
The notion of a “drug free” society today is an utterly ridiculous and naïve one.  The War on Drugs has nothing to do with drugs and everything to do with the government’s desire to limit its citizens’ physical liberties.  And all statistics show that the War on Drugs is actually a war on nonviolent marijuana smokers in particular.   This decidedly failed U.S. drug policy is in dire need of reconsideration as marijuana prohibition has incredibly potent economic, social, psychological and health-related costs on all U.S. citizens.  Marijuana possession and cultivation should be fully legalized at the federal level and laws should be enacted controlling its abuse, distribution and taxation.


The first of many harms of marijuana prohibition are its astounding financial drains on the taxpayer.  According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Unified Crime Report Crime In the United States – 2000, enforcing prohibition costs taxpayers upwards of $10 billion annually to incarcerate offenders (F.B.I.).  Under recent administration, a large budget in the area of $2 billion is spent on anti-drug propaganda alone.  Factor in lost police hours and use of the judicial system and the costs of prohibition become a very real economic drain on the country.  And despite the costly efforts, prohibition has done very little to stop or even slow the use of marijuana in all of its sixty five years of its outlaw status.


Another very significant way marijuana prohibition hurts the American public is in its loss of taxation potential.  Even though the annual budget for combating marijuana is in the double-figure billion dollar range, domestically grown marijuana was America’s fourth most valuable cash crop in 1997 with production that year at a minimum of 5.5 million pounds.  The total worth to the growers was estimated by Former NORML (the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws) Director and marijuana cultivation expert, Jon Gettman, and the Director of Publications and Research for NORML and The NORML Foundation, Paul Armentano, to be $15.1 billion and worth $25.2 billion on the retail market.  In the same report, they showed marijuana to actually hold the number one cash crop rank in ten states that year.  Here’s a listing of them with the second cash crop for each state (Gettman.).:

· Kentucky:  Marijuana = $1.37 billion, Tobacco = $813 million

· Alabama:  Marijuana = $533 million, Cotton = $179 million

· California:  Marijuana = $3.87 billion, Grapes = $2.63 billion

· Connecticut:  Marijuana = $21.5 million, Tobacco = $21.4 million

· Hawaii:  Marijuana = $746 million, Pineapples = $91.7 million

· Minnesota:  Marijuana = $129 million, Potatoes = $120 million

· Tennessee:  Marijuana = $1.81 billion, Soybeans = $302 million

· Virginia:  Marijuana = $197 million, Tobacco = $196 million

· West Virginia:  Marijuana = $269 million, Hay = $52 million

· Rhode Island:  Marijuana = $15 million, Hay = $1.82 million

According to Dale Gieringer Ph.D. in his Economics of Cannabis Legalization, if marijuana was merely decriminalized and not taxed, the price of a single joint would drop dramatically to $.05 - $.10.  With one joint being the intoxicant equivalent of $1 - $2 worth of alcohol, non-taxed marijuana would greatly undermine the alcohol industry and cause some other harm to society, therefore justifying a “harmfulness tax” of around $.50 - $1 per joint.  Such a tax would generate somewhere between $2.2 and $6.4 billion dollars annually not to mention the added benefit of industrial hemp for fiber and foodstuffs.  Also legalization would save the taxpayer the $10+ billion associated with enforcing prohibition (Gieringer.).

The most obvious harms prohibition poses to society are not limited to economic issues.  The massive psychological and emotional damage to the public is more than evident in arrest figures alone.  In the FBI’s unified crime report of 2000, its stated that an estimated 734,498 people were arrested on marijuana charges.  88% of those arrests (646,042) were for small possession only.  The total number of these nonviolent marijuana arrests far exceeds the total for ALL VIOLENT CRIMES COMBINED including murder, manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery and aggravated assault (F.B.I).  How can we call ourselves a just nation when we have to parole rapists and murders to make room in a jail for peaceful, responsible marijuana users?  These figures alone are enough to make me embarrassed to claim my citizenship.

Not only do marijuana laws wreak havoc upon otherwise innocent citizens, the mere existence of prohibition laws by nature create vast amounts of crime and even large cartels that facilitate the smuggling of illegal drugs.  Many recent commercials would have young people believe that by using marijuana, they are creating the need for cartels that kill people and break laws in order to get their drugs across the border when actually it’s the prohibition laws that they’re trying to uphold that are solely responsible for the cartels.  We saw this happen in the 1920’s during alcohol prohibition and it’s no different today with marijuana.  Legalization of possession and cultivation of marijuana is the best possible defense against the cartels the U.S. could make because it cuts their power down at the knees.  If people could go to the local liquor store to buy a pack of joints, why would they go to a smuggler who would probably not be able to compete with store prices even after a feasible marijuana tax?

This method of marijuana policy is especially evident in Europe where laws against marijuana are becoming increasingly relaxed.  Many nations including Portugal, Germany, and Holland have already legalized possession and even more are following their good example.  In July of 2001, Scotland Yard shifted its focus from targeting marijuana (a now Class “C” drug placing it beside prescription drugs and steroids) to targeting the harder Class “A” drugs such as cocaine and heroine.  Such policy has enjoyed great success with some towns reporting around a 40% reduction in overall crime as short as one year after enactment of the new policy.

One of the most tragic harms that marijuana has inflicted upon the public, however, is the denial of any medicinal use of the versatile plant.  With marijuana be classified as a Schedule 1 narcotic (said to be highly addictive and of no medical use) under the Controlled Substances Act, physicians are prohibited by federal law to prescribe or even recommend marijuana as a medicine.  However, many states such as California, Maine and Nevada have passed laws that enable seriously ill patients to possess and use marijuana providing the show proof of a physicians recommendation.  This conflict in federal and state laws has actually led to some heated controversy on the state’s rights to create and enforce their own laws without interference from Washington.

Prohibition for marijuana and medical marijuana started in 1937 when congress passed the Marijuana Tax Act which was based almost entirely on alleged accounts of violent immigrants under the influence of the drug, pressure from the Women’s Christian Coalition and widespread propaganda and lies.  The bill passed despite a testimony by William C. Woodward, the American Medical Association’s Legistlative Council in which he told congress on July 12, 1937:

“The obvious purpose of and effect of this bill is to impose so many restrictions on the medicinal use [of cannabis] as to prevent such use altogether.  …It may serve to deprive the public of the benefits of a drug that on further research may prove to be of substantial benefit.”  

In recent years, the medicinal marijuana controversy has piqued in light of the DEA’s raids on peaceful and fully legal medical marijuana dispensaries that operate on an identification card system to distribute medical grade marijuana free of charge to seriously ill patients that provide a doctor’s recommendation for the drug.  Also many medical journals and research reports have found marijuana to have very significant medicinal value, fully disproving the validity of the federal government’s Schedule 1 classification of marijuana as being addictive and having no medical value.  Jerome P. Kassirer M.D. wrote in one such editorial Federal Foolishness and Marijuana (Kassirer.):

“Federal authorities should rescind their prohibition of medicinal use of marijuana for seriously ill patients and allow physicians to decide which patients to treat.  The government should change marijuana’s status from that of Schedule 1… to that of a Schedule 2 drug and regulate it accordingly.”

Some other interesting pieces of literature that support and provide evidence for marijuana as a viable medicine include the National Institute of Health’s Workshop on the Utility of Medical Marijuana of 1998, the National Academy of Science Institute of Medicine’s (“NASIOM”) Marijuana and Medicine:  Assessing the Science Base of 1999, L. Ginspoon M.D.’s editorial in the June 1995 Journal of the American Medical Associtation (“JAMA”) entitled “Marijuana as a medicine – A Plea for Reconsideration”, Newt Gengrich’s letter appearing in the JAMA supporting medical marijuana, and a report published by the NASIOM endorsing medical marijuana, all of which are available on www.norml.org.  The validity of marijuana as a medicine is no longer a controversy today.  It is a proven fact.  The controversy lies in the policies that regulate it and the federal government’s hypocritical stance against policy reform.

After sixty five long years of propaganda and prohibition, marijuana legalization is usually met with some pretty strong resistance usually by naïve and extremely conservative groups.  In any lasting debate such as legalization, there will be good points made on either side.  However most of the arguments made by legalization opponents have dissolved with recent research that has shown marijuana to be not even remotely as harmful as the harder drugs it’s classified with such as cocaine and heroine, but more comparable to the effects of much softer drugs like tobacco, alcohol and caffeine which are all legal.  The remaining reputable argument against marijuana legalization that has enjoyed popular acceptance is that marijuana is somehow a “gateway” drug that leads to the use and abuse of harder drugs.  Finally, recent studies are officially showing this conception of the “gateway” drug to be an outright myth.  RAND, which is a contraction of the words research and development, was the first organization to be called a “think tank” soon after their creation in 1946 by the U.S. Air Force (then known as the Army Air Forces).  In a recent study by the organization, Andrew Morral found the gateway drug theory to be a misconception (Morral.):

“We’ve shown that the marijuana gateway effect is not the best explanation for the link between marijuana use and the use of harder drugs…  An alternative, simpler and more compelling explanation accounts for the pattern of drug use you see in this country, without resort to any gateway effects.  …The people who are predisposed to use drugs and have the opportunity to use drugs are more likely to use both marijuana and harder drugs.  Marijuana typically comes first because it is more available.”

This scientific study released on December 3 of 2002 merely confirms the more sound theory that legalization advocates have long believed and is also supported by the Canadian Senate’s Committee on Illegal Drugs’ report of fall 2002 and the NASIOM’s report, Assessing the Science Base of 1999.

Another main point of the anti-marijuana campaign is that marijuana presents a danger to those who use it and operate a vehicle or other heavy machinery.  My answer to that is…   well, duh!  Even though marijuana does not impair the psychomotor skills required to properly operate a vehicle like alcohol vibrantly does, a responsible marijuana smoker never gets behind the wheel while high.  NORML’s “Principles of Responsible Cannabis Use” says it best in their “no driving” clause which states “The responsible cannabis consumer does not operate a motor vehicle or other dangerous machinery while impaired by cannabis…”  Alcohol obviously is completely legal to those of age, yet the U.S. still has a system of laws to protect motorists from intoxicated drivers.  Marijuana legalization would result in a very similar set of laws regarding “drugged driving”.

Even though no responsible cannabis user would endorse driving under the influence, studies have found that contrary to what anti-legalization campaigns would have you believe, marijuana does not affect reaction time and does not impair visual tracking and coordination skills.  The United Kingdom’s Department for Transport published a study entitled The Influence of Cannabis on Driving in which approximately 50 subjects were subjected to different levels of marijuana intoxication and then tested in a driving simulator.  The study found that even under high marijuana intoxication “there was no significant difference between breaking reaction times.”  Also the subjects tracking accuracy was slightly lowered from 99.5% scored by a placebo control group to a “still quite accurate” score of 97.0%.  The study indicated the difference was hard to decipher and high variability in the data added to the irrelevance of the change in scores (Sexton.).  This is finding is just a good example of the tactics of legalization opponents.  They use misconceptions and unsupported evidence for their widespread, deep-pocketed messages and ads while the body of evidence for legalization remains almost entirely factual and scientific.  In fact, in doing research for this paper I visited some of the main anti-drug websites which all seemed to focus on the harms of marijuana.  I tried to find some mention of why the authors of these sites thought that marijuana should not be legalized.  To my surprise, after visiting www.freevibe.com, www.theantidrug.com, and even the National Institute for Drug Abuse’s site www.nida.gov, I found not one mention of anti-legalization evidence.  Today, these failing opponents of marijuana have tried to emulate pot advocates by trying to stick to the truth which has resulted in all three of the above sites merely listing the harms and dangers of marijuana use and abuse.  Such harms include as irrelevant things as a degraded physical appearance and the possible and scientifically unsupported risks of cancer and neurological damage.  The points these sites bring up are quite true that marijuana isn’t a completely harmless drug.  But listing “it can make you look like a gritball” (freevibe.) as a danger of marijuana hardly warrants an all out prohibition of this benign drug that in its 5000 year history of human use has not solely been responsible for one single death while the two most popular legal drugs in America, alcohol and tobacco, collectively cause close to half a million deaths every single year.

The time for change has long passed.  The strain of continuing this utterly failed U.S. policy is far too great on the citizens of this great nation.  Legalizing marijuana is nothing to be afraid of.  It won’t lead to any significant increase in harder drug use, in fact it most likely will lower it by removing marijuana from the same realm of distribution as harder drugs.  This effect can plainly be seen in marijuana-friendly Amsterdam where teen use of hard drugs is dramatically lower than in the US.  Marijuana will not make more people get out on the road and kill.  And it’s not going to ruin your children’s’ futures.  Policy regarding marijuana would highly resemble alcohol in which a strict age limit is imposed on possession and use, driving under its influence is a criminal offense and sale is only permitted by a federal license.  But more importantly it will relieve the great pressure that prohibition is posing on responsible, nonviolent marijuana users by the eliminating the threat of arrest; allow seriously ill patients access to a very powerful medicine, and turn a $10-$15 billion annual expenditure into a multibillion dollar profit for the nation.  In the great words of President Jimmy Carter in his message to congress in 1977, “Penalties against possession of a drug should not be more damaging to an individual than the use of the drug itself.  …Nowhere is this more clear than in the laws against the possession of marijuana in private for personal use.  …The National Commission on Marijuana and Drug Abuse concluded 13 years ago that marijuana use should be decriminalized, and we believe it is time to implement those basic recommendations.  …Therefore, I support legislation amending Federal law to eliminate all Federal penalties for the possession of up to one ounce of marijuana.”

