 Downside of the Drug War


In these uncertain times, everyone is wondering what the solution to our current economic downturn could be. While the topic is on the tip of everyone's tongue, even the highest levels of our government don't seem able to offer a viable solution without the prospect of spending more and more money to offer what may be merely temporary solutions. While it has been said that wars tend to strengthen the economy by providing more jobs, the government's War on Drugs takes people out of the workforce leading to a depletion in consumer spending

 
According to the World Prison Population List (fourth edition), right now 664 out of every 100,000 U.S. Citizens are incarcerated. The Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) published in 2002 the prison population had exceeded 2,000,000. That's more than the entire population of Phoenix, AZ! Why has the United States of America, the so called paragon of democracy, been waging war on its own citizens for decades?The government spends twice as much on law enforcement each year as on prevention, rehabilitation and education. In fact, on average, the combined efforts of the state and federal governments to enforce arcane and ineffective drug criminalization laws cost around $49 billion per year, not including the cost of imprisonment, while 61% of this cash is spent on law enforcement alone. (What Does the Drug War cost? New Times June 24 1999). Do we really need more police officers and drug task forces or do we need less “criminals?”


With a considerable part of our workforce whiling away the hours performing menial and meaningless tasks behind a triple layered electric barbed wire fence, is it any wonder consumer spending has steadily declined? Even when those inmates are released, the odds are against them ever returning as a profitable member of society because of the stigma placed on them by government regulations and social discrimination. Contrary to popular belief, a study published by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation in the 2001 Southern Economic Journal reported that, “Non chronic drug use was not statistically related to either of the labor supply measures, indicating light or casual use did not lead to negative effects on the labor supply.” But the drug war does. When self-defeating laws and misled perceptions make it nearly impossible for ex-cons to obtain housing, jobs and driver's licenses, is it any wonder the majority end up back behind those impenetrable walls rather than contributing to their communities? It's a vicious cycle. 


U.S. Law enforcement seized about billions of dollars worth of illegal drugs last year. According to NORML (National Organization for Marijuana Legalization) statistics, in 2006 nearly 28,000 people were doing time in state and federal prisons for a marijuana charge which translates to an estimated loss of $600 million dollars per year. If marijuana were legalized, regulated and taxed like alcohol, tobacco and prescription drugs, all of which have more serious potential side effects and resulting deaths, think of what that could do for our economy! With more government revenue, less spending on drug criminalization and a larger labor force we may be able to turn the current recession around much more quickly. In addition, marijuana legalization would create jobs, which is good news for the approximate 9% of Americans currently unemployed. A whole new industry would be opened up, and a very lucrative one at that. 


For the past several years the medical marijuana debate has been in the spotlight, and now that state and local governments are seeing their revenues drop like stones down the Grand Canyon and their coffers growing just as dry, we are witnessing more support from public servants such as Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger who is urging consideration of marijuana legalization as a solution to California's fiscal crisis. 


Former President Jimmy Carter advocated marijuana legalization in his speech to Congress in 1977, attesting that, “Penalties against the possession of a drug should not be more damaging to the individual than the drug itself; and where they are they should be changed. Nowhere is this more evident to me than in the laws against marijuana in private for personal use.” He went on to recommend that Federal law be amended to eliminate all criminal penalties for possession of up to one ounce of nature's pharmaceutical. The fight to legalize marijuana, and the government's response by declaring "war," is not a new one. It is time to stop looking at our own citizens as criminals and make peace.


It is our right and our responsibility to be informed as a society and to question our government when their policies are detrimental to our continued well being. Albert Einstein gave us his first impression of the USA in 1921, saying, “The prestige of government has undoubtedly been lowered by the prohibition law. For nothing is more destructive of respect for the government and the law of the land than passing laws which cannot be enforced. It is an open secret that the dangerous increase of crime in this country is closely associated with this.” The Drug War creates “criminals.”


Clearly, a nation at war with itself cannot function effectively. If there is a War on Drugs underway in America, then the ones imprisoned because of it can certainly be called prisoners of war. We do have the power to change the current situation in dramatic and beneficial ways. We own the system, we are not owned by it. Let's speak up and educate those who are unaware by dispelling the outdated and outrageous propaganda of an out of touch government. 









By Lisabeth Hughes

