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For many years the United States has had a “war on drugs” which seeks to eradicate illegal drugs from our society. This effort has failed. Our drug policy has cost billions of dollars and wrecked countless lives. This policy’s costs include escalating rates of incarceration, increasing breakdown of families and neighborhoods, widespread violation of civil liberties, political corruption, and imposition of U.S. policy abroad. 

In practice the drug war disproportionately targets people of color and low income. Coercive measures have not reduced drug use. Instead they have clogged our criminal justice system with non-violent offenders.  The consequences of the drug war are cruel and counterproductive. Unfortunately, drug policy has not been studied carefully by legislative bodies.

The war on drugs has blurred the distinction between drug use and drug abuse. Drug use is erroneously perceived as behavior that is always out of control and harmful to others. Illegal drug use is thus portrayed as threatening to society. 

U.S. government drug policy makers make misleading statements about the purported success of the war on drugs. They mislead the public about the extent of corruption and environmental degradation that the American war on drugs has left in its wake in other countries.

We call for consideration of alternatives to the war on drugs, a compassionate reduction of harm associated with drugs, both legal and illegal.

Drug use, drug abuse, and drug addiction are distinct from one another.  Drug use should be addressed as a public health problem, not solely as a criminal justice issue.  Drugs alone do not cause crime. Legal prohibition of drugs leads to inflated street value, which in turn incites violent turf wars among distributors.  
    We  recommend consideration of alternative policies, some of which are listed below.
1. Shift budget priorities from spending for pursuit, prosecution, and imprisonment of drug law offenders to spending for education, treatment, and research.
2. Develop and implement age-appropriate drug education programs that are grounded in research and facts.

3. Undertake research to assess the effects of currently illegal drugs. Ensure that findings are publicly accessible, serving as a basis for responsible decision making by individuals and public agencies.

4. Research the sociological factors which contribute to habitual, addictive, and destructive drug use.
5. Research and expand management and on-demand treatment programs for drug abuse and addiction.  Publish results of studies of these programs.

6. Require health insurance providers to cover in-patient and out-patient treatment for substance abuse on the same basis as treatment of other chronic health conditions.

7. Make all drugs legally available with a prescription by a licensed physician, subject to professional oversight.

8. End the practice of punishing an individual for obtaining, possessing, or using an otherwise illegal substance to treat a medical condition.

9. End the threat to impose sanctions on physicians who treat patients with opiates for alleviation of pain.

10. Prohibit civil liberties violations and other intrusive law enforcement practices. Violations of the right to privacy, such as urine testing should be imposed only upon employees in safety-sensitive occupations.

11. Establish a legal, regulated, and taxed market for marijuana.

12. Modify civil forfeiture laws to require conviction before seizure of assets.

13. Prohibit the eviction of family, friends, and co-habitants or the loss of government entitlements based on drug law violation.

14. Abolish mandatory minimum prison sentences for the use and distribution of currently illicit drugs. Legislation should specify only maximum prison sentences.

15. Remove criminal penalties for possession and use of currently illegal drugs, with drug abusers subject to arrest and imprisonment only if they commit actual crimes. 
16. End sentencing inequities driven by racial profiling.

17. Establish and make more accessible prison-based drug treatment, education, job training, and transition programs designed for inmates.

18. End the financing of anti-drug campaigns in Central and South America. 
