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This chapter will provide an overview of the arguments and perceptions surrounding decriminalising cannabis in the UK. It will provide information about the effects of cannabis and drug use internationally, including its effect on crime rates.

 The chapter will address each of the dissertation’s objectives (with the first two being addressed as one). This includes reviewing society’s perception on decriminalisation and the reasons for that.

The dissertation’s objectives are listed as follows: 

1) Explore society’s  perception of decriminalisation of cannabis 
2) Identify reasons for that perception 
3) Analyse the effect of decriminalisation on crime rates 
4)  Assess if decriminalisation would encourage drug use 


Introduction:  

Cannabis has featured in human society for thousands of years.  The University of Sydney (2017) notes that the history of cannabis dates back to approximately 2800 BC and was it’s first use originated in central Asia or Western China, and that historic texts described cannabis to treat a variety of different health problems.  The illegality of cannabis is a recent decision in UK History. Recreational use of cannabis was outlawed in 1928 by way of the Dangerous Drugs Act (Goguel, N. de 2023). 

Whilst remaining illegal in the UK to the present day, the severity of law around cannabis and it’s classification has changed in recent decades. Goguel (2023b) notes that in the 1990s, former Home Secretary Michael Howard increased fines for possession £2,500, placing emphasis on the criminal nature of the drug. 

However, the next government took a different approach with the drug. Chambre (2023) details how the Home Secretary in the early 2000s David Blunkett, downgraded cannabis to a Class C drug from Class B. This decision was then later reversed.  

These decisions give representation to the difference in opinion and general debate surrounding the drug, which has gone on for some time. Most recently, there have been stark difference of opinions within the policing world. Hymas (2022) notes how police chiefs created a blueprint to treat drug users as a public health issue. 

In contrast, Taylor (2022) highlights how Police and Crime Commissioners made the case for harsher criminal laws for cannabis possession and use. At a Conserative Party Conference, commissioners called for cannabis to be reclassified from a Class B to a Class A drug based on recent health data, highlighting road safety as a particular issue surrounding the drug. 

Research suggests that arguments for and against decriminalisation centre on a few key points. Supporters for decriminalisation highlight the benefits of treating addicts as a public health problem, with focus on rehabilitation. Opinion from supporters is a that criminal justice approach is not an effective way to deal with drug use;

‘We heard from a number of proponents of decriminalisation, who argued that criminal justice sanctions are ineffective, costly, and increase the harms associated with substance use. Criminalisation increases the stigma associated with drug use, making it less likely that people will seek support. Custodial sentences can also exacerbate problem drug use and decrease the chances of successful recovery.’ (Parliament.uk, 2019) 

Ritter (2020) provides more detail on what a decriminalisation model would look like. It would mean alternatives to legal punishments for use and possession. Examples of this would mean fines for possession or diverting offenders into education or treatment options as opposed to a criminal sanction. 

Those who present opposition believe that decriminalisation means greater availability of drugs, which would result in increased use in the population. The increased use would then result in more addiction, higher crime rates and greater risk overall. Califano (2007) cites example of decriminalisation in Italy resulting in increased drug use and risk. At that time, Italy had one of the highest rates of heroin addiction in Europe, with over half of AIDS cases linked to intravenous drug use. Such an outcome would clearly be of major concern to legislators when considering such a change in the law.  

Supporters also point out how decriminalisation could benefit the state in wider capacity from regulating and taxing drugs and highlight the illicit market’s contribution to more serious crime.   Chand (2007) suggests that drugs could be regulated like alcohol and tobacco and subsequently, taxed. The money generated from this could then be put towards education and other rehabilitation programmes. Furthermore, Chand (2007) notes how violent criminal gangs started from the underground drug market and how their rivalries contribute to gun crime as a result.

In the UK, the impact of gang related crime in undeniable. Ng (2023) reports a record high in knife related deaths amongst teenagers, apportioned to gangs exploiting vulnerable young people. 

These are credible arguments for a change in tact for legislators. Research suggests that no matter what the legislative approach towards drug use, it does not come without risk. Both sides can make compelling arguments either way, therefore this makes it such a topic for debate and such a difficult subject for legislators. 

Explore societies perception of decriminalisation of cannabis

Identify reasons for that perception

Current evidence suggest a mixed opinion on the topic of decriminalisation. There have been a number of recent polls and surveys on the topic in the UK and in other countries; ‘the British public is split on whether the recreational use of cannabis should be legalised in the UK, however. While a narrow plurality of 38% opposes such a change, 35% conversely say they would support the legalisation of cannabis for recreational use.’ (R&WS Research Team, 2022).  

Ipsos (2013) reported similar findings from their survey. Of those surveyed, 53% supported cannabis to be legalised or decriminalised, and 67% wanted a review of Britain's approach to drugs. Therefore, only a small majority from their sample. 

Neither of these surveys present any indication for the reason why those surveyed support or oppose decriminalisation. However, a recent Forbes poll in America surveyed the public’s views on why cannabis should remain legal or illegal, therefore gaining an insight on perception. McCarthy (2019) noted that US public support to legalise the drug increased to 66%, with 86% of supporters citing its medicinal benefit and 70% citing freeing up police time as the most popular reasons for law change.  

In contrast, of those who oppose legislation, 79% believe it would lead to increased car accidents and 69% believe it would leave to people using more addictive drugs. 

A YouGov poll, dating back to 2019 offers more detail into public perception here in the UK. Gathering data on decriminalisation, YouGov (2023a) notes that 38% believe that sale and possession should remain illegal, 31% believe it should no longer be illegal at all and 24% support criminalisation (should be regarded as an offence similar to parking fines). 7% answered “Don’t know”.

Separate polls on the subject offer more insight in to why such views are held. A survey on how harmful cannabis is, YouGov (2023b) details that 35% answered fairly harmful, 30% not very harmful, 20% very harmful, 10% not harmful at all and 5% don’t know. Therefore, the majority surveyed here do consider the drug in some way harmful, but just disagree on the severity. 

In a poll about decriminalisation and crime rates, YouGov (2023c) notes that 37% believe is would lead to less crime and 26% believe it would lead to more crime. Again, this difference is minimal, but this data suggests a more favourable approach to decriminalisation given that they believe it would lead to less crime. 
Another poll asked for opinion on decriminalisation and increased drug use. This saw a more of a  majority opinion for a certain outcome. YouGov (2023d) shows that 40% believe it would lead to more drug use, with 9% answering that less people would use drugs. 40% answered it would make no difference. 

Overall then, the YouGov polls show that opinion is divided on the topic of decriminalisation. However, a total of 55% people agreed current law should be amended, therefore showing support for some form of decriminalisation. It would appear from this data that a reason for this that it would lead to less crime. However the surveys do not directly ask why they support decriminalisation. 

Of those polled who support the current legislation, the data from YouGov suggest that the harm associated with drugs and potential for increased use as factors in their opinion. 

Another reason for opposition to decriminalisation, could be the stigma toward drug use and drug users. “The UK Drug Policy Commission surveyed attitudes towards drug addiction and mental health, and the results showed just how far there is to go to the UK in terms of overcoming stigma. When presented with the statement that ‘People with a history of drug dependence are a burden to society’, 47% agreed.” (Prance, 2021). 

Research suggests there is a few reasons for this. One is the language used to describe people who use drugs in culture. McPhee (2021) notes that during his investigation on the subject, he discovered that people who use drugs are portrayed as unproductive citizens in policy texts and the media, with such labels like “work-shy” and “benefits scroungers”. BBC News (2018) reported that the Global Commission on Drug Policy drew up a checklist of words that journalists and politicians should avoid, such as “junkie” and “addict”. I believe it is fair to say such descriptions would not generate much empathy or support from the general public, as it paints a picture of users as  lazy and a burden. 

Media portrayal is often linked to the negative stigma surrounding drugs and drug dependency. “Nearly two thirds of adults in the UK agree that people with a history of drug dependence are demonised in the media. Research by the UK Drug Policy Commission (UKDPC) into national, regional, tabloid and broadsheet newspapers found that references to drug users was overwhelmingly negative and more likely to be condemning rather than empathic” (Preston, 2022).

How people access the media had changed in the recent decades but there remains a high consumption. Thorpe (2019) reported that physical Newspaper circulation was at 10.4 million in 2018 and that The Guardian is the most widely read digital title with over 5.2 million weekly readers; Daily Mail second with 4.1 million readers, and the Daily Telegraph with 1.8 million. This is an example of the media’s vast reach, and this only considers the top three digital titles. Furthermore, Majid (2023) details how UK trust in the media increased to 37% in 2022. 

Therefore, the language and portrayal of drug use and dependency in the media will no doubt have some influence on the public’s perception and opinion on the matter. 

As outlined in this piece already, there is growing support for decimalisation of cannabis in the UK. However, the research has not always identified the reasons why. Smith (2022) notes that a UK survey shows a 45% support for decriminalisation of cannabis (compared to 43% who oppose) and shows cannabis as ahead of all other drugs for such support. However, (Smith) 2022 details how the respondents are asked why they oppose decriminalisation, but not about why they may support it. 
A recent report from Recreational Europe offers some insight. Price (2022) observes that 55% of UK adults favour the legalisation of cannabis for adults and feel it should be regulated by the government, while 52% say there should be no criminal penalties for personal cannabis use. In an effort to understand the reason for support, Price (2022) notes that 50% cited the removal cannabis from the underground market and criminal gangs and 38% cited potential tax revenue. It is important to note that this survey asked for opinion on full legalisation, not decriminalisation. However, it does provide some more context on the public’s perception for reform on the matter.  

Analyse the effect of decriminalisation on crime rates

Perhaps the best sample to assess the effects of decriminalisation in to look at Portugal. Bajekal (2018) notes how Portugal became the first country on the planet to decriminalise consumption of all drugs in 2001. 

The outcomes of such a radical change have been monitored ever since.  In respect of crime, “In 2001, over 40% of the sentenced Portuguese prison population were held for drug offences, considerably above the European average, and 70% of reported crime was associated with drugs” and  “the proportion of people sentenced for drug offences in Portuguese prisons has fallen dramatically to 15.7% in 2019 — now below the European average” (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). 

Other countries have since followed Portugal’s suit by reforming law surrounding cannabis. In America, certain states have legalised cannabis altogether. The effects of which have been studied, “post‐​legalization, trends in many states tracked the national trend while violent crime in Maine and Nevada decreased by 90 and 178 crimes per 100,000 compared with the national trend post‐​legalization. The violent crime rate in Alaska and Massachusetts increased post‐​legalization by 152 and 57 more than the national trend. Overall, violent crime has neither soared nor plummeted in the wake of marijuana legalization.” (Dills et al, 2021). 

Oregon appears to have been an exception to this. Sheraz (2023) notes how in 2020 Oregon took the bold decision to decriminalize the possession of small amounts of all illegal drugs, this was known as Measure 100. Current assessment of the measure does not indicate it has been successful. Hogan (2022) reports that in the city of Portland, since Measure 110 was introduced there were 90 homicides in 2021, a record annual number. Furthermore, police in the city stated that all forms of crime increased after 110 was implemented. 

This does not make for good reading and would certainly aid the case of the those who oppose decriminalisation. Considering the examples from America, decriminalisation does not result in any immediate reduction in crime, rather staying relatively the same or in  Oregon’s  case, taking a dangerous turn for the worse. The relative success shown by Portugal indicates that decriminalisation benefits from a longer-term strategy. 

Assess if decriminalisation would encourage drug use

This is a contentious topic on the subject of decriminalisation. The fear from those who oppose decriminalisation is that it would leave to rampant drug use in communities. 

For example, Califano (2007) cites that the legal extension of opening hours in UK pubs led to increased emergency treatment for drinks and a spike in crime between 3am and 6am. Furthermore, following Netherland’s introduction of coffee shops to purchase and use cannabis, the number of young people using it tripled.  

Oregon is also suffering in this area since Measure 110. Beaumont (2022) details how according to a December 2021 analysis, Oregon ranked at the bottom of all 50 states for the percentage of adults and teens who required treatment for substance use disorder, but did not receive it. It also ranked second in the US for substance use disorder. In addition, according to medical examiner data, drug poisoning deaths also grew somewhat in 2021.

As already referred to in this essay, YouGov (2023d) shows that 40% of UK respondents believe drug use would lead to increased drug use. It is quite possible that the respondents answered this because they themselves would increase drug use on the back of legislation change. 

Canada recently legalised cannabis altogether and usage of the drug has increased. Raycraft (2021) notes that based on the Canadian governments most recent survey, 27% of participants reported having used the drug the past year, an increase from 22% from the 2017 survey. 

There is evidence to the contrary on this point. For example, BBC News (2023) notes how Scotland  has far the highest drug death rate recorded by any country in Europe. This is despite the fact all drug possession is illegal in Scotland. This indicates that legislation alone is not the sole factor contributing to use. 

Again Portugal, the world’s longest component of decriminalisation indicates how a long term strategy has proven effective on drug use; “drug-induced death rate has plummeted to five times lower than the E.U. average and stands at one-fiftieth of the United States’. Its rate of HIV infection has dropped from 104.2 new cases per million in 2000 to 4.2 cases per million in 2015. Drug use has declined overall among the 15- to 24-year-old population, those most at risk of initiating drug use.” (Bajekal, 2018). 

The emphasis here is on long term. Frakt (2020) notes how immediately after the change in Portugal, a study found an increase in drug experimentation. However, most experimentation did not result in regular drug use. This could offer an explanation for some of the results being seen in Canada and Oregon, it may be a short-term reaction to a change in law, people more inclined to try drugs now the legal ramifications are removed. 

The outcomes in Oregon since Measure 100 have been attributed to a lack of planning. In respect of the misuse and fatality statistics, “experts say decriminalisation is not the problem. What the new measure lacks, they say, is a proper pathway to recovery amid the growing overdose crisis.” (Beaumount, 2022).  
This is a view shared in Oregon. Marshall (2021, quoted in Westervelt, 2021) highlights how Oregon didn’t prepare prior to legislation change; "There were no resources and no mechanisms in [Measure] 110 to actually prepare the health care system to receive those folks”. 

Portugal on other hand, considered the situation as a whole. Westervelt (2021) highlights how Portugal took more than two years to transition to a new system which replaced judges, jails and lawyers as those in authority to deal with drug use, instead to doctors, social workers and addiction specialists. 

It is clear that decriminalisation will result in increased drug use, at least in the short term.  The research in Canada, Oregon and even Portugal is evidence of this. All three found increased use of the drugs that were decriminalised. What is important to consider however is the harm associated to it, Portugal has shown that prior planning for increased use can be managed and can work positively in the long term. Oregon shows how if the funding and infrastructure is not in place prior to decriminalisation, it can have severe consequences. 
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