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01 - Introduction



We have to accept by now that the 'war on drugs' - started by Nixon over 50 years ago - has catastrophically failed. Primarily because you can never win a war that has no territory to capture, but mainly because you cannot control the demand for something by trying to limit the supply. You can only change the price and the risks people are willing to take to feed the demand by controlling the supply side.

It is time that we collectively - the people of the world who have been living in unjust and draconian drugs policies for the last 50 years - have an adult conversation about what drugs are, why people want them and how we can reduce the harm caused by them, both to the individual and to society at large.

I was thinking of writing up a long summary of how the war has failed, but those wonderful people over at Wikipedia have done a far better and thorough job of it than I have. I have nothing to add and I would only be paraphrasing their work. If you think that we are winning this war, please go and read this article before continuing;

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_on_drugs
It is also astounding how many ex-politicians and ex-chiefs of police who also say that the drug war has failed and it is time to have a grown-up conversation about the matter. The key part here is the 'ex'. None of them say it when they are in their jobs, as their jobs depend on them propagating the lie. Only when they are free to speak their minds without financial repercussions do they admit what hypocrites they have been all these past years. It works in reverse too. Before the 2008 UK election I distinctly remember both David Cameron and Nick Clegg saying that if they got into power they would legalise cannabis. I think Clegg said it first and Cameron copied him, trying to look cool as Clegg was polling well. Then, the very second that they got into power and the vile Theresa May was installed in the Home Office they promptly forgot that they ever said it.

We have also had two US presidents. Bill "I tried it once but didn't inhale" (bullshit) Clinton and Barack "I did inhale, I thought that was the point" Obama. Two presidents, one of which has openly admitted using drugs, but both kept it fully illegal on their watch. But hey, it's not like any US president did mountains of cocaine, right? Right?

Then we have the traces of cocaine found in the Palace of Westminster. I remember the news articles about it being found in the toilets, but nothing since. Was there even a search done? Do the police patrol Parliament with dogs in the same way that they take great enjoyment in patrolling music festivals? I don't know, because it all went quiet.

If politicians want to tell us that 'drugs are bad, mmkay' then they should be out front leading us. Not talking about linking benefit payments to drug testing, but voluntarily submitting themselves for testing and publishing the results. Any politician that does not do this is a hypocrite.

They are also very quick to forget the histories of their own countries. The two countries with the most rabid anti-drug politicians ... *checks notes* ... the UK and the US have a solid history when it comes to drugs. The CIA ran drugs ... is alleged to have ran drugs in order to fund its black operations. And the UK. Well, the UK steals the cherry from the top of the cake of shit. The UK went to war with China ... *checks notes* ... twice, in order to force them to buy our opium. They didn't even want our drugs and we went to war to force them to buy it. Just stealing their money outright would have been more ethical. As in; not at all ethical, but slightly better than forcing addictive drugs on them.

Then we get on to the perverse way that the current policies drive the creation and supply of drugs. Don't believe me? Let me take you on a journey dear reader, back to what I would describe as the "happy time".

First there was the illegal rave scene in the late 80's and early 90's. These things were a menace, but not because of the drugs. The tangential harms were greater. Since the events were naturally illegal the organisers didn't have to care about silly things like safety, crowd control, fire risks or even things like basic sanitation or having water and medical personnel on site. I'm sure that many of the organisers did their best - deaths at your rave is bad for business - but the dangers were there. Then there was the harm to the local environment. 5,000 people descending on a field in the middle of nowhere causes havoc for the local residents and completely destroys the field. Surrounding livestock wouldn't be too happy either. The police also hated these events because they would be called by concerned locals, have to kit up a team big enough to disperse the crowd as well as have enough medical and other support around to cater for anyone having a bad time as well as the injuries sustained by the police themselves. Overall they were bad news but they were borne of the desire to have a good time, and there was nowhere legal to do this.

This situation was intolerable for the police. Not only did they have to deal with their 'normal' Friday and Saturday nights - drunks fighting in the town centres at kicking-out time, then the drunk drivers straight afterwards - but they now had to kit 100, 150, 200 officers and transport them to Bumfark, Idaho at the drop of a hat.

I don't know if there was any policy shift here or just market forces but in the mid 90's, clubbing went mainstream. City centre clubs opened and pulled big name DJs to play to packed houses. They were legit, so they had insurance and were up to code on things like fire exits. The toilets are best not mentioned, but eh. I've seen worse in a student union bar at the end of a beer festival. The drugs - MDMA and amphetamine were the ones of choice - were of high quality and rarely dangerous. If anyone was in trouble they were taken to the back room and cared for. The club elders and the staff knew when to call the ambulance and knew to tell the truth to the medics. During this time, the number of times I saw a police officer waiting at the club entrance to search and arrest the drug users? Zero. Not even once. Every baby officer in the city knew where these clubs were. Charities and health providers even set up drug testing stations to check that people weren't going to take anything bad. That would be a prime spot to make arrests. But the truce held. At least it wasn't PCP. The police were satisfied that we weren't dying in massive numbers and we weren't causing harm to the surrounding society, leaving them to get on with their real work - the drunks.

Then nearing the end of the 00's - coinciding with the rise of e-commerce - the government decided that everyone was having way too much of a good time and decided to spoil it. OK, I'm over dramatising here. How it really went down[*]. The UN had got governments to ban sassafras oil - a precursor ingredient for MDMA - in 1993 but there was little impact on supply until a huge seizure in 2008. The MDMA supply retracted, so the cooks looked around for something new to make and sell. Combined with easy anonymous ordering from web sites and postal delivery, the range and variety of drugs exploded. We saw Mephedrone (meow-meow, m-cat) get big and the range of strong synthetic cannabinoids available grew faster than the government could ban them. Worse, with the postal delivery a new generation of drug user was born. One that wasn't introduced to drugs gently by their elders, but who could have something of unknown strength and purity just drop into their letterbox. They weren't taught to drink water, they were never told not to mix hard drugs and alcohol. They weren't safe.

Maybe this boom would have happened anyway. Maybe it was just the right time for it. But the shrink in the supply of good, high quality MDMA didn't help.

To conclude the introduction I want to make one last point about the current state of drugs education. Sure, there is Frank and they do give bloody good advice. But it's something you have to know about and seek out. The level of drugs education in schools and from the visiting police is 'drugs are bad, mmkay'. I can't remember if it was South Park or one of my more intelligent friends who introduced me to this concept, but that education is as good as abstinence-only sex-ed; counterproductive. When you are bombarded with this 'gonna have a bad time' and 'not even once' stuff as a kid, then you go into the wide world and try a spliff because the cool kid just handed it to you and you don't have a bad time, and it made you feel a little bit happy and giddy really ... that's when you think back to all the advice and think "if they lied to me about weed, what else did they lie to me about?" A better tool would be a completely open and honest talk about what drugs do, what the good bit are and what the dangers are. Much like Stan's dad did. I know that one was South Park.

While having some of my friends proofread this, one provided some interesting feedback. They are younger than me and went through the education system later than I did. They report that when they were in college there was a 'drugs talk' from someone with the advice of "you shouldn't do drugs, but if you do make sure you do this ...". That's the sensible sort of practical advice that young people need in order to make the correct decisions. They can't remember who it was that gave the talk, but they said it might have been Frank and I'm inclined to agree. It sounds like Frank.


02 - The harm



Much like Professor Nutt I am going to break harms out into harms against the user themselves - and harms against society - the people around the drug user, sometimes who have never consented or wanted to have a drug user near them.

But first, I am going to address the biggest problem head on. This should really be in the whataboutisms section, but it's a big one and needs tackling head-on if you do not understand what harm reduction is about. OK, here goes.

Are drugs safe?

No!

Can you ever make drugs 100% safe?

No!

So what can we do with the tools in the harm reduction toolkit? We can look at the risks and take as many steps as possible to reduce the risk. No human activity is risk-free. In 2022 - still a pandemic year - there were 1,695 deaths on the roads in the UK. That's roughly 4.6 deaths a day. There were 22,454 deaths from the virus itself, about 61.5 per day. Given the rate that society is pushing to 'get back to the office' and to 'get back to normal', we have a pretty fucked up sense of what the real dangers are.

That out of the way, if you are not familiar with Professor Nutt's work then I recommend you read this paper before continuing;

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(10)61462-6/fulltext (free, registration required)

Yes, that is the Professor Nutt who was removed from the ACMD by the piece of dangling knob-cheese Tony Blair, for saying that more people die from riding horses than taking MDMA in the UK each year. While he is not wrong, I think he was slightly unwise to phrase it like that. Since drugs are illegal we can never know the true number of users so a direct comparison of the raw numbers is a bit unscientific. The ratio of uses to deaths per year is a better statistic to use but we will never know what that number is while drugs are illegal. Please do note though that the paper is peer-reviewed and published in The Lancet. If I ever had to place my life on the line and choose between advice from Professor Nutt or a crazed warmonger, I'll take the good professor's advice every time.

And I'm not going to labour the point about the differences in harm ... fuck it, yes I am. It's alcohol. The problem is booze. The one drug that is legal is also the one that causes the most harm to the user and to society. Well done governments of the world, you've banned the safer ones and kept the most dangerous one legal. You should be proud of what you've done. Go and give yourselves the clap you bunch of spineless cretins.

Harms to the user

Medical harms

Strangely enough, this is the category that we know the most about as a species, and know enough to mitigate. We know that smoking causes cancers in the lungs, throat and mouth. We know that unregulated heavy drinking leads to diabetes and renal failure. We know that people with heart complications probably shouldn't be taking stimulants and MDMA and then doing high-energy activities like dancing for 8 hours.

The only problem is that right now, we know these things and don't do anything about it. We screen for things like breast cancer and prostate cancer regularly once we hit a certain age. We are told that a persistent cough is one of the signs of lung cancer. Every smoker has a persistent cough. All the time. But they pass it off as 'smokers cough' and only visit the doctor when it is late in the day. The earlier we catch these things medically, the cheaper and easier it is to both treat the disease but also offer interventions to bring the user away from the harms they are doing to themselves.

The unknown strength and provenance also goes here. We've all heard the stories from the police about 'cocaine cut with glass powder' and that's frankly bullshit to scare the children as powdered glucose is far easier to obtain than glass powder, whatever that is. But without regulation there really could be anything in that substance you are being sold. Think back to the days before alcohol regulation, or prohibition era US, where the alcohol could literally - and frequently did - outright kill people.

The police in the UK already try to do harm reduction - they will make public announcements when there is a 'bad batch' of heroin going around (really, this usually means it's stronger than people are used to so they OD easier, rather than being contaminated) and prison officers will warn their addicts that the heroin on the outside is way stronger than they are used to on the inside. If we are committed to saving lives in this way through harm reduction then it would make the most sense to actually regulate content and strength, so people know what they are getting each time. We already do this with alcohol.

Legal/economic harm

I have put these two together as to the user they are fairly closely related. During the fairly recent legalisation of cannabis moves in the US, one outlier was a group of mothers. They had children who were about to become teenagers and they were campaigning for legalisation. Their point was that across all of them, as a group, at least some of their children were practically guaranteed to try cannabis at some point. They argued that the most dangerous thing about cannabis was being caught with it. An arrest, a conviction, maybe some jail time, that sort of thing can change the course of a young life.

For me as well, if the truce hadn't been on then being caught a couple of times with simply personal amounts of club drugs could lead a bad-tempered judge to lean towards prison. Again, time in prison is a near certainly lost job, probably a broken lease or mortgage on your home and a couple of months later you are kicked out of prison with no job, no home, £90 in your hand and poor prospects of getting another decent job in your field as a convict. At that point it probably makes more sense economically to fall in with the friends you made inside and start doing crime. Congratulations government, you are manufacturing criminals while asking the taxpayer to cover the cost of making them.

The last part for this section is the perverse incentive of criminal drug dealers to either upsell (push) or get their customers on to a substance that is addictive. The crack epidemic in the US is a direct symptom of market forces working in an unregulated drug market.

Harms to society

Economic harms

The most obvious economic harm to society is the amount of money we pay for a failed system of enforcement. We pay a ridiculous amount of money for policing, courts, legal representation and incarceration - and the only effect that has on drug supply is the price of drugs. You aren't removing demand by all this wasted activity, you are simply changing how much people need to pay to get their drugs. Once drugs are legal the money can be spent elsewhere, improving policing on other crime areas, as well as providing for a system of harm reduction for those people who do use drugs. It works out cheaper that way.

The next one is the loss of tax revenue. Because drugs are illegal there is a lot of risk in handling and supplying them. Most of the street price is not the cost of manufacture, but basically 'danger money' for the people that handle them. Add to that the cost of transportation of small batches in specialist vehicles, the bribes needed for corrupt police and customs officers and the markup from manufacture to sale is staggering. Once legal that entire markup can be translated into revenue in either punitive sin taxes or simply by making the government the only legal supplier, as some Nordic countries do with alcohol. That money can be funnelled into harm reduction, education, or anything else the government does with its money. Mainly pensions and military I am led to believe.

While researching this topic, I found a wonderful FOI request to the Home Office, submitted in 2013. I will reproduce the relevant part here. The second part of it goes on to highlight the government hypocrisy when dealing with drug use and I recommend you give it a read.

1) What is the total financial cost of loss/damage from acquisitive crime caused by Class A drug users in the UK (per year)?

1) The most recent estimate of the annual social and economic cost of Class A drug use in England was £15.4 billion, for the year 2003/04. Of this, problematic drug use (defined as use of heroin and/or crack cocaine) accounts for 99% of the total, and the costs of Class A drug-related crime is 90% (estimated £13.9 billion) of that total.



Furthermore, the most recent Home Office research estimated that between a third and a half of all acquisitive crime is committed by offenders who use heroin, cocaine or crack cocaine. There are no equivalent figures for Class B and Class C drug use.

Reproduced under the terms of the Open Government License v3.0.

The original release can be found at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-cost-of-acquisitive-crime-caused-by-class-a-drug-users-in-the-uk

I have run that £14bn in 2003 money through the Bank of England's inflation calculator, and it's roughly £24bn in 2023 money. I think it is worth hammering home the point that this is the pure economic damage from theft to feed an addictive drug habit. That is not even touching on the social cost of thieves stealing items of sentimental value as well as financial value, or damaging otherwise worthless items of sentimental value while ransacking a house. When you consider that the thief is going to get a much lower price for the item (second hand, stolen) from a fence than the cost of replacing it (new), the whole system seems utterly pointless. This cost is paid by all of us, collectively, through higher insurance premiums, or not being able to afford insurance and then having items stolen.

You can add to the social cost the elderly lady who has had her handbag snatched for the £20 in it, who now doesn't feel safe in the street any more. The lost photos when a phone or digital camera is stolen.

Social harms

This one is really easy to define. It's counted in bodies and wounded. Postcode gangs in London fighting for turf, the innocents in the background when guns go off, vulnerable people cuckoo'd by the county lines system.

We have seen grenade attacks in Stockholm over drug gang rivalries. That someone has not been injured by that yet is a miracle. Between me writing that last sentence and publishing, well, yeah, it happened. A completely innocent newly qualified teacher has been killed by "an explosion" simply because she committed the crime of living next door to a target. The worst part about this senseless taking of a life is that it was So Fucking Predictable. While most of the blame for this lies with the people who caused the explosion and the people who may have ordered it done, the politicians who keep drugs illegal for simple ideological reasons also have blood on their hands.

How much more blood and suffering is needed to appease the morons in charge? How many more maimed and wounded people are they happy to have on their conscience? All because 'drugs are bad, mmkay'?


03 - What we have tried so far



Switzerland

Remember that £24bn from the last chapter? The loss to the economy from theft to feed addictive drug habits? Pepperidge Farm remembers, and so does Switzerland. They have decided as a society that it is simply cheaper and has better health outcomes to just give their heroin addicts government heroin, on demand. There are many benefits to this. Theft to feed a habit is zero or as near zero as you can get. Why bother going to all the trouble of stealing something if you can just get the end goal for free?

The heroin is then consumed in special buildings run by the government. There is a nurse present. This touch-point is a great place for a health and welfare check. The nurse can ask about general health and direct to other services if needed. They can also ask "had you considered trying to give up heroin?" and I bet that more than once someone has said yes and been directed into support services. The nurse is also there to watch the patient while they shoot up. If there are any complications then the nurse can call in emergency services quickly and in medical situations it is the speed of response that saves lives. They could also be on hand for an overdose, but that never happens as the government heroin is regulation strength and is the same each time. No 'bad batches' to catch out the unwary junkie.

Cheaper for society and has better health outcomes? What's not to like. I bet if you asked the UK insurance companies if they would like to keep paying the £24bn per year, or fund a heroin and crack scheme like this out of £12bn per year, and keep the rest I bet I know what the answer is. That would be £12bn dropped directly into the UK economy in the form of cheaper premiums for everyone. Anyone not familiar with the broken window fallacy, this is your time to go read up on it and impress the people at your next dinner party.

The UK

Believe it or not, the world's biggest drug pusher and hypocrite used to have what was called the 'British system' before the global banning of drugs started. This meant that you could go to your doctor and basically get drugs on request.

"Oh doc, I'm finding it harder to get up in the mornings with my age."

"Don't worry me old mucka, have some cocaine. It's what Hitler used to inject into his eyeballs and it did wonders for him!"

"Doctor, it's me kids see. They're right lippy little shits and make all this noise all the time. I don't get any peace."

"It's OK old crone. Here's a week's supply of valium and a stick to beat them with."

Ah, the olden days. It was a different time. Seriously though, my mother remembers my nan getting valium from the doctor and a girl who came over to clean and help around the house. All supplied by the government.

Imagine this system today ...

"Doc, since we've got a bit older I don't find the wife as attractive as she was and we haven't done it in years now. Can you help?"

"Got just the thing for you sunshine. Here's two pills of molly. Put them under the tongue and let them dissolve and you'll be at it like rabbits within the hour. Oh, almost forgot, here's a viagra too, so you can get it up. Don't let the little lady get a sniff of it though, you don't want to know what it does to women."

A system where medics are in control of the supply is a good one. They can not only supply safe drugs but also check in on the patient's health at the same time. You might be starting to notice a pattern here.

Portugal

In 2001 Portugal decriminalised all drug use. If you are caught in possession of personal amounts - they class a supply enough for 10 days to be personal - you go in front of a panel of a psychiatrist, a social worker and a lawyer. The purpose of the panel is to steer the user into addiction support services, but even if declined they cannot issue criminal sanctions, only a fine.

There was an uptick in usage following the decriminalisation, but this was also observed in similar countries that had not changed their laws. The primary reason for decriminalisation - a reduction in HIV rates - was pretty successful. Overall, uptake of addiction services is up and death rates have declined. This is exactly what harm reduction is meant to do.

Interestingly, if you ask a British politician who is going on about drugs about what lessons we can learn from Portugal, they don't want to talk about it. Odd.

A summary of the situation can be found at Wikipedia and the Cato Institute has done a study on the effects.


04 - The solution



It must be fucking obvious by now. Legalise, regulate and tax. Save the money on the policing and the theft and put that money into harm reduction measures and whatever else that a dirty grubby government of shysters spends its money on. Anyone who can't see that after 50 years of losing a war is wilfully ignorant.

When going through this solution, I am talking about the majority of drugs, both currently legal and illegal. Is alcohol in there? You bet your fucking arse the most dangerous drug known to humanity is in there. Does poppers make the list? Yep, despite being legal and generally safe there are some tricks to that one. The ones I am going to make exceptions of are the dangerously addictive ones - nicotine (tobacco), crack and heroin. I will discuss them near the end.

Should things like caffeine be in here? Probably not. In the concentrations we use it in it does not really cause problems to the user or society and most people know how to handle it safely by the time they reach their teenage years. I am not going to pretend to be the ultimate scientist on this issue - far from it - so what goes in the list or not should ultimately be decided by the medical profession. Remember those people Blair? The ones who used to sit on the ACMD before you got rid of the requirement for it to contain a vet and a GP and you then stuffed it with your political crony boot-lickers? Yeah. Medics. With degrees in medicine. And science.

I think we have come to the point where drugs are too important of an issue to be left to the politicians.

From now on, decisions on what drugs are available should be made by medics only. They should also realise that if a substance is banned, then there will be a black market for it. The job of harm reduction is to try to stop a dangerous behaviour and replace it with a less risky one. Want to try crack? How about some MDMA instead? Your teeth won't fall out and it feels just as good. Bad cough on a smoker? Try a vape. It's like smoking, but without the combustion products going straight into your lungs.

Legalisation and supply

At this point, pretty much the only way to beat the black market is to out-compete it. There are couple of ways to do this, easily.

One is to just make drugs legal, regulate strength and quality but leave it up to the existing market structures to arrange the supply. Then tax the shit out of it.

Another is to make the drugs only legal if supplied through a government shop. Again with the regulation and quality. You can easily undercut the black market on price and deliver a guaranteed quality.

Letting the market get on with it is working well in places like Colorado for weed. The government supply works well for alcohol in some Nordic counties. Take your pick of the economic systems.

Getting the produce into the hands of the punters

Currently the system we have of legal drug distribution is a bit ... lacking. In the UK anyone can walk into any store on their 18th birthday and buy a big bottle of vodka and a pack of cigarettes, no questions asked. No questions like "do you know you should probably water down the vodka, like a lot, on your first go?" Or "why the fuck are you sleepwalking into a nicotine addiction? Don't do that!"

We as a society already accept government intrusion into our lives when our behaviour might put others at risk. We accept that we need to be tested and licensed to drive a car, and accept that the police can pull us over for any reason and ask to see our insurance. This is the level of intrusion that we accept in order to keep everyone else safe. There is absolutely no reason why we cannot do the same with drugs.

At the moment the education about drugs - the real education, not 'drugs are bad, mmkay' - is left in the hands of the peer group, or if you are incredibly lucky the cool parents of a friend who would rather you did it in their house than out on the street or in the woods.

Since the medics are now in control the education can be better, and formalised. If you want to try a new drug - of any kind, including alcohol - you would need to report to your local drug licensing centre and ask to be allowed that drug. This is the first touch-point. The medics there can then assess you - if you are asking for powerful stimulants such as speed or cocaine then a simple EKG should be the minimum. They can check your current physical fitness and see if there are any pre-existing risk factors that could cause complications. They can also give the safety briefing about the substance you are interested in, how it reacts with other substances you are licensed for and tell you what the danger signs are and when to seek help. If a group of friends is presenting together then even better; the group can be briefed together and told what the danger signs look like in other people so they can look out for their mates.

The presumption of all of this is that the person is then licensed for the substance and allowed to consume it, if they so wish. Anything else is how we end up with black markets, money going into criminal structures and grenades landing in the doorway of blocks of flats.

To begin with, the license could and should be for ... one month? Have a try, come back, talk to the medics about your experiences. This initial restriction is a great place to re-do the medical exam as well, to make sure that the substance isn't causing complications in the user. Rinse and repeat at three months. Talk about it, re-run the medical.

After that, the user should be considered fairly proficient and licensed for a year at a time. They still have to keep coming back in a year, talking and re-doing the medical. This constant contact with medics allows the physical and mental state of the user to be monitored. In the UK we are seeing heavy drinkers - completely legal right now - developing cirrhosis of the liver in their mid to late 20's. Under the current system, the first thing they know about this is when they go to the doctor for something else and it comes back as liver damage. Under the proposed licensing system they could have been talked to and tested maybe 10 times before this stage. If they know about it early and know what the consequences are then they have at least a chance to change their behaviour. Same with smoking and lung disease.

Sure, some people are going to continue to drink themselves into the ground, but that is their choice. Right now, it isn't a choice as they don't even know that they are causing such harm to themselves.

Dosage and strength should be a negotiation between the medics and the user. If the user wishes to take more of a substance the default choice should again be to allow, even to levels of harm because the alternative is a black market. The license should carry a quota, in terms of amount allowed per week or month. The medical testing is there to not only check for harm, but to check that the user is indeed using the substance themselves. If someone requests a license, requests a higher quota but isn't taking that level of substance themselves then it is obvious they are feeding a black market. The substance is then being sold to people without a license - either children or someone who doesn't have a license so isn't in contact with the support system.

Obviously, secondary supply and sales should remain illegal. If a user is caught by the police with a substance or quantity they aren't personally licensed for then the current criminal penalties should apply.

Licensing and data protection

Since this is now a medical function, the data for the licensing system should remain in the hands of the medical profession, not government at large and certainly not the police. It should be treated as privately as normal medical records. Note UK and US; in a proper functioning democracy that means that medical records are confidential, not sold off to any marketing scum that pays for it. You are failed states.

The police will require access from time to time. The purpose of having such a system is to ensure that people have access to substances while keeping them engaged with the medical profession, while destroying the black market. The black market will sell to anyone; especially minors. The police will need to continue to investigate illegal sale (resale) and supply. They should not have blanket access to the database, but should need to argue for a warrant from a judge. It is also possible to set up a specialist police unit within the medical database so the police can ask questions, the internal police can investigate the data (sales, quota sizes and signs of personal use) then balance what to release against the rights of the data subjects to privacy.

Be sure; this is not a 'free drugs for everyone' system, it is a way of controlling supply to people alongside education and regular health checks.

The license and buying

When you have your shiny new license you can now go out and buy drugs. The sellers should also be licensed, in the same way that places selling alcohol in the UK currently are. When the buyer wants to make a purchase they should insert their license into a card reader at the point of sale. The license identifier and the bill of sale should be transmitted to the licensing agency and the agency will return a simple 'yes' or 'no' response, based on what is being asked for and the user's remaining quota. That decision should not be made locally in the store. The reason for a 'no' should also not be transmitted. If the user wants to find out why they were refused then they need to go to the licensing agency and ask.

Like UK bar staff, the individual selling the items should bear criminal responsibility for making an illegal sale. They will need to be checked, in the same way that the police send children into corner shops trying to buy alcohol. An illegal sale would be the loss of a license to sell for the merchant plus whatever criminal penalties society deems fit. The UK has got pretty good with how it handles illegal alcohol sales and there is no reason this cannot work with drugs.

The benefits

These should be obvious by now.

For the user; a legal way to access known quality and quantities of the substance they currently source from the black market. They have their health checked and monitored in an ongoing way and any health risks can be spotted early and mitigated. Or not, but that is the choice of the individual. Maybe as a society we do decide that there is a point we stop allowing a person to harm themselves, but that is an ethics question beyond this framework. With this framework there is at least a way of making that decision while right now people can harm themselves into oblivion without any checks and balances.

Since drugs are now legal then there is also a benefit to the user in emergency situations. I was brought up to lie to the police all I wanted, but to damn well tell the medics the truth. Sadly under a regime where drugs are outlawed you don't stop people taking them, but the illegality might cause people to lie to medics. Consider the following scenarios;

"What has he taken tonight?"

"A gram of speed and 3 of these *hands over a pill* "we were told they were molly, but I'm not so sure what's in them."

"What has he taken tonight?"

"Nothing mate, just had a bit too much to drink."

The difference in those answers can be the difference between life and death when talking to a medic. When drugs are legal the medics also have access to the person's license, so they can see what they are licensed for and what their last couple of purchases were. Constant known strength substances will also aid in diagnosis and treatment.

For society; drug supply is taken out of the hands of criminals. The cost to society is vastly reduced (remember that £24bn in theft?) and law enforcement can drastically scale back. There are no violent turf wars for supply and innocent people stop dying. There are no grenades thrown in capital cities.

Because the police are now not worrying about legal use, they can turn their spare resource to the illegal supply that remains. Minors are still going to want to get their hands on things they shouldn't and there will still be a (vastly reduced) black market.

Since the criminal penalties for simply being caught with drugs are now also removed, any drug users in society are not under threat of prison, job loss and loss of their home simply because they like something other than alcohol. They will not be randomly plucked from functioning society and turned into a criminal by the current criminal-creation machine. This means less disruption in the job market and overall a more stable and productive economy.

What this system is not

This system is not a panacea. It will not remove all of society's ills in one go. The black market will still exist. Minors will still get access to things they shouldn't. Some people will be distrustful of government and the licensing scheme and will prefer to buy products of unknown quality and provenance, simply because the sale is anonymous.

The main benefit is that these things will be in a much reduced capacity and harder to do. Access will also cost more as the economies of scale work on the smaller black market.

Heroin, crack and ... tobacco?

I have left these until last as I don't know what to do with them. Part of me that wants the black market gone says that all substances should be available, on request, once the user has been medically tested and briefed on the dangers.

Another part of me says that these ones are special. They are so destructive because of the level of addiction.

Denmark has recently considered plans to restrict tobacco sales not by age, but by birth year (EU question, and answer). This would allow current smokers to continue buying it, but drastically reduce the number of new smokers each year. I'm OK with this. I think that the public health outcomes overcome the imposition on individual freedom. From the answer given it seems the EU is also OK with this, on the grounds that health outcomes can override discrimination law in certain cases.

Just recently, the new government in New Zealand has rolled back a similar law. From reading that article it appears that in order to form a coalition government, repeal of the law was a requirement for some of the parties involved. Since the major party was absolutely determined to push through tax cuts for the well-off, they needed to raise revenue somewhere and tobacco ended up being the thing they need to keep the money flowing. The key thing here is that only 1 of the parties involved campaigned to repeal the law and that party only won 6% of the vote. This should serve as a shining example of how a minority viewpoint that is counter to public health can still win, via the grubby nature of politics. When I say politicians have blood on their hands this is exactly the sort of thing I am talking about. They have condemned future generations - mainly of poor people and minorities so that's OK - to a future of early deaths and diseases simply so that rich people can pay less tax. Utter cunts.

I think if someone wants to take up tobacco and become a new user, part of the training needs to be a week volunteering on a ward looking after elderly people with lung disease.

As far as heroin and crack go - the producers of between a third and half of all theft - I think the Swiss have it right. All existing users should be allowed free government drugs, provided they do it in a safe location with a medic present. It is simply cheaper to society and has better health outcomes for the individual.

The thorny point is should society allow new heroin and crack addicts to be created, simply because they wish to try it. Personally, I would say no, but that is driving people who really want to try it straight into the hands of the black market again. I would hope that most people would be satisfied with choosing the safer substances on offer, especially once they know the risks of the dangerous ones. Still, I am not the final arbiter of this. Thankfully. I'll leave this one as an open question for society to answer.


05 - Whataboutisms



What you are proposing is preposterous. It will turn the nation into a bunch of stoned druggies

Evidence from the Cato Institute study in Portugal shows that drug use rose in-line with other countries that had kept drugs illegal. Drugs are not for everyone and it should be up to the individual to discuss with trained medics what is right for them.

Licensing is condoning and more people will want to try it

The licensing system being proposed is more onerous to get through and safer for the user than simply seeking out a drug dealer and buying whatever is being sold at the moment. In the illegal trade, money is the only driver instead of the health and well-being of the customer.

If you make drugs legal then our roads will be full of drug-drivers

They are already. You just don't realise it. The other problem is that because drugs are illegal we don't know how many people are doing this.

Licensing will give the police a heads-up too. If they spot someone driving erratically then I believe that is probable cause enough to ask the licensing agency if the driver is registered, what they are licensed for and what quantities they can be expected to have on them right now. That will give enforcement a running start on what signs to look for in the driver, while at the moment they have no idea if the person is drunk, on drugs or 'simply' tired (tiredness also kills; see: Great Heck).

I know that the data in the database should be sensitive to police intrusion, but something like driving a vehicle has implications on society at large and I believe that this sort of access is reasonable and proportional.

I also think that there are some professions that should be denied licenses, or have severe restrictions. In the UK, railway workers - and I don't know for sure but I really hope pilots - are routinely drug tested in order to keep their jobs. People in professions where safety at work is critical should be denied a license or have severe restrictions on use patterns.

Druggies are useless, we should just bring back hanging for them

This is a deeply ingrained stigma in society. The truth is that you don't really know who is using substances in private, or in a club. We have evidence of drug use in the highest offices in the land in the UK and the US. Use of drugs certainly isn't an impediment to success.

My mate Bob's son took one toke of the wacky-baccy and he turned into a paranoid lunatic

No, he didn't. As in take one toke. He was doing it for years and lying to you all about it. Yes, paranoia is a symptom associated with long-term use of cannabis and a couple of other substances. If your mate's son had been in constant contact with medics and mental health professionals over the time he was smoking it there is a good chance that this could have been caught far earlier and he could have been directed away from use or into support schemes. It is the illegality of the substance and the stigma associated with that illegality that caused him to lie to you.

Alcohol is legal and it's good enough for me. It should be good enough for you too

In terms of damage to society in general, alcohol is the most dangerous substance around. If you think that the 'dangerous' illegal drugs should be illegal then alcohol should also be banned, immediately.

Also, not everyone is the same and some of us prefer substances other than alcohol.


06 - Organised crime



Finally, a plea to the crime syndicates that control the drugs trade right now.

Firstly, please don't hunt me down. While I am not hard to find and especially not hard to harm, I am just a citizen, nothing more. I hate the ridiculous drugs laws as much as you do.

I will criticise you for your use of violence. It is never the answer, even if you only killed each other. But you do not. You kill innocents as well. Doing that only gives law enforcement and the politicians reason to say that you are dangerous and should be hunted down.

If you want to 'win' this drugs war the most sensible thing you could ever do is stop the violence, stop the pushing of harmful (addictive) substances and work on harm reduction. If you can supply good, stable-quality less-harmful drugs with the correct medical advice to go along with them then you can argue to civil society that you are simply business people, fulfilling a demand and doing so with social responsibility. Unfortunately, the demand happens to be for something illegal.

Right now, by creating crack and heroin addicts these people are essentially lost to a life of petty crime, preying on their neighbours to feed a habit. Government response isn't going to help these people. Someone has to. If you step in and get drug users into stable legitimate jobs where they are earning money then their purchasing power increases. There will still be a market for drugs, but without the addiction lock-in that causes so much social harm.

Without the violence, without the addiction, with addiction support services - yes, you will need to stop buying guns and start doing things like buying suits for job interviews and interview coaching for addicts - there will be ground roots pressure for a change in the law. You can then work with and fund political activists to make this happen. You might need to buy a few newspapers too. No problems fighting as dirty as the other side currently does.

Then, you can use your knowledge of the supply chains and manufacturing to go legit. Be the good guys. Try it, it's less dangerous and more profitable.

Right now you waste so much of your own money and the lives of people in your organisations because of the illegality. In the 80's you would fly planes of cocaine into Florida and a loss of an aircraft, its crew and 100% of the product was 'just a cost of doing business'. These days, you build the narco subs - bloody good effort by the way - and again, total hull losses of a percentage of shipments is just a cost, factored in to your accounts. Imagine if you could just fill up a TEU and FedEx it to your destination. Sure, the cost centres will shift. Now you need to focus on worker health and safety and quality control instead of bribes and lost shipments. Hire a couple of people from the current pharmaceutical industry. They've already solved these problems.

Oh, and while drugs are still illegal, hire a couple of geneticists. See what other plants can be modified to produce THC. Fuck enforcement. If we can all grow a banana plant in our houses that happens to get us high as well it's going to be a much harder game for the governments.

But please, stop the violence. It's not doing you or the cause any favours.


07 - Recommended reading



Obviously, you don't need to have read everything referenced here to have an opinion on this document. In fact, I will bet good money that some people have an opinion on this document without having even read all of this document. They are probably politicians and rabid wingnuts.

For those of you that have read this document, it is obvious that my point comes from the harm reduction camp. What I will agree with the politicians on is; yes, drugs are dangerous. Where we disagree is about the why.

If you listen to politicians speak - while in power - they will state how harmful drugs are, how many lives lost, how many communities ruined, as if this is an inherent property of drugs. It is not. Asthmatics use steroids and people with ADHD use amphetamines to their great advantage. Safely, and legally. Why? Because doctors have authorised it and instruct them on the safe usage.

Most of the harms of the illegal drug market come down to unsafe use and unknown contents. Heck, the fentanyl epidemic in the US right now is mainly caused by unregulated capitalism and people buying things that they think are non-fentanyl but having some mixed in, because it makes the substance more addictive. Of course, the US response to a medical crisis is to suggest bombing it. They are nothing if not consistent.

I wanted this to be a short chapter, but there I go banging the drum again.

I think that some of the most influential works I have read that bring out the dangers of drugs being illegal are the following. If you want to understand more about the social side of the issue I would heavily recommend you go read them.

Gang Leader for a Day: A Rogue Sociologist Takes to the Streets

Gang Leader for a Day: A Rogue Sociologist Takes to the Streets is a memoir written by Sudhir Venkatesh. The book chronicles the life of the urban poor and explores Venkatesh's views on poverty, money, gangs, drugs, and life in Chicago.

Text description taken from Wikipedia, October 2023. Reproduced under CC-BY-SA 4.0.
Original can be found at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gang_Leader_for_a_Day

Shallow Graves: The Hunt for the New Bedford Highway Serial Killer

While primarily a book about an unsolved set of serial killings, intertwined in the story is how closely linked the use of illegal drugs are. It brings out the link between illegal drugs, prostitution and dangerous behaviours. It is my firm opinion that if drugs were legal, several of those women would still be alive.


