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Critically analyse how one ‘hot topic’ has been covered by the media in the last six months. As well as referencing all of the media sources that you use you should also make reference to appropriate research and theory where possible.

What do you consider are the best aspects of this piece of work? Fitting a complex topic into a small essay.
Which aspects do you consider could have been improved in this piece of work? More policy practice. 
What have you found most satisfying whilst undertaking this submission? Expanding my knowledge on alternatives to prohibition. 

Drug prohibition varies considerably across the globe, with countries such as Portugal and the Netherlands viewing drug misuse as a medical problem, whereas, countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom use intense control and legislation to fight their ‘war on drugs’ (Macionis and Plummer, 2012 p.591). The discourse of drug policy within the UK focuses around prohibition, abstinence and punishment as argued by (Buchanan and Young, 2000). Current laws surrounding drug use is largely shaped by the Misuse of Drugs Act (1971) (Buchanan and Young, 2000). Within contemporary Britain the government’s response to drug use is evident within their drug strategy where four main areas of focus to reduce the harm caused by drug use, being; ‘reducing demand, restricting supply, building recovery and global action’ (HM Government, 2017, p.5). The debate between prohibition and legalisation has become a ‘hot topic’ within mainstream media. 

Newspapers such as The Guardian have recently published an article questioning the government’s current stance on drug use, arguing they are falling behind the times within this global era, with many countries reviewing their policy on drug use (Pryor, 2018). Furthermore, with the Legalisation of Cannabis Bill 2017-19 to be debated in Parliament later this year many media articles are questioning if current laws are working (Parliament, 2018; Murgatroyd, 2018; Fabricant, 2018; Embury-Dennis, 2018). However, other media publications such as the Daily Mail, take a more right-wing discourse, whereby, more negative headlines are publicised, with a recent article stating that medical marijuana does more harm than good (Spencer, 2018; Newman and Fletcher, 2017). A functionalist perspective of media argues that the mass media help to bind society together, working to stabilise the social system (Macionis and Plummer, 2012). McQuail (2000 cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2017) argues media stabilizes the social system through the continuous flow of information. Secondly, the media assists individuals to put meaning to the information provided, aiding with the socialization process within society, by expressing the dominant culture and establishing common values. Furthermore, media can be used to persuade individuals to partake in economic development and uphold moral rules. Conversely, from a Marxist perspective, although agreeing that media shapes the way the public think about the world, it is argued that the main purpose of media is to convince individuals that the ideological beliefs of the ruling class are truth and facts. Furthermore, media only gives individuals approved and limited views on topics, leading to critical alterative views to be seldom heard. However, a pluralist perspective argues that within capitalistic, democratic societies all interest groups are represented within the media from far left to far right and in between (Haralambos and Holborn, 2013). 

The role of media in public opinion is evident in studies whereby, media bias and endorsements of political parties effects voters opinions (Chiang and Knight, 2011; Brandenburg, 2006). However, this has led to a mistrust of media and bias from the public (Newman and Fletcher, 2017; Smith, 2017). Research by Smith (2017) shows the public opinion on media bias strongly shows the difference between the right and left, with respondents seeing The Daily Mail as the most far right in contrast to The Gaudian which is seen as the most far left newspaper. Furthermore, research from Newman and Fletcher (2017, p.5) shows the main reason for public distrust in media is due to media ‘bias, spin and agendas’.

The role media plays in developing societal values is apparent within moral panics (Giddens and Sutton, 2017; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013; Macionis and Plummer, 2012). Cohen (2003 cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012, p.776) argues that individuals or groups become stereotypes and stylised as deviant and a threat to societal values through the mass media, creating ‘folk devils’.  Hawdon (2001, p.419) argues that during the 1980’s through government rhetoric and the mass media publications a moral panic was created around drug misuse, leading to the American population being convinced that drugs were sweeping the country like a ‘white plague’. However, government statistics at the time found drug use was falling. Within contemporary Britain, societal values around decimalisation of drugs show there is a large percentage of the public who support this, research by Transform (2013) show that 67% of the public support a review of drug policy with a further 53% supporting legal regulation or decimalisation of cannabis. However, results from a YouGov poll shows only 32% of participants support the legalisation of cannabis (Jordan, 2015). Although this poll shows a lack of public support numerous other polls contradict this result, The Royal Society for Public Health (2018) shows 56% of participants agree drug misuse should be a health care issue rather than a criminal one, Main (2017) found of 3400 participants 75% support legalising cannabis, Poll Station. (2018) found 87% also agree and Sky News (2018) found 72% agree. Therefore, showing a popular discourse (The Royal Society for Public Health, 2018; Poll Station, 2018; Sky News, 2018; Main, 2017). However, it is evident by Shirani-Mehr et al, (2018). that opinion polls may lack accuracy due to bias and variance of participants. The ideology behind drug prohibition is apparent within Weatherburn (2014) who argues that prohibition works by limiting the opportunities for drug misuse by creating deterrents. They state by putting legislation in place, for example; no smoking in the work place, this produces an environment where it is difficult for smokers to use the drug. However, a study by Ali et al, (1998). Discovered when policy was put in place, where those caught smoking cannabis were issued an infringement notice and a ﬁne, as to deter cannabis users, had little to no effect. Weatherburn (2014) continues that prohibition raises the non-monetary costs. Whereas, individuals expend more eﬀort locating the drugs they want, this includes risks such as arrest, assault by other drug users and the risk of violence from dealers who want to impose payment of unpaid debts. Furthermore, they argue that prohibition increases the expense of drug use for users, therefore reducing consumption rates. Moreover, Wilson (1990) argues without prohibition, there would be a great increase in drug users and this would then cause drug related crime and violence to also rise. However, Hughes and Stevens (2010) researched the effects of decimalisation of drugs within Portugal, their findings showed that although drug use increased, problematic drug use such as the individuals using opioids, cocaine and amphetamines, injecting drugs including use over a long period of time decreased. They argue this shows ‘strong evidence that the Portuguese decriminalization has not increased the most harmful forms of drug use’ (Hughes and Stevens, 2010, p. 1008). Weatherburn (2014) argues that one of the biggest issues with drug prohibition is the cost. Within the UK the National Crime Agency (2018) state that enforcement against drug trafficking costs the UK £10.7 billion. Furthermore, Rolles (2009) state that between 2003 and 2004 the total cost of drug prohibition costs £16.785 billion and argue decriminalising and regulation of drugs within the UK could save the UK government £13.943 billion a year. Aside from the cost of drug prohibition Barnett (2009) argues that it also has negative effects on the public, arguing that rising the cost of drugs leads to greater motivations to commit property crime and other profitable crimes. Furthermore, the contact between drug users and criminally-inclined drug dealers enables users opportunities to become involved in illegal actions aside from the drug trade. Rolles (2010) outlines further negative effects of prohibition arguing evidence shows that prohibition policy has intensified many public health problems, including the spread of hepatitis and HIV. In addition, they argue it has led to networks of organised crime and violence connected to the drug market, corruption, and 
funding for terrorism. Moreover, Buchanan and Young (2000) argue the war on drugs is also a war on drug users, leading to recreational drug users to become involved with the criminal justice system. Also for long-term drug users, prohibition leads individuals into a process of marginalization, stigmatization and social exclusion. Many scholars argue that drug prohibition has failed, being ineffective, costly and counterproductive, seeing regulation and decimalisation as the route to reducing harm (Pelan, 2015; Douglas, Wodak and McDonald, 2012; Donohue, 2013; MacCoun and Reuter, 2011; Rolles, 2010; Rolles, 2009; Nadelmann, 1992). Rolles (2010) argues drug regulation is the only option to take the drug market from organised criminal gangs, arguing regulation will minimise domestic and international harms created by drug production, supply, and use. Furthermore, Pelan (2015) argues a harm reduction perspective will positively impact drug users, improving their health, reduces stigmatization, increases inclusion, while providing an alternative instead of the choice between abstinence or punishment, while most importantly evidence shows harm reduction dramatically increase positive outcome for individuals with substance misuse issues. 

In conclusion, drug prohibition has become a ‘hot topic’ within contemporary society (Murgatroyd, 2018; Fabricant, 2018; Embury-Dennis, 2018; Spencer, 2018; Newman and Fletcher, 2017). There are many perspectives of the role media plays within society (Giddens and Sutton, 2017; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013; Macionis and Plummer, 2012). However, it is evident that media has a significant impact on societal values and public opinion (Smith, 2017; Macionis and Plummer, 2012; Chiang and Knight, 2011; Brandenburg, 2006; Hawdon, 2001). There is much debate on drug prohibition. However evidence shows prohibition has failed to achieve its goals (Pelan, 2015; Douglas, Wodak and McDonald, 2012; Donohue, 2013; MacCoun and Reuter, 2011; Rolles, 2010; Rolles, 2009; Nadelmann, 1992). Furthermore, it costs governments to enforce prohibition, while negatively impacting society and those effected by drug misuse (Weatherburn, 2014; Rolles, 2010).  There are many models of regulation and harm reduction, and public opinion strongly supports reform. Existing examples of counties that have successfully used these models having positive outcomes, one can assume it is only a matter of time before the British government reform current drug policy for the betterment of society (Pelan, 2015; Douglas, Wodak and McDonald, 2012; Donohue, 2013; MacCoun and Reuter, 2011; Rolles, 2010; Rolles, 2009; Nadelmann, 1992). 
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