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Abstract

This dissertation explores the potential impact of cannabis legalisation on policing in the United Kingdom, with a particular focus on resource allocation, operational priorities, and public perception. Cannabis was first criminalised in the UK in 1928 through its inclusion in the Dangerous Drugs Act, following international pressure via the 1925 Geneva Opium Convention. Since then, enforcement has become a significant aspect of policing, especially under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, which categorises cannabis as a Class B substance.

To assess public perceptions surrounding the possible benefits of cannabis legalisation, primary research was conducted using a quantitative methodology. A method deemed most appropriate for identifying patterns and general attitudes across a larger population sample. 
A structured questionnaire comprising of 14 questions was distributed with a total of 100 responses. Focusing primarily on would legalising cannabis make a difference to policing in the United Kingdom. Whether legalising cannabis would enable the police to redirect their attention to more serious crime, and whether it would create opportunities for more efficient and purposeful use of police budgets. Additionally, participants were asked whether a regulated and taxed cannabis market should see its revenue reinvested into policing.

The findings strongly suggest that public opinion favours legal reform, with many believing that a legalised, monitored, and fiscally managed cannabis market would reduce the burden on police and improve the allocation of resources. Although the quantitative approach provided valuable insights, this research would benefit from further qualitative investigation, such as interviews to better understand the specific motivations behind support for cannabis legalisation and its perceived effect on policing. Nevertheless, the study concludes that, if implemented and managed effectively, cannabis legalisation could represent a significant shift in public policy, with extensive implications for policing in the UK. 
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[bookmark: _Toc196915381]Chapter One: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc196915382]1.1 Background 
Cannabis has long been a contentious issue in the United Kingdom, both socially and politically (The Times, 2024).  Cannabis, scientifically known as Cannabis sativa, is a plant that has been utilised by humans for thousands of years for various purposes, including medicinal, spiritual, and recreational uses (Holland, 2019). 
The relationship between cannabis and the UK police force has been integrated by a longstanding tension between legislative enforcement and transition in public sentiment. According to the College of Policing (2021), individuals found in possession of cannabis may face up to five years in prison, an unlimited fine, or both, while those involved in supply or production can face up to 14 years in prison.  
Cannabis remains classified as a Class B drug under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, meaning that police are authorised to arrest individuals found in possession or involved in the distribution of cannabis (Home Office, 2024). This classification grants police the authority to stop and search individuals under section 23(2) of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, a power that has been linked to the disproportionate targeting of young people and ethnic minority communities (Oxley and Downs, 2025). Under section 23(2) of the Misuse of Drugs Act (MDA), a constable is authorised to search an individual suspected of possessing a controlled substance, detain them for the search, and inspect any vehicle or vessel believed to contain the drug (College of Policing, 2022). Police forces across the UK have faced sustained criticism for the overrepresentation of these groups in stop and search practices, with cannabis-related offences accounting for a significant proportion of such encounters (College of Policing, 2022).
The 2023 case involving sprinters Bianca Williams and Ricardo Dos Santos, who were stopped by police officers whilst in their vehicle, claiming to smell cannabis, highlights concern about racial profiling and the misuse of stop and search powers (Warren and Campbell, 2023). Moreover, the economic burden of policing cannabis-related offences has led some experts to call for a re-evaluation of cannabis laws, with suggestions that legalisation and regulation could help reduce police workload and focus efforts on more serious crimes (Smith, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc196915383]1.2. Aims
This research paper examines several key themes to address the central question of how legalising cannabis could benefit policing practices in the UK. It will begin by establishing a clear understanding of the current legal framework governing cannabis use, with particular emphasis on the classification system outlined in the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 (Home Office, 2024). This includes a concise overview of how cannabis is regulated under the UK’s drug scheduling system (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). The longstanding debate around the legalisation and decriminalisation of cannabis is then critically examined, considering the complex legal, social, and ethical dimensions that underpin both sides of the argument (Catt, 2022). 
The paper also investigates the emergence of high-potency cannabis strains and their potential long-term effects on users. In parallel, it assesses the increasing use of medicinal cannabis and its expanding role in healthcare. The plant's psychoactive properties are primarily known for its calming and euphoric effects. Cannabis contains active compounds such as tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD), which impact the brain and body in various ways (NHS, 2021). 
Mackinnon (2023) notes that over 1.8 million people in the UK are currently using unregulated cannabis to manage self-diagnosed health conditions. This highlights a growing demand for legitimate access, supported by Chief Medical Officer Professor Dame Sally Davies, who affirms that “conclusive evidence exists regarding the therapeutic benefit of cannabis medicinal products for certain medical conditions” (Rough and Barber, 2021).  

[bookmark: _Toc196915384]1.3. Objectives
The following table presents key arguments both for and against the legalisation of cannabis in the UK. These are the several focal points this research paper shall be examining to answer the research question ‘Will legalising cannabis make a difference to policing in the UK’? Highlighting the potential impact on public health, the economy, and criminal justice, while also illustrating how legalisation could positively influence UK policing by reducing resource pressures and improving community relations.  

	       For the legalisation of cannabis 
	       Against the legalisation of cannabis

	
1. Cannabis is less harmful than tobacco
	
Cannabis is not healthy and is just as harmful as tobacco

	
	

	2. Cannabis has a lot of medical benefits
	Danger to individuals from an increase in mental health issues

	3. More efficient use of police time and resources
	Consequences of using cannabis, drug driving

	4. Cannabis should be legalised and taxed in the same way as tobacco and alcohol. Taxing revenues would be huge and could be used to pay for the policing of cannabis related issues
	Legalising cannabis will not stop the distribution of the criminal aspect, it will only contribute to it 

	5. Cannabis should be legalised but there should be an age restriction about the use and supply
	Cannabis is seen as a gateway drug that leads to the misuse of other drugs

	
	 



The forthcoming chapters of this research project will be structured as follows. Chapter 2 will offer a detailed literature review, critically examining key texts and official reports that evaluate the classification of cannabis under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971. This chapter will also explore debates around the medical benefits of cannabis and the counterarguments regarding its potential as a gateway drug, ultimately focusing on whether legalisation could bring measurable benefits to the UK economy and policing efficiency.
Chapter 3, will outline the research methodology, aiming to identify the most effective approach to assess the potential value of cannabis legalisation for policing and wider societal outcomes. This chapter will also acknowledge any limitations of the chosen methodology and aim to address the research gaps identified in the literature review.
Chapter 4 will present and analyse the findings derived from the methods discussed in Chapter 3. This section will offer interpretation of the data collected, examining any notable trends, links, or influencing factors that may shape the results and the wider implications of cannabis reform.
Finally, Chapter 5, will provide a conclusion to the research. It will reflect on the strengths and limitations of the overall approach taken and offer recommendations for future research. These suggestions will be based on the study's findings and aimed at further informing policy discussions on cannabis legalisation and its impact on policing and public policy.





[bookmark: _Toc196915385]Chapter Two: Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc196915386]2.1. Examine current legislation status of cannabis in the UK and identify arguments for and against legalising the drug
This literature review offers a critical and comprehensive examination of existing research concerning the legal status, medical applications, and broader public implications of cannabis within the United Kingdom. It evaluates key academic texts and government reports that analyse the classification of cannabis under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, situating this within its historical and legal context to understand the foundations of current policy.
Aligned with the aims and objectives outlined in Chapter 1, this chapter explores a range of perspectives on the potential therapeutic benefits of cannabis, with particular emphasis on its application in treating conditions such as chronic pain and epilepsy (Nutt et al., 2022). In doing so, it also engages with counterarguments, including concerns that cannabis may function as a gateway drug, increasing the risk of progression to more harmful substances (Home Office, 2023).
A significant focus of the review is the ongoing debate surrounding cannabis legalisation, especially in relation to its projected economic and social outcomes. This includes an analysis of potential tax revenue, job creation, and cost savings within the criminal justice system (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2023). Finally, the chapter considers the implications for policing in the UK, highlighting how legalisation could enable law enforcement to reallocate resources from low-level cannabis offences to more serious and pressing criminal activity (Release, 2022).
 
The classification of cannabis under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 represents a complicated and evolving area of UK drug policy. Central to this discourse is the role of the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD), an independent statutory body established under the 1971 Act to provide expert advice on drug harms and inform government decision making. One of the most prominent figures in this context is Professor Sir Michael Rawlins, who chaired the ACMD during a particularly contentious period of cannabis policy reform. The ACMD recommended a reclassification of cannabis in 2004, from a Class B to a Class C drug, based on its relative harms and the need for a more proportionate response (Rawlins et al., 2005). This recommendation was grounded in evidence that suggested cannabis posed less immediate harm compared to other Class B substances, prompting the government to adopt a policy of decriminalisation for low-level cannabis use (Home Office, 2004).

The report produced by the Advisory Council on the misuse of drugs act 1971 is a key piece of literature (Home Office, 2002). The report begins with the Advisory Council on the misuse of drugs recommending the reclassification of all cannabis preparations to class C. The council believed that the current classification of cannabis was disproportionate in relation both to its toxicity, and to that of other substances such as amphetamines that are currently class B. 
The reclassification reflected a shift in policy towards a harm reduction approach, as the ACMD, lead at the time by Professor Sir Michael Rawlins, concluded that the physical and societal harms associated with cannabis were relatively lower than those of other controlled substances (Rawlins et al., 2005).
In its 2005 report, the ACMD argued that the evidence did not support the continued classification of cannabis as a Class B substance and that such a designation might undermine the credibility of drug laws by failing to reflect relative harm (Rawlins et al., 2005). This position was reaffirmed in subsequent reports (Rawlins et al., 2008), despite growing political and media pressure around the increasing prevalence of high-potency cannabis strains such as skunk (Risher, 2024). These more potent forms were cited as contributing to a rise in cannabis-related mental health issues, particularly psychosis, prompting renewed scrutiny of the ACMD's recommendations.
In 2009, in response to these concerns, the government reversed its earlier decision and reclassified cannabis back to a Class B drug, a move that notably went against the ACMD’s advice (Home Office, 2009). This decision marked a significant moment in UK drug policy, as it highlighted tensions between scientific evidence and political priorities. Professor Rawlins and other members of the ACMD voiced concern that disregarding expert advice risked politicising drug classification and eroding trust in the evidence-based foundation of drug policy (Rawlins, 2009). 

The potential politicisation of drug classification not only risks compromising public health but also diminishes the authority of bodies like the ACMD, which are intended to provide independent, evidence-based recommendations. As Rawlins (2009) warns, disregarding scientific advice could lead to a lack of trust in the policy-making process, as the public and practitioners may perceive the system as driven more by political expediency than by a commitment to evidence-based public health strategies. This highlights the importance of maintaining the integrity of scientific recommendations in drug policy, ensuring that classifications are grounded in rigorous research rather than influenced by political considerations. 

[bookmark: _Toc196915387]2.2. Health perspectives from Cannabis

The literature review includes the work of David Nutt, a neuroscientist and former Chair of the ACMD, known for his evidence-based critique of UK drug policy. In Drugs Without the Hot Air (2012), Professor David Nutt argues that cannabis is less harmful than legal substances like alcohol and tobacco. 
According to Nutt (2012), cannabis, when compared to legal substances such as alcohol and tobacco, poses relatively lower risks to both individuals and society, making the case for its legalisation and regulation. Nutt highlights that alcohol and tobacco cause significantly more harm to both individuals and society than cannabis (Nutt, 2012, p. 52). This argument is supported by scientific evidence, including a multi-criteria decision analysis published in The Lancet, which ranked alcohol as the most harmful drug overall, surpassing both tobacco and cannabis (Boyce, 2013).
While Nutt (2012) presents a compelling argument that cannabis poses fewer risks than legal substances such as alcohol and tobacco, this perspective has been contested by other researchers and policymakers who highlight the broader social and health related harms associated with cannabis use. For example, the Home Office (2023) stresses that cannabis remains the most widely used illicit drug in the UK and is increasingly linked to mental health issues, particularly among young users. Studies have shown a strong association between high-potency cannabis use and increased risk of psychosis and schizophrenia (Di Forti et al., 2019), especially among individuals with genetic or psychological predispositions.
Furthermore, critics argue that comparisons between cannabis and substances like alcohol and tobacco overlook the cumulative effects of introducing yet another psychoactive substance into widespread legal circulation. The Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD, 2021) has expressed caution, pointing out that normalising cannabis through legalisation could increase accessibility and social acceptability, potentially leading to higher rates of consumption and dependence, particularly in younger demographics.
In contrast to Nutt’s harm-reduction framework, some policymakers emphasise a public health and prevention approach, warning that legalisation might undermine efforts to discourage drug use altogether. The Royal College of Psychiatrists (2022) supports this cautionary stance, arguing that cannabis use, particularly in adolescence, is associated with long-term cognitive impairment and increased risk of educational underachievement and social exclusion. 



[bookmark: _Toc196915388]2.3. Economic benefits from legalised cannabis 

Legalising cannabis in the United Kingdom could deliver notable economic advantages, particularly through the generation of substantial tax revenues that could be reinvested into public services, including policing. A well-regulated cannabis market holds the potential to produce considerable fiscal returns. According to the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), legalisation could yield up to £1 billion annually for the UK government through a combination of tax income and savings on law enforcement and judicial costs (Snowdon, 2023). These savings would stem from a reduction in the policing of low-level cannabis offences and a decrease in the burden on the courts. This is reinforced by an article by Dr. Kojo Koram, a legal scholar at Birkbeck, University of London, published in The Guardian (2024). Koram argues that full legalisation of cannabis could significantly alleviate the burden on the UK's criminal justice system. He notes that in 2021 alone, there were 133,805 recorded offences related to cannabis possession, which consumed substantial police time and public resources. 
By establishing a taxed and regulated framework for cannabis production and sale, the government could also significantly diminish the profitability of the illegal market, thereby weakening the financial foundation of organised crime groups. Revenue generated could be redirected into vital areas such as policing, drug education, and community-based initiatives. 
Drawing on international case studies, legal cannabis sales in Colorado generated over $423 million in tax revenue in 2021 alone (Colorado Department of Revenue, 2022). While the structure of a regulated cannabis market in the UK would differ, comparable economic benefits could be realised, potentially alleviating pressure on public finances. Furthermore, the legalisation and regulation of cannabis may significantly disrupt illicit markets, undermining criminal networks and reducing drug-related violence. This transition would enable police forces to allocate resources more strategically, focusing on serious crime and thereby enhancing public safety and strengthening community trust. 

If cannabis were legalised, monitored, and taxed effectively in the UK, it could offer substantial long-term benefits for policing, particularly through the disruption of illegal markets and more efficient use of police resources. One of the most significant impacts would be the removal of cannabis from the black market, thereby cutting off a key revenue stream for organised crime groups. Cannabis remains the most widely used illicit drug in the UK, with 7.6% of adults aged 16 to 59 reporting use in the past year, equating to approximately 2.4 million people (Office for National Statistics, 2020). This sustained demand provides a lucrative market for criminal networks, who profit from cultivation, distribution, and sales while often engaging in associated criminal activities such as violence, human trafficking, and exploitation (National Crime Agency, 2021). 

In countries such as Canada and several U.S. states, legal cannabis markets have generated hundreds of millions in tax revenue annually, funds that could be reinvested into public health, drug education, and community policing initiatives (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). A similar model in the UK could weaken the grip of organised crime, thereby reducing violence and freeing up police time and resources. In England and Wales, nearly one-third (30%) of all recorded drug offences in 2019/20 were related to cannabis possession (Office for National Statistics, 2020).
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Figure 1: Trends in Drug and Cannabis Use in England and Wales (1995–2024)

As demonstrated in (Figure 1) Cannabis has remained the most used drug in England and Wales since data collection began in the year ending December 1995. 
In the most recent year, 6.8% of individuals aged 16 to 59 and 13.8% of those aged 16 to 24 reported using cannabis within the past year. The prevalence was lower for individuals aged 16 to 59 compared to the year ending March 2023, where the rate was 7.6%. However, no statistically significant change was observed in the usage rate for those aged 16 to 24 (Office for National Statistics, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc196915389]
2.4. How Legal Cannabis Could Benefit UK Police Forces 

​The current policing policy on cannabis in the United Kingdom is resource-intensive, diverting significant time and effort from law enforcement agencies. Cannabis remains classified as a Class B drug under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, and possession, cultivation, and distribution are criminal offences. Enforcement involves substantial police resources, including surveillance, raids, arrests, and prosecutions.​ 
For instance, Operation Mille, conducted in June 2023, involved police forces across England and Wales executing over 1,000 warrants, leading to the seizure of approximately £130 million worth of cannabis plants and the arrest of nearly 1,000 individuals. This unprecedented, large-scale operation required coordinated efforts among all 43 territorial police forces, the National Crime Agency (NCA), and Immigration Enforcement, underscoring the substantial manpower, logistical planning, and public resources allocated to enforcing cannabis-related offences (BBC News, 2023). 
From a financial perspective, police budgets having faced real term cuts of 20% between 2010 and 2019 (National Audit Office, 2018), alongside operational officers (Mercer, 2025). The legalisation and taxation of cannabis could provide a new revenue stream, which if redirected to policing, may help mitigate the impact of funding reductions and strengthen frontline services.
This substantial investment of time and resources has prompted widespread debate regarding the efficiency and proportionality of current enforcement strategies. The legalisation of cannabis presents a viable means of alleviating these pressures on police forces. By removing the legal obligation to investigate and process minor cannabis offences, law enforcement agencies could reallocate their efforts towards addressing more serious criminal activity, including violent crime, organised drug trafficking, and counter-terrorism operations (Pryor and McCulloch, 2019). Furthermore, legalisation would offer the opportunity to significantly disrupt the illicit cannabis trade, thereby undermining the financial power and operational capacity of organised crime groups (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2023). Such a shift could enhance public safety while enabling police to focus on priorities more closely aligned with harm reduction and community protection. 

Despite growing calls for reform, there remains a strong case for maintaining the current legal status of cannabis in the United Kingdom. Proponents of continued prohibition argue that legalisation may lead to increased use, especially among young people, potentially exacerbating public health concerns. The Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs and Drug prevention UK, has warned that cannabis use is associated with several mental health issues, including an increased risk of psychosis, particularly with high-potency strains such as skunk (Drugprevent UK, 2025). Maintaining its classification as a Class B drug, therefore, serves as a deterrent and reinforces public messaging about its harms.
From a policing perspective, critics of legalisation assert that relaxing cannabis laws could lead to a normalisation of drug use and a rise in drug-related offences. The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) has previously cautioned that decriminalisation or legalisation could increase demand for cannabis, requiring law enforcement to respond to a broader set of regulatory and safeguarding challenges (NPCC, 2020). In this context, prohibition allows for clear legal boundaries, aiding in enforcement and reducing ambiguity in frontline policing.
Moreover, while legalisation may reduce certain enforcement burdens, it could simultaneously create new ones, such as regulating production, distribution, and advertising, as well as ensuring product safety and age restrictions. Countries like Canada have experienced persistent issues with black market supply even after legalisation, suggesting that regulation does not necessarily eliminate illicit trade (Smart and Pacula, 2019). This raises concerns about whether the UK police would truly benefit from such a shift, or whether they would instead face an even more complex legal and operational landscape. 
In conclusion, the literature review highlights a clear divide between the perceived benefits and potential drawbacks of cannabis legalisation in the UK. Advocates argue that reform could bring significant advantages, such as reducing pressure on police resources, weakening the influence of organised crime, and generating economic revenue (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2023; Pryor and McCulloch, 2019). Conversely, critics emphasise the risk of increased mental health issues, regulatory burdens, and potential growth in usage, particularly among young people (ACMD, 2008; NPCC, 2020). While these debates are well-represented in current scholarship, a gap remains in understanding public perception regarding how legalisation might directly affect policing practices.
To address this, Chapter 3 will outline a quantitative research methodology designed to gather and analyse public opinion on whether cannabis legalisation would meaningfully impact the operational priorities and effectiveness of police forces in the UK. 








[bookmark: _Toc196915390]Chapter Three: Methodology 
Following the critical insights presented in the literature review, this chapter outlines the research methodology employed to investigate public perceptions of cannabis legalisation and its potential impact on policing in the UK. 

[bookmark: _Toc196915391] 3.2. Research Onion
This chapter is primarily guided by the Research Onion framework introduced by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2023), which provides a structured and coherent approach for making and justifying methodological decisions. 
Research methodology serves as the foundational framework that directs the design, execution, and analysis of primary research (Dawson, 2019). The research onion provides a systematic approach to research design by outlining six interconnected layers. research philosophy, research approach, methodological choice, research strategy, time horizon, and data collection techniques and procedures. Each layer builds upon the previous one, requiring the researcher to make informed and sequential decisions to ensure coherence and alignment throughout the research process (Melnikovas, 2018). By progressing through these layers, researchers are encouraged to reflect critically on their assumptions, choices, and objectives, ultimately fostering methodological rigour and internal consistency (Phair and Warren, 2021). Employing the Research Onion not only strengthens the structure of a research project but also ensures that theoretical considerations are properly integrated with practical application. 

[bookmark: _Toc196915392] 3.2.1. Research Philosophy 
The research philosophy forms the outermost layer of the Research Onion and serves as the foundational lens through which a researcher approaches their study. It encompasses the assumptions, beliefs, and worldview that align the entire research process, shaping how knowledge is defined, generated, and interpreted (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The choice of a research philosophy directly influences the research approach, methodology, and methods selected, as it determines whether the researcher views reality as objective and measurable or as socially constructed and subjective (Bryman, 2016). According to Saunders et al. (2007), the development of a coherent and logically structured research project requires a consistent and well-justified set of philosophical assumptions. These assumptions guide decisions regarding what constitutes valid knowledge, how it can be acquired, and how it should be analysed. In the context of this study, which seeks to explore the potential impact of cannabis legalisation on UK policing, adopting an appropriate philosophical stance is essential to ensure methodological alignment and academic rigour. This research is grounded in positivism, which supports the use of observable, quantifiable data to identify trends and patterns, thereby providing a reliable basis for examining the implications of legal reform on policing practices.

[bookmark: _Toc196915393]  3.2.2. Research Approach
The research approach constitutes the second layer of the Research Onion and determines the logical sequence through which theory and data interact in the research process (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The two primary approaches are deductive and inductive. A deductive approach begins with the development of a hypothesis derived from existing theory, which is then tested through empirical observation. Conversely, an inductive approach begins with data collection and moves towards generating new theory based on the observed patterns and themes (Bryman, 2016). The choice between these approaches often aligns with the type of data collected, either quantitative or qualitative. 
Quantitative research is rooted in the deductive approach and is characterised by the collection of numerical data, often through structured methods such as surveys or statistical analysis. It seeks to measure variables and identify relationships, enabling researchers to generalise findings across larger populations (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). In contrast, qualitative research is typically aligned with the inductive approach and focuses on exploring meanings, experiences, and social contexts. It uses non-numerical data collected through interviews, observations, or textual analysis to develop deeper, more interpretive understandings of phenomena (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc196915394]3.2.3. Methodological Choice 
The methodological choice in this study is firmly rooted in a deductive approach, which has been adopted due to the hypothesis-driven nature of the research question. Quantitative data has been collected through a structured questionnaire, allowing for statistical analysis of public and professional opinion across a large sample. This method is consistent with the positivist philosophy grounding the research and supports the aim of producing generalisable, evidence-based conclusions about policy and policing outcomes. 

[bookmark: _Toc196915395] 3.2.4. Research Strategy 
For this study, a survey strategy was selected as the most appropriate, given its capacity to collect quantitative data from a large sample efficiently and cost-effectively (Wedawatta, et al, 2011). The survey utilised a structured questionnaire comprising predominantly close-ended questions, designed to gather information on participants’ opinions, behaviours, and experiences regarding cannabis legalisation and its potential impact on UK policing. This method supports the deductive research approach and positivist philosophy by facilitating the measurement and comparison of variables across a broad demographic. According to Ponto (2015), survey research remains one of the most widely used methods due to its adaptability and scalability, enabling researchers to obtain insights from a representative sample through participants' responses to standardised questions. 

[bookmark: _Toc196915396] 3.2.5. Time Horizon 
The Time Horizon represents a crucial layer within the Research Onion model developed by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019), and it refers to the time frame over which research is conducted. It helps determine whether a study will adopt a cross-sectional or longitudinal perspective. For this research, a cross-sectional approach was employed, as the primary aim was to assess contemporary public and professional attitudes towards the legalisation of cannabis and its potential impact on policing in the UK. A fixed time frame of two weeks was designated to collect responses, with a target sample size of 100 participants. This short-term, snapshot-style approach aligns with the broader quantitative strategy and deductive logic of the study, enabling efficient data collection and timely analysis while still offering statistically meaningful insights (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc196915397] 3.2.6. Techniques for Data Collection, Process and Analysis 
The data collection for this study was conducted using a structured, self-administered questionnaire, distributed digitally to a broad sample of participants over a two-week period. The questionnaire consisted primarily of close-ended questions, allowing for standardised responses that could be quantitatively measured. Data was collected using an online platform to ensure accessibility, with a target of 100 responses over a two-week period of which was sufficient for basic statistical analysis (Bryman, 2016). The results were analysed using Microsoft Excel through descriptive statistics and visual tools such as pie charts. This method supports the study’s aim of evaluating the impact of cannabis legalisation on policing and allows for generalisable conclusions in policy-oriented research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc196915398]  3.3. Sampling
As noted by Turner (2020), sampling in research involves the selection of a subset of individuals from a larger population, acknowledging the impracticality of collecting data from every member of that population. This study adopts a nonprobability convenience sampling approach, wherein participants are selected based on their availability and willingness to participate. As Stratton (2021) explains, this method typically involves the researcher publicising the study and allowing individuals to self-select into the research, making it a practical and efficient technique for reaching a desired sample size within a limited time frame.

[bookmark: _Toc196915399]3.4. Reliability and Validity 
Kumar (2019) distinguishes between the concepts of reliability and validity in research. Reliability refers to the consistency and replicability of research findings; that is, the degree to which the same results can be obtained under identical conditions. Achieving reliability requires clear documentation of the research methods and careful construction of survey instruments. However, reliability alone does not guarantee validity. According to Schutt (2022) validity concerns the extent to which a study accurately measures what it intends to measure. In the context of surveys, questions must be precisely formulated to align with the research objectives. Nevertheless, if participants provide inaccurate or dishonest responses, the validity of the data may be compromised. Coe (2021) highlights that such invalidity often arises from respondent error, where participants interpret or answer questions in an unanticipated manner, leading to results that do not accurately reflect the intended constructs.
[bookmark: _Toc196915400]3.5. Limitations    
One significant concern was the potential for social desirability bias, where respondents may alter their answers to align with perceived social normalities, as appose to expressing their true opinions (Fisher, 1993). This is particularly relevant in studies addressing sensitive topics such as drug legalisation, where individuals may fear judgment or stigma despite assurances of confidentiality. As Podsakoff et al. (2003) explain, such bias can compromise the integrity of self-reported data, particularly when anonymity is not fully trusted by participants. To mitigate this risk, participants in this study were explicitly informed of the anonymous and confidential nature of the survey. 






[bookmark: _Toc196915401]Chapter Four: Findings 

The primary aim of this chapter is to present and analyse the findings derived from the data collected through the structured survey detailed in Chapter 3. The questionnaire was administered through Google Forms to ensure ease of access and wide distribution, primarily through email and social media platforms. Comprising 14 questions, the survey successfully received 100 responses. Prior to participation, respondents were presented with an introductory briefing statement, which outlined the purpose and scope of the study. This statement provided comprehensive information necessary for informed consent, including the research objectives, the nature of participation, the intended use of the data collected, and the measures taken to ensure participant anonymity and secure data storage in compliance with ethical research standards. 
In this chapter, the primary data obtained through the survey will be analysed to explore public perceptions regarding the potential impact of cannabis legalisation on policing in the UK. These findings will be compared with the secondary data discussed in the literature review presented in Chapter 2.  The principle intention is to gain a more nuanced understanding of public opinion on the issue, thereby enriching the broader discourse surrounding cannabis policy and its implications for policing within the United Kingdom.  
The first question of the questionnaire, titled ‘Would legalising cannabis make a difference to policing in the UK?’ asks whether the respondent is over the age of 18 and currently resides in the UK. This question was intentionally included partly due to the nature of the topic being cannabis use and to ensure that participants are both legally adults and familiar with the UK context. Whilst the legal age to smoke in the UK is 16, individuals must be at least 18 years old to legally purchase cigarettes (Home Office, 2024).  For this reason, the age requirement helps ensure the responses come from individuals who are legally recognised as adults and more likely to understand the broader legal and social implications of the issue. 






1. I am over 18 and a resident of the UK.
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The second part of question one also asks whether respondents are residents of the UK. This is important to ensure that the data collected reflects the views and experiences of individuals who are directly affected by UK laws and policing practices. The legal status of cannabis and the way in which cannabis is policed, varies between countries. Therefore, including only UK residents helps maintain the relevance and accuracy of the findings within the context of UK legislation (Bryman, 2016). Including non-residents could potentially introduce viewpoints influenced by differing legal systems, effectively compromising the focus and applicability of the results. 

Question 2 explores whether respondents are aware of the current legislation regarding cannabis in the UK. While this question was included primarily out of general interest, the results yielded valuable insight. Out of 100 participants, 58% indicated that they were aware of the existing laws, demonstrating that a majority of respondents possess at least a basic understanding of the legal status of cannabis in the UK. 




2. Are you aware of the current legislation regarding cannabis under UK law?
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Question 3 of the survey examined whether respondents believe cannabis should be legalised in the UK. Of the 100 individuals surveyed, 79% expressed support for legalisation. This substantial majority aligns with a broader international trend of increasing public endorsement for cannabis reform, even in countries where cannabis remains illegal.​ 
A 2022 poll conducted by Hanway Associates across eight European nations, including the UK, France and Germany found that 55% of respondents supported the legalisation and regulation of adult-use cannabis. Specifically, in the UK, 55% were in favour of legalisation, indicating a significant shift in public opinion towards reforming cannabis laws (Hanway Associates, 2022). Similarly, in Germany, a 2024 survey by Infratest dimap reported that 59% of Germans supported the legalisation of cannabis, reflecting growing acceptance and a move towards policy change (Infratest dimap, 2024). 

3. Do you think cannabis should be legalised in the UK?
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Question 4 of the survey asked whether cannabis or its derivatives should be allowed for medical use in the UK without fear of prosecution. The results showed strong support for reform, with 77% in favour, 6% opposed, and 17% undecided. This reflects a growing societal acceptance of medical cannabis.

These findings align with existing literature, highlighting the therapeutic benefits of cannabis for conditions like chronic pain, epilepsy, and multiple sclerosis. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2019) states that cannabis-based medicinal products may be considered when other treatments are ineffective. Public support, as shown in this survey, underscores the need for clearer and more accessible medical cannabis policies in the UK.

4. Do you think that cannabis or its derivatives should be allowed for medical use in the UK without fear of prosecution?
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An overwhelming 99% of respondents agreed that an age limit should be enforced if cannabis were decriminalised, with only 1% unsure for question 5. This reflects strong public support for regulatory safeguards and the view that cannabis should be treated as seriously as alcohol or tobacco. Age restrictions are a key harm reduction strategy, as early cannabis use has been linked to increased health and developmental risks (WHO, 2016). Implementing such limits would help ensure that any reform is grounded in public health considerations. 


5. If cannabis use was decriminalised under UK law, should there be an age restriction on its consumption similar to the legislation for alcohol and tobacco?
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Question 6 asked whether tax revenue from legalised cannabis should be used to fund policing in the UK. With 61% of respondents in favour, the findings support the idea of using cannabis taxation not only for regulation but also to strengthen public services. This mirrors international examples, such as Colorado, where cannabis tax revenue has supported law enforcement and public health (Drug Policy Alliance, 2020).

6. If cannabis were legalised for use in the UK, do you think revenue from the taxation of cannabis products should be used to fund policing?
[image: A white background with black lines

Description automatically generated]

Question 7 asked whether cannabis tax revenue should be used to fund mental health services and address cannabis-related health issues. A strong majority (69%) supported this, with only 12% opposed. These results suggest strong public support for reinvesting cannabis tax revenue into mental health infrastructure, particularly to mitigate any potential harms associated with increased cannabis availability. This mirrors the approach in America. States like Oregon and California, where cannabis taxes support mental health and substance misuse services, reinforcing a balanced model of reform (Hall & Lynskey, 2020).  
7. Do you think that revenue from the taxation on cannabis should be used to fund the mental health service and problems related to cannabis use?
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Question 8 directly relates to the primary research question, asking whether legalising or decriminalising cannabis use would help free up police resources for addressing other areas of crime. It should be noted that one respondent did not answer Question 8. As a result, the total number of responses for that question is 99 instead of 100. This omission does not affect the overall outcome or majority decision reflected in the results for Question 8. 
An overwhelming 84% of respondents agreed, with only 10% disagreeing and 5% unsure. These results reflect strong public sentiment in favour of reform as a means of improving policing efficiency and reallocating resources to more serious criminal activity. Research by the Transform Drug Policy Foundation (2021) highlights that enforcing cannabis laws in the UK consumes considerable police time and funds, with minimal effect on usage. Similarly, the National Audit Office (NAO, 2019) has reported increased pressure on police resources, supporting the case for reform to enable a more strategic focus on serious crime. 

8. Do you think by legalising or decriminalising cannabis use, it would free up police resources for tackling crime in other areas?
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Question 9 explored whether legalising cannabis and implementing a regulated system for its sale and distribution would reduce the criminal activity associated with its production and supply. Most respondents (58%) supported this notion, while only 15% disagreed. These results suggest that many believe legal regulation could disrupt illicit markets and weaken the influence of organised crime in the UK.
Recent evidence supports this perspective. The London School of Economics (LSE), in a 2023 policy briefing, argued that a legal and regulated cannabis market could significantly reduce the scale of illegal trade and associated harms. By shifting supply to a controlled legal framework, authorities could reduce the profitability of black-market operations while improving consumer safety and generating public revenue (LSE, 2023). This reflects international trends where regulation has led to a measurable decline in illegal cannabis activity. 

9. Do you think by legalising cannabis and controlling the sale and distribution of cannabis derivatives, the criminal aspect of cannabis production and supply would diminish?
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Question 10 asked whether legalising cannabis would increase substance abuse, given its association with being a gateway drug. Many respondents (61%) disagreed, with 25% agreeing and 14% unsure. This indicates that most people do not view cannabis legalisation as a driver of broader substance misuse.
This aligns with findings from Public Health England (2021), which states that there is insufficient evidence to suggest cannabis legalisation directly causes increased addiction to other drugs. Similarly, the Institute of Alcohol Studies (2022) suggests that legalisation may not lead to higher substance abuse, particularly with effective public health measures. 

10. Cannabis is viewed by many as a gateway drug for substance abuse addiction. Do you think legalising cannabis use would lead to an increase in substance abuse?
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Question 11 asked whether the UK should adopt a Dutch-style cannabis model involving regulation, testing, and decriminalisation of small amounts. A strong majority (71%) supported the idea, with only 8% opposed and 21% unsure—reflecting public favour for a harm reduction approach.
The Netherlands model separates cannabis from harder drug markets and reduces justice system burdens. Recent research by King’s College London (2023) supports adopting similar regulation in the UK, highlighting its potential to improve public health, reduce illicit trade, and ensure product safety. 

11. Some countries have a structured use of cannabis with testing and controls for cannabis with possession of limited amounts decriminalised, do you think the UK could follow the Netherlands model?
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Question 12 asked if enough time and resources are devoted to educating the UK public on the health effects of substance abuse. While 60% believed efforts are sufficient, 26% disagreed and 14% were unsure, indicating moderate public confidence with some concern over adequacy, although a notable proportion still sees room for improvement. Evidence from the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID, 2022) supports the view that public health campaigns, such as ‘FRANK’ and ‘Every Mind Matters’, have played a significant role in informing the public about substance misuse and mental health. However, organisations like Drug Science (2023) argue that while progress has been made a more targeted, evidence-based education is necessary, particularly for young people to address misconceptions and prevent long term harm. 


12. Do you think there is enough time and resources given to education and information provided about the effects of substance on physical and mental health?
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Question 13 asked whether respondents felt that sufficient support is provided to individuals experiencing substance abuse. Of the 100 respondents, 68% answered yes, 19% said no, and 12% were unsure. These results suggest a general belief that support mechanisms are in place, although nearly one in five respondents still perceive a gap in services. Government data reflects this mixed view. The UK’s 10-Year Drug Strategy commits £780 million to rebuild treatment and recovery services (HM Government, 2021). However, reports from the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD, 2023) express, that regional disparities in service provision and stress the importance of consistent, long-term funding to ensure equitable access and quality of care across the UK. 

13. Do you think there is enough suppport and help given to people who fall into substance abuse? 
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Question 14 asked whether it is the responsibility of UK police forces to provide education and information on the effects of substance abuse. With 56% of respondents in favour of no, 26% said yes, and 18% were unsure. These results suggest a prevailing view that public health education may fall outside the core remit of policing, with many likely seeing it as the responsibility of health and education sectors.
The College of Policing (2022) outlines the role of police in harm reduction strategies, emphasising partnership work with health services rather than leading on educational initiatives. 

14. Do you think it is the job of the police forces in the UK to provide education and information on the effects of substance abuse? 
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4.3. Description of Data Analysis and Results

The overall data collected from the questionnaire strongly supports the research aim of examining whether the legalisation of cannabis would affect policing in the UK. The use of a quantitative research method was an appropriate and strategic choice for this study, as it enabled the collection of measurable data from a diverse group of respondents (Dawson, 2019). Quantitative methods are particularly effective when the goal is to assess patterns and opinions across a larger population, offering clarity through numerical data that can be statistically analysed (Bryman, 2016). Within this framework, Questions 3, 6, and 8 were the most pivotal in addressing the primary research question, would legalising cannabis affect policing in the UK? Each of these questions received notably positive responses, with an average agreement rate of 74.67%, indicating broad public support for reform. Question 3, revealed that 79% of participants were in favour of legalising cannabis, reflecting a significant shift in public attitudes. Question 6, showed that 61% of respondents believed tax revenue from legal cannabis should be reinvested into policing, suggesting faith in the potential institutional and financial benefits of reform. In Question 8, 84% agreed that legalising or decriminalising cannabis could free up police resources to tackle more serious crime, echoing the arguments made by the Transform Drug Policy Foundation (2021), which notes that enforcement of cannabis-related offences in the UK consumes considerable policing time with minimal deterrent outcomes.  A more detailed discussion and synthesis of these findings in relation to the study’s broader objectives will be presented in the final chapter of this research project. 





[bookmark: _Toc196915403]Chapter Five: Conclusion 

This research paper had aimed to answer the primary research question, would legalising cannabis make a difference to policing in the UK? The research has explored the potential impact of cannabis legalisation on policing in the UK, through a comprehensive review of existing literature and an examination of current UK legislation governing cannabis (Home office, 2024). Alongside the analysis of quantitative data collected through a structured questionnaire from which the study finds substantial evidence to support the conclusion that legalising cannabis would likely have a positive effect on policing in the UK. 
The decision to employ a quantitative methodology proved effective in capturing clear, measurable public opinion through closed ended questions. As Bryman (2016) asserts, quantitative research is particularly suited for identifying generalisable patterns across a population, and the consistency of responses across multiple questions affirms the robustness of this approach. While the research project provided valuable insights into the potential impact of cannabis legalisation on policing in the UK, several limitations and areas for improvement were identified throughout the process. One area that could have been improved is the inclusion of qualitative perspectives, such as interviews or focus groups with law enforcement professionals or public health officials. While quantitative methods offer clarity through statistical analysis, qualitative research provides deeper insight into lived experiences and complicated and social situation (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Perhaps, future research could benefit from a mixed methods approach, combining a larger scale survey with extensive interviews, as well as a longitudinal design to track changing attitudes over time, particularly as cannabis reforms continue to be debated globally (Creswell, 2021). 
Chapter Two provided a comprehensive review of the origins and evolution of cannabis legislation, examining both domestic and international contexts. Key contributions included the historical stance of the UK Home Office (2020), which maintains cannabis as a Class B drug under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, and the College of Policing’s guidance on drug enforcement, which notes that low-level drug offences consume a significant proportion of policing time and resources (College of Policing, 2021). Furthermore, the review explored international models in jurisdictions such as Canada, the Netherlands, and certain U.S. states, which have shown that regulation can reduce criminal justice burdens while maintaining public safety and generating substantial tax revenue (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). 
One of the key findings of this research is that legalisation could yield both economic and health benefits. Economically, a regulated cannabis market would generate significant tax revenue, as evidenced in other jurisdictions like Canada and certain US states. Redirecting such revenue into the police force could aid in recruitment, training, and modernisation, thereby improving policing’s overall capacity (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). Public support for this approach was clear in the questionnaire results, with 61% of respondents in favour of allocating cannabis tax revenue to policing (Question 6). Furthermore, 84% of participants agreed that legalisation would allow the police to focus on more serious crimes, such as violent offences or organised criminal activities, rather than minor cannabis possession (Question 8). 
In addition to policing considerations, this research explored the potential health related benefits of legalising cannabis in the UK, particularly in terms of regulation, harm reduction, and support for mental health services. Public Health England (2017) highlights that a regulated cannabis model could ensure quality control, reduce the risk of contamination from unregulated products, and improve access to treatment, especially if revenue generated through taxation is reinvested into public health initiatives.

More recent findings further reinforce these claims. A 2024 report produced by Drug Science and the Cannabis Industry Council, in collaboration with the York Health Economics Consortium, revealed that prescribing medical cannabis for the treatment of chronic pain could save the NHS up to £4 billion annually.
These savings are projected to result from a reduction in the use of conventional prescription drugs, fewer GP and hospital appointments, and a decreased reliance on secondary therapies (Drug Science and Cannabis Industry Council, 2024). Such findings, highlight the broader health and economic advantages that a well-regulated cannabis framework could offer.

Overall, this research paper highlights that, if effectively regulated, the legalisation of cannabis holds considerable potential to benefit policing within the United Kingdom. Key advantages include alleviating the burden of enforcing low-level cannabis offences, enabling the reallocation of resources toward higher priority criminal activity, and enhancing institutional funding through cannabis-related taxation. These findings are consistent with recent academic literature and substantiate the objectives outlined at the outset of this study. 
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Figure 1: Trends in Drug and Cannabis Use in England and Wales (1995–2024)
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Will legalising cannabis make a difference to policing in the UK?
Hello, my name is Matthew Rees. I am a third-year student working towards a BSc in Professional Policing with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. I am thanking you in advance for taking part in my survey, “Will legalising Cannabis make a difference to policing in the UK?"
The aim of this survey is to explore the potential impact of legalising cannabis on policing in the UK, examining whether such a policy change would alleviate law enforcement pressures, reduce crime rates, and allow police resources to be redirected towards more serious offences. Additionally, the survey seeks to assess public opinion on how legalisation could influence the economy, such as generating tax revenue and reducing the costs associated with enforcing cannabis-related offences.

This study will examine the potential health benefits and risks, including enhanced access to regulated products, harm reduction, and effects on public health services. By incorporating diverse perspectives, the research aims to provide valuable insights into whether cannabis legalisation could lead to positive societal impacts and a more effective policing strategy.

Should you have any questions or queries about the study, please do not hesitate to contact 0952210@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 
In order to take part in the survey you must be aged 18 or over and a resident of the UK. 
All data collected from the questionnaire will be stored and managed using Microsoft Excel for the purpose of analysing research findings. All responses will remain strictly anonymous to ensure participant confidentiality. 
Please confirm your consent to participate in this survey by ticking the box below.



1. Are you aged 18 or over and are a resident of the UK. 
Yes
No

2.Are you aware of the current legislation regarding cannabis use under UK law?
Yes
No
Maybe 

3.Do you think cannabis use should be legalised in the UK?  
Yes
No
Maybe

4.Do you think that cannabis or its derivatives should be allowed for medical use in the UK without fear of prosecution? 
Yes
No
Maybe

5.If cannabis use was decriminalised under UK law, should there be an age restriction on its consumption similar to the legislation for alcohol and tobacco? 
Yes
No
Maybe




6.If cannabis were legalised for use in the UK, do you think the revenue from the taxation of cannabis and cannabis products should be used to fund policing? 
Yes
No
Maybe

7.Do you think that revenue raised from the taxation on cannabis should be used to fund the mental health service and problems related to cannabis use? 
Yes
No
Maybe

8.Do you think by legalising or decriminalising cannabis use it would free up police resources for tackling crime in other areas? 
Yes
No
Maybe

9.Do you think by legalising cannabis and controlling the sale and distribution of cannabis and its derivatives, the criminal aspect of cannabis production and supply would diminish?  
Yes
No
Maybe

10.Cannabis is viewed by many as a gateway drug for substance abuse and addiction. Do you think legalising cannabis use would lead to an increase in substance abuse? 
Yes
No
Maybe

11.Some countries have a structured use of cannabis with testing and controls for cannabis with possession of limited amounts decriminalised, do you think the UK could follow the Netherlands model? 
Yes
No
Maybe

12.Do you think there is enough time and resources given to the education and information provided to the UK public about the effects of substance abuse on physical and mental health? 
Yes
No
Maybe

13.Do you think there is enough support and help given to people who fall into substance abuse?
Yes
No
Maybe  

14.Do you think it is the job of the police forces in the UK to provide education and information on the effects of substance abuse?
Yes 
No
Maybe 
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Figure 1: Any drug use in the last year for people aged 16 to 59 years has
remained similar to year ending March 2023
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Source: Crime Survey for England and Wales from the Office for National Statistics
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