

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime’s (UNODC) report stated that 284 million people had used drugs in 2020. This has escalated by twenty six percent over the last decade. Since the 1970’s there has been conflict over the combat of illegal drug use.  The president of America at the time, Nixon stated that ‘drugs are the USA’s public enemy number one.’ He then declared a war on drugs. The goal of the war was to reduce drug usage but specifically destroy and inhibit the international drug trade. To achieve this goal, he dramatically enlarged the size and presence of drug control agencies. Four decades later and what difference has that made? The purpose of this paper is to explore the war on drugs and identity the changes it has or has not created globally and in the UK. 
 
The root to the war on drugs lies deep in the history. This is a battle that governments and law enforcements have been fighting for over fifty years. In 1970’s the Misuse of Drugs Act 1917 was established and is now the primary legislation used in the UK. This legislation was coined to prevent the misuse of drugs by banning the imports and exports, possession, supply and manufacture of controlled drugs. If caught committing any of these acts, it could result to punishment. There was a period in the UK that drug usage was not recognised a matter dealt by the police and judges but by doctors and healthcare specialists. They adopted the United State’s punitive approach to drug usage and addiction. This is a prohibitionist approach where police and law enforcement intend to supress production and supply and punish drug users. But where has this approach gotten us?

“Prohibition is putting money in the pockets of criminals and armed groups” (Glennie, 2010). The former Head of Christian Aid’s Colombia Programme implies that the capital generated from illicit drug trades are used to buy police, judges and other law enforcement. Rather than improving societies, it is corrupting societies and the law enforcers.  Corruption sided with intimidation and violence against custom officers, law enforcement, judiciary and politicians, compromises governance and aids conflict. The plank that people use to access and defend their rights is corrupt and trust is eroded which increases the violence and harm that the war is aimed to stop. There is a long history of corruption and violence in countries such as Mexico. The country’s police and military forces are labelled s contaminated by multimillion dollar bribes. Despite this, then issue is not as pervasive in the military like the police, nonetheless it created a national threat. The war on drugs created an escalation between cartels and government forces. President Calderon issued the full weight of the military and police against the Mexican cartels in 2006. This resulted in an estimate of over 36,00 deaths associated with the war on drugs, 1300 of these were children and 4000 women. This battle weakened the gangs which caused them to step up their efforts to corrupt government officials. This demonstrated how the war on drugs creates bigger problems for societies and globally rather than solving the drug problem. 

 This battle has wasted a lot of the economy’s capital over the last four decades. Globally, one hundred billion plus dollars is spent a year battling the war on drugs. All approaches to the criminalisation of drugs requires funding but a lot of capital is being wasted on a policy that is not delivering its aimed goals. ‘When you have poured in money for a century surely it is time for you to decide it is not working’ (Rodrigo, 2005).  Instead of investing in poor and vulnerable communities through education and infrastructure, money is wasted. This was agreed by (Hinton, 2021), who sated that governments are spending more money on prisons and punishment to keep children in prisons. Not even a fraction of this money is spent on sending them to school and keeping them in education. His concept implied that the approach that the war on drugs does not work and a new approach should be generated. Instead of tackling the problem they should try preventing the problem. Capital should be invested in control agencies that aim to keep them away from the criminal behaviour.  Neil Franklin, a retired veteran spoke further on this. He explained that the response to drugs should be handled by doctors and therapists. He makes a valid point because drug usage a lot of time is caused by deeper issues.  Talk about the Kevin Lane case. Additionally, putting people in prison can sometimes cause more harm than good. There are many instances where people go into prison for a petty crime and come out worse. The prison environment can cause more harm to an individual, they may inherit bad habits and criminal behaviour socialised by their peers in the system. This does not solve the problem on drug wars but puts potential criminal people back into society. 
Many arguments have been made about drug prohibition being ineffective, causing more harm than good. Some advocate for the legalisation of drugs to reduce the harms that the war causes. The legalisation could be beneficial and safer for society. Drugs would be regulated preventing dealers mixing unsafe chemicals and compounds that would harm the human body. Furthermore, it would generate tax revenue contributing to the economy, increasing cycle. Notable figures have spoken in favour of the legalisation. Former US president Jimmy Carter stated in the New York Times, that prohibition is failing, and alternatives need to be considered. He criticised the penalties and called for a shift towards treatment and prevention over punishment. 
Despite the numerous arguments against the drug war, many politician and law enforcement officials have spoken in favour of the war on drugs. It has been declared necessary to disrupt drug related crimes and trafficking. The war on drugs addresses the perceived threat of drug related crimes and addiction. 
The battle on drugs has been majorly criticised for its disproportionate impact on ethnic minorities. It has allowed and gated the path to increased racial profiling and discrimination. Studies suggest that drug laws are aggressively enforced in communities of coloured compared to white populated communities.  A study conducted by the American Civil Liberties Union in 2013 showed that African Americans were four times more likely to be arrested for drug offences. Nonetheless, similar rates of drug use and drug related crimes are similar across all racial groups, but more ethnic minorities are more likely to be arrested and serve longer sentences than those who are white.  This represents a form of institutionalised racism that the war has played a part in. Instead of benefiting everyone it affects these communities with social, economic and health consequences. For instance, having a criminal record can lead to job less, no secure income or security, and can increase the risk of mental health problems. Overall, the war has a negative impact on coloured communities and is a form of systematic racism that needs to be addressed. 

The war on drugs is complicated. It is hard to say whether it is has been beneficial. While it has led to some positive outcomes, from research it shows that the negative consequences of this war outweigh.  There are numerous studies that have explored the effects of the drug war and the results tend to vary. Some argue that the battle has aided in reducing drug use and drug related crimes but evidence to support this is minimal. Despite this, it has led to the increased awareness of the dangers of drug use.  For instance, a study published in the Journals of Drug Issues discovered that drug law enforcements have led to reductions in drug use and drug related crimes. On the other hand, others argue that positive outcomes have been overstated and that the battle has done more harm than good.  The Journal of Drug and Alcohol Dependence discovered that drug law enforcements have had little impact on drug use and drug related crimes, instead contributed to the increase of these issues. Experts such as Ethan Nadelmann, Glenn Greenwald and Johann Hari share this collective idea. They advocate for public health approaches to drug use and fight for polices that focus on harm reduction and believe that we should treat people before we try punishing them. I would have to strongly agree with this approach and state that the war on drugs does more harm than good. Globally, we have wasted a lot of capital on an approach that is failing and that still isn’t reaching its intended goals fifty years later. The term addiction has a negative stigma. This war has constructed us to look at it as criminal rather than an illness that requires the attention of doctors and therapists. To conclude, while the battle has had some positive outcomes, this battle has done more harm than good. It does not solve the problem on drugs and other approaches should be attempted such as treatment and prevention rather than punishment. 
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