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Under UK law a controlled drug is any drug that can be legally controlled. Drugs that fall under this classification as they may cause harmful effects to the human body, especially the brain. Controlled drugs in UK law fall into the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, and can fall into one of three classifications, Class A the highest class for drugs like heroin, ecstasy and cocaine, Class B containing cannabis leaves, cannabis resin and amphetamines and Class C including khat, tranquilizers and some painkillers (Bryant and Bryant, 2018).  From 2020/21 there were around 210,000 drug offences recorded by the police in England and Wales, 19% higher than in 2019/20 (Allen and Tunnicliffe, 2021). The Office for National Statistics (2020) data ending March 2020 indicated that approximately 3.2 million adults aged 16 to 59 had used drugs in the past year, of that 2.6 million of them had reported using cannabis as this is the biggest and most common drug in the UK.  This rases questions for the prosecution and policing of a Class B drug as well as if it needs to be criminalised when such a high percentage of the population is using cannabis. 

The international ways of dealing with drug use is fractured, as every nation has its own way of dealing with illicit drug use and there is not a standard solution to the problem. This is why the United Nations (UN) are promoting alternatives to the conviction and punishment to those who face drug addiction, rather promoting decriminalisation in cases where it is appropriate (Stevens et al, 2022). The United Kingdom is part of the UN, but like other countries has a different view on how to deal with illicit drug use and this can be seen in the Conservative governments ten-year plan to cut crime and save lives. The plan looks at pushing services such as the Home Office and National Health Service (NHS) closer together for a more well rounder response to those who face illicit drug issues (HM Government, 2022).  Even though the plan talks about the introduction of the NHS and the potential of moving toward a more health centred approach for drug addiction, the focus of the government is still the drugs are criminal and that the people that abuse them should be punished for doing so. It leaves no room for decriminalization but rather pushes a zero-tolerance model towards drug abuse (Winstock, Eastwood and Stevens, 2021). 

The new strategy was welcomed by some as it put focus on areas that had been long neglected such as the drug treatment services within the NHS, but the overall feeling was that it continues to be the same populist law and order position on drug and law enforcement that has proven to be ineffective and counterproductive. There is increasing levels of drug abuse and related violence, but the strategy fails to acknowledge that the current way of policing will not fix it and that a change is needed (Rolles, 2021).  The Labour Party have a similar stance to illicit drug use, and this is outlined by Yvette Cooper MP who is the Shadow Home Secretary. She indicates that the plan has been needed and that the seriousness of the illicit drug use problems in the UK has only grown (Cordon, 2021). The main issue that Labour has with the 10-year plan is the need for the current government to stick to the plan and follow through with it to completion. They need to show they are being tough on drugs and crime fighting to fix the drugs issue as Labour also agree with the plan they have put in place (Labour, 2021). Indicating that regardless of what government is in power the feeling for drugs is that they are illegal should remain illegal and that the individuals who misuse these substances should be treated as criminals, leaving no room for decriminalisation (Holland, 2020). 

There are four options that are presented to work with the drugs crisis, the first being to leave things as they are which is what the UK government are seen to be doing. The second to be to extend the criminalisation of drugs to include alcohol and tobacco, the third being the most potentially viable option for the UK and that is to decriminalise some, or all currently illegal drugs seen in the Netherlands and Canada. The final option is to legalise and regulate some or all currently illegal drugs which is what Portugal has done by making drugs a health issue not a criminal issue (Dalgarno, O’Rawe and Hammersley, 2021). The UK government is too focused on the reduction of the criminal side of drugs rather than the regulation and treatment, that could then reduce crime as a result of education and a reduction in individuals dependent on drugs (Schlag, 2020). Individuals will always seek out drugs regardless of if they are illegal or legal, so having a market that the government could monitor and regulate could reduce the amount that individuals consume (Hunt and Stevens, 2004). Decriminalisation is seen as an imperfect compromise,  the harms related to drug use are more to do with the mindset of the users and the settings of use, and if the drugs are quality controlled, priced fairly, and safely obtained by users and this would then reduce the criminal side of drug use (Shewan and Dalgarno, 2005). 

Looking at countries that have legalised drugs Canada is one of the most recent countries to legalise cannabis under the Cannabis Act 2018.  They legalised the sales of cannabis, and also allows youths aged between 12 to 17 years of age to possess up to 5 grams of dried cannabis for personal consumption (Parliament of Canada, 2018). This can be seen as controversial as it is allowing teenagers to take drugs that could impact their mental health, but as a result of doing this Canada has seen a decrease of 55% to 65% in cannabis related crimes among both male and female youths.  Indicating that the amount of violent drug related crime seen by the police can be reduced if drug acts are introduced in the correct way. The main reason the Cannabis Act is working well in Canada is because it has the primary goal of preventing cannabis harms in youths (Callaghan et al, 2021). 

The act prohibits the promotion of products to young people trying to deter them from taking part in the activity, as well as having a minimum age of sales places at eighteen.  This was done in order to reduce the social burden that criminalization puts on youths, so they are not further stigmatised by a criminal conviction through their adult life for trying something with friends (Watson and Erickson, 2019).  It also as a result reduced the cannabis related criminalization of the Youth Justice System, as less passed through for those crimes it is no longer seen as a criminal offence the financial burden of punishing those was decreased and there is more room for other criminal offences that some could see as more serious. It recognises the harms that are associated with criminal sanctions on young people and the stigma that penalties can have and works to reduce them (Shanahan and Cyenne, 2021).  It is important that the correct services are funded if a shift towards decriminalization is made as health services, social services and even the criminal justice system will need the correct support for change and looking at the current state of the UK its clear that the correct funding is not happening in the first place. So, a move to a more health and social centred drugs policy may be suited for the reduction in crime but not for the benefit of the other services that need to be involved (Crépault, Rehm and Fischer, 2016).  

To further this looking to America and the arrest rates in thirty-eight states four of which have recreational cannabis legislation such as Colorado, Oregon, and Washington and this means they can use cannabis for recreational purposes. The other seven have decriminalisation polices this includes California, Delaware Connecticut, and other states. These states found that the cannabis possession arrest rates in youths significantly decreased in states that had decriminalisation (Plunk et al, 2019). The Colorado Division of Criminal Justice (2018) identified a reduction of 17% to 37% between 2012 and 2017, in cannabis related arrests among youths and young adults.  Indicating that the police and criminal justice system had a reduction in the time spent dealing with crime related to cannabis use. The UK could clearly benefit from a similar system as on two occasions reductions in crime related to drug use has been seen by decriminalising cannabis use. 

If the UK wanted to decriminalise drugs today a shift would be needed in multiple areas such as society, the government, and the criminal justice system. This is down to the fact that drugs and illicit drug use has always been seen as a criminal offence and as a negative thing by society. As more countries become more open minded with cannabis legislation and see reductions in crime as a result of doing so it may be time for the criminal justice system to take a different stance (Monaghan, 2014). Society does not see drug use the same as when the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 was introduced, and this can be seen by the number of individuals who take part in drug use so it is clear that the criminal sanctions need to change for drug use in some way to match the amount of drug use taking part in society (Sandberg, 2012).  
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