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Is it useful to try and influence the input of the European Union and of the Netherlands in the upcoming evaluation and policy making process?

The pessimistic view is that the whole process is a masquerade and that we can better use our time than to try and put sense and evidence in the huge bureaucracies that are at work in international drug policy.

The positive view is that we shouldn’t be stopped by seemingly unsurmountable resistance and enormous hypocrisy. My view is that the theoretical and empirical foundation of drug prohibition is so weak that it may crumble at an unexpected moment, simply because one or two respected politicians decide to speak out.

For the agenda of the “Year of Reflection” that will take place from March 2008 – 2009, a number of ideas are being discussed among drug law reform organizations that seem realistic and that are considered capable of producing worthwhile progress. They can be summarized in three main options:

1. Restricting ourselves to promoting HR worldwide

2. Option 1 plus the demand for taking the cannabis and coca plants out of the UN drug control system.

3. Option 1 plus the demand for ending global drug prohibition and returning to individual countries the right to devise their own drug policies.

One of the main points that I want to discuss is the following:

As long as we (the drug law reform movement) continue to let ourselves be side-tracked in the debate on the dangers and health risks of drugs, we won’t make serious progress. 
The argument should be: the health risks connected to drugs use are no reason for prohibition. They require legal regulation, for the simple reason that prohibition 

1. doesn’t diminish problematic drug use (although it may diminish recreational use),

2. fuels the black market, and 

3. makes both drugs and drug use more dangerous.

Maria Lucia Karam already made clear that we must come out openly for our conviction that prohibition is the core of the largest and most serious part of what is collectively called the drug problem, and  that for that reason prohibition has to be replaced by a regulatory system that makes drugs available to adults.

To her arguments I want to add the following: it is hypocritical not to speak out on legalization (in the sense of legal regulation), because everyone knows this is the core issue.  It is “hanging in the air”, as they say in group psychology. 

Because everyone knows that prohibition versus legalization is the core controversy, not mentioning this reinforces the position of our adversaries. 

Some of the organizations that plead for restricting ourselves to option 1 or 2 believe that is the only way any progress can be made. Still, they must be aware that the enormous collateral damage of prohibition will be prolonged and in some countries even intensified.

The proponents of option two believe starting with the legal regulation of cannabis and coca is feasible in the coming period, and they think that bringing in the need of legalization will destroy that possibility. They base their argument on the limited health risks involved. 

This touches upon another key issue: no substance is completely harmless, not the coca leaf and not cannabis. 

As we have seen in the last years, large subsidies are spent on research that must prove that cannabis is more harmful than we always thought, and unavoidably, some of this research will come up with results that can be used to spread the message that cannabis can no longer be considered harmless or a soft drug.

We can never win the health argument this way. That is the reason we have to turn the argument around. The health risks require legal regulation, not prohibition.

This is not meant to deny that drug use can lead to serious problems, especially for children and psychiatric patients.

The core question for drug policy, however, is which regulatory system is best capable of regulating the drugs market and of containing and preventing problematic drug use. The question of the degree of dangerousness is important for devising the concrete regulatory systems, not for the basic decision on prohibition versus regulation. On the basis of decades of experience it should be clear that prohibition not only increases the health risks connected to drug use, but also stimulates the black market. The health risks require legal regulation, not prohibition.

The biggest obstacle to the radical change that is needed in drug policy is the wide-spread fear and demonization of drugs. Many people have been led to see drugs as demonic, as a sort of multi-headed dragon. When you cut off a head, immediately two or more new heads start growing out.

So softening the “fight against drugs” is out of the question, even for people who are well informed about the terrible negative consequences of the drug war. 

They see it this way: when something is being fought so hard and for so long, but still increases its power, fighting it simply cannot be stopped even with these gigantic collateral damage.

My proposal is to combine option 3 and 2. We must start with the legal regulation of cannabis and coca. Not simply for the reason that these two plants are supposed to be of little harm, but because they do indeed carry health risks – discrete or limited health risks - that should be managed.

It won’t be easy to introduce regulations for substances that were illegal for so long, and for that reason it makes sense to start with the regulations that are relatively easy.

A useful side-effect will be that officials, professionals and indeed the whole population will get the opportunity to experience and witness this process, and gain confidence in the opportunities for a better drug policy.
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