa, 2019) and is currently regulated by The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 (Home Office, 2020). In recent years, cannabis has been a contentious topic within politics, resulting in two legal reclassifications between the years 2004 and 2009 (Shiner, 2015). The current political debate surrounding cannabis within the media is not singular. Differing proposals vary between decriminalisation, legalisation, and reclassification. Views to legalise cannabis were voiced by the Chief Constable (CC) of Durham Police, Mike Barton. In 2018, Barton stated that the current regulations are not working and due to personal experience in policing, believes cannabis should be legalised (Gaspar, 2018). Opposing opinions were expressed by the Police and Crime Commissioner of Dorset, David Sedwick, during the October 2022 Conservative Party Conference. Sedwick argued that cannabis is more damaging than previously believed and should be reclassified to Class A (Ping, 2022). The third proposal is the decriminalisation of lower-level cannabis offences. Serena Kennedy, the CC of Merseyside Police, and Assistant CC of South Wales Police, David Thorne, agree that treatment, rather than criminalisation of lower-level cannabis crimes would be beneficial, but the option of the criminal justice system is still necessary (House of Commons, 2022). Although opinions on the regulation of cannabis greatly differ, it can be argued that there is an underlying commonality; all opinions call for a change in the current regulations. 
2.3 Identify frontline response officers’ opinions on cannabis, namely, for or against decriminalisation of low-level offences.
There are many opinions on the regulations of cannabis publicly voiced by politicians, PCC’s, CC’s and high-ranking members of police forces, however there is little published on the opinions of frontline officers. The sparsity of information relating to frontline officers’ opinions towards the regulations of cannabis, led to a study being conducted for this sole purpose (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p.183). In 1980, researchers surveyed the attitudes of police officers within the Prince George’s County Police Department on their views towards the effects caused by marijuana, the causes of marijuana use and the enforcement of possession laws (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p.185). The research comprised of an anonymous questionnaire sent to all 821 officers, achieving a response rate of 49.7%, or 408 officers (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p.185). 92% of responding officers were the rank of sergeant or below, the remaining 8% were lieutenant or above (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p185). The questionnaire created by Beck, Kavelak and Summons, comprised of twenty-three questions, twenty-one of which, answered by one of five responses; strongly disagree, disagree, undecided, agree and strongly agree. One of the two remaining questions rated the level of danger, perceived by the officer, of marijuana in comparison to other drugs. The final question asked the officer to estimate the percentage of users in the Prince George’s County. Beck, Kavelak and Summons analysed the results of the questionnaire and created a frequency distribution to the twenty-one questions with the five optional answers.
Figure 1. – Beck, Kavelak and Summons Study (1983) Table of Results
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The summary of results by Beck, Kavelak and Summons, concludes that approximately 31% of police officers believed that minor possession offences (less than one ounce) should be decriminalised and only 8.7% believed that current enforcement laws for minor possessions are being enforced (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p.187). The study (Beck, Kavelak and Summons) also concludes that 80% of police officers disagree that young users are well informed on the use of marijuana and 73% of officers disagree that parents are aware of their children’s use of marijuana. Additionally, the results determine that 80% of officers believe that marijuana is harmful and 60% disagree that marijuana does not lead to further drugs (Beck, Kavelak, Summons, 1983, p188). 
Although this study provides an insight into frontline policer officer’s opinions on cannabis, it is important to note that the questions did now allow for the respondents to elaborate on their answers. It can be argued that, due to the answering format, further questions have arisen to understand officers’ opinions on the decriminalisation of cannabis. This is evident when summarising officer’s opinions on minor possession offences (less than one ounce), whereby 31% agreed with decriminalisation, however nearly 85% of officers disagreed that the current law was being enforced. The reason why officers believe current law is not being enforced is not apparent however, utilising these statistics, it could be argued that enforcement is not directly correlated to an officer’s opinion on decriminalisation. 
Based on the results of the study conducted by Beck, Kavelak and Summons, it could be argued that the majority of frontline officers do not believe that cannabis should be decriminalised. However, there are several considerations to take into account; the study was conducted over 42 years ago and although Beck, Kavelak and Summons conducted a similar study in a neighbouring county in 1984 garnering similar results, there have been no subsequent reviews on frontline officers’ opinion on cannabis. It can also be argued that there have been no comparable studies conducted outside of the state of Maryland, United States of America, to identify whether similar beliefs are held in the United Kingdom (UK). However, it would only be possible to determine frontline officer’s current opinions on the decriminalisation of cannabis in the UK by directly asking officers through a similar study. 

2.4 Explore the impact of cannabis possession offences on police resources, namely time spent by frontline response officers. 
According to the Drug Crime statistics for England and Wales, the year of 2020/2021 saw 210,000 recorded drug offences in England and Wales (Allen & Tunnicliffe, 2021). 63% of the recorded crimes, or 132,300 crimes, accounted for possession of cannabis offences (Allen & Tunnicliffe, 2021). It can be argued that time spent by frontline officers on any given crime vary widely depending on the individual circumstances. In 2002, a study was conducted into the policing of cannabis, focussing on possession offences, in England and Wales (May et al, 2002). The report explored how the offences came to light, how they were dealt with and the financial consequences of practises at the time (May et al, 2002). Through interviewing police officers, examination of custody records and time spent observing policing practices, May et al, (2002) reported niche findings on time spent by frontline officers on possession of cannabis offences. The study concluded that on average, the time spent by each frontline officer on an arrest for possession of cannabis, was five hours (May et al, 2002). Using the latest statistics of 132,300 recorded possession of cannabis offences and the study results of an average of five hours spent on each cannabis possession offence, it can be argued that approximately 661,500 hours were spent of police time during the year 2020-2021. It is important to note that, the statistics do not include the figures from Greater Manchester Police Force and are therefore a lower representation of actual recorded drug offences (Allen & Tunnicliffe, 2021). 
There is little research into the time spent by frontline police officers in relation to lower-level cannabis offences, other than that of May et al, (2002). The report provides an insight into the time spent by frontline officers however, it can be argued that many factors affecting the studies results may be considerably different 20 years later. Research conducted by Kemp (2020) examined unpublished findings depicting the changes occurring between 2010 – 2017, reporting that the average length of custody detention had increased by almost 4 hours. The increase of 4 hours is not specific to cannabis possession offences, and therefore is not an exact finding of the increase in time spent on possession of cannabis arrests. However, it can be argued that there is likely to be an increase from the average of 5 hours reported in the study from 2002.  

2.5 Common misconceptions on decriminalisation
In May 2022, the Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, formed a body named The London Drugs Commission (LDC) to review the effectiveness of current drug policies from countries around the world (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2022). The LDC is comprised of independent experts in the fields of, public health, academia, politics, community relations and criminal justice (Greater London Authority, 2022). The announcement of the LDC resulted in the Home Secretary Priti Patel responding publicly, via Twitter:
“Sadiq Khan’s time would be better spent focusing on knife and drug crime in London. The Mayor has no powers to legalise drugs. They ruin communities, tear apart families and destroy lives.”
(Patel, 2022, https://twitter.com/pritipatel/status/1524654713270161409?s=24&t=B00rXKP9VDBqHNRTBzDrY)
Although the LDC states that it is conducting research into the most effective criminal justice system methods on regulating cannabis (Greater London Authority, 2022), Sadiq Khan had publicised his considerations to decriminalise cannabis (Willems, 2022). The response by Priti Patel uses the term ‘legalise’ when responding to Sadiq Khan’s plans, therefore it can be argued that either the media and/or politicians appear to be using the two terms interchangeably. There is a distinct difference between legalisation and decriminalisation that may not be fully understood by members of the public due to media representations. Professor Alison Ritter (2022) describes decriminalisation as a change from legal penalties to civil penalties, either through fines or by diversionary treatment or education options. Decriminalisation in this context refers to lower-level crimes such as use and possession, rather than the sale and supply of cannabis (Ritter, 2022). It can be argued that decriminalisation attempts to educate and rehabilitate offenders, focussing on drug users, rather than drug suppliers. A common, yet important misconception of decriminalisation is that drug use and possession is legal. The term ‘decriminalisation’ of a drug connotes that it is illegal to use or have it in your possession however, the enforcement would not be criminal penalty (Alcohol and Drug Foundation, 2022). The legalisation of a drug removes all penalties, both civil and criminal however, is regulated by the government, as is the case with alcohol (Williams, 2021). The regulations surrounding the legalisation of a substance, can refer to, but is not limited to, its production, distribution, marketing and consumption, and can be criminally penalised if not adhered to (The Wine and Spirit Trade Association, 2022). 


2.6 Emerging Issues

In June 2022, a Home Affairs Committee meeting including several CC’s and PCC’s was held to discuss the current issues and future plans regarding illegal drugs. All individuals were asked for their opinions on decriminalisation and David Sedwick, PCC for Dorset, specifically in relation to cannabis. Sedwick argued that in Portugal, where all drugs have been decriminalised since 2001 (Silva, 2022), between the years 2010-2015, hospitalisations due to psychosis increased thirtyfold (House of Commons, 2022). Research has demonstrated the causal link between cannabis use and psychiatric disorders however, recent studies have shown that daily usage of cannabis increases the risk of developing psychosis by up to five times (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). The most recent statistics for the National Health Service (NHS) suggest that the NHS would be incapable of withstanding a similar increase of hospitalisations as Portugal, with capacity levels being the highest ever recorded (Simmons, 2022). 
An argument presented by John Campbell, CC of Thames Valley Police, stated that with decriminalisation, police would be able to reallocate police resources to alternative issues (House of Commons, 2022). However, research published by West Midlands Police (WMP) suggests that in 2020, between 20% - 40% of police time was spent on mental health related incidents (WMP, 2020). It could be argued that the decriminalisation of cannabis could see an increase in psychosis related police incidents. This could result in the police resources, essentially being transferred from enforcement of cannabis crimes to cannabis induced psychosis and mental health incidents. 
Although there is an argument for decriminalisation causing an increase in hospitalisations due to cannabis use, there is evidence to suggest that decriminalisation of cannabis does not increase the number of users (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). The Transform Drug Policy Foundation (2021) suggests that in Portugal, the number of people who had used cannabis within the last 12 months, decreased during the 10 years post decriminalisation. It can be argued that there is not enough evidence relating to the aftermath of cannabis decriminalisation, as there appears to be no definitive evidence proving either benefits or drawbacks. 
Another emerging issue was emphasised when conducting research into countries who have legalised or decriminalised cannabis. In 2018, Canada legalised cannabis and formed regulations surrounding purchasing, growing, selling and possession (Government of Canada, 2021). Between the years 2019 and 2020, one year post cannabis legalisation, a 19% increase of drug impaired drivers were reported by police (Moreau, 2021). However, in 2017, the Canadian Government announced a $161 million funding into supporting police by increasing law enforcement capacity, training police to identity drug impaired drivers and improve training on field sobriety tests (Government of Canada, 2022). It could be argued that the legalisation of cannabis has directly caused an increase in drug impaired drivers. However, it could also be argued that the increase in police reported drug impaired drivers are due to the additional funding towards police training and capacity.  Darvill (2022) reports that between 2016 and 2021, the UK has seen an average increase of arrests for cannabis specific drug driving of 81%. It can be argued that should the UK decriminalise cannabis and see a similar result to Canada’s legalisation, the number of drug impaired drivers would further increase. 
This statistic involves a timeframe where no laws relating to cannabis have changed and was within the Corona Virus Pandemic lockdowns. The pandemic forced the UK to enter periods of lockdown, resulting in road traffic falling by 73%, close to the level of traffic seen in 1955 (Carrington, 2020). The effects of the pandemic on cannabis use have also been studied, finding that although some users ceased to use cannabis during lockdowns, more new users emerged (Salles et al. 2021). Salles et al. (2021) also report that the lockdown measures imposed on the public during the pandemic have been a source of stress and caused addiction and psychological complications. It could be argued that the new cannabis users formed by the pandemic, would continue to use cannabis should criminal penalties be removed through decriminalisation. 
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Table 1. Frequency Distribution to Questionnaire Items about Marijuana

% Who
Strongly Strongly
disagree agree
or or
disagree Undecided agree
Beliefs about the effects of marijuana:
Is harmful 7.9 12,0 80.1
Does not cause physical damage 69.5 19.0 115
Does not lead to more powerful drugs 60.3 21.3 18.4
Leads to physical addiction 48.5 238 278
Does not lead to psychological addiction 75.7 14.5 9.7
Is more harmful than cigarette smoking 13.6 20.0 66.4
Is more harmful than alcohol 26.0 327 41.3
Beliefs about the enforcement of marijuana laws:
Should not be decriminalized 24.9 13.1 619
Possession of <1 oz should be
decriminalized 54.7 144 309
Current penalties in Maryland should be
more severe 454 19.4 35.2
Current penalties in Maryland should be
less severe 64.3 17.0 187
Current laws for possession of <1 oz are
actively enforced 84.7 6.7 8.7
Current laws for possession of >1 oz are
actively enforced 474 14.8 37.8
Beliefs about the causes of marijuana use:
Peer pressure is the main reason people
start to use 9.9 10.1 80.0
Is used to escape problems 19.5 219 58.6
Marijuana users are no different than
alcohol users 50.2 19.2 20.5
Users have more problems adjusting
to life 27.8 30.8 41.4
Youthful users are well informed about
it 80.5 8.1 11.3
Parents of users are aware of its effects 84.2 72 8.7
Parents are aware of their children’s
usage 73.1 105 16.5





