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Dear Sir/Madam,

Thank you for your e-mail of 13th September 2007, about drugs destroying communities and the fact that drugs were legal in Victorian and Edwardian England. 

Can I first explain that the Government has no intention of legalising the recreational use of any currently controlled drug.  In response to the Home Affairs Committee report on The Government’s Drugs Policy: Is It Working? in 2002, the Government stated that “We do not accept that legalisation and regulation is now, or will be in the future, an acceptable response to the presence of drugs”. 

The Government’s view is that the drugs subject to our misuse of drugs legislation are controlled for good reasons. Many – like heroin and crack cocaine – are clearly addictive and harmful to health.  The Government believes that it makes sense for them to remain controlled drugs whose unauthorised production, supply and possession are and will remain illegal.

Legalisation of currently illegal drugs would run counter to the Government’s health and education messages.  The Government’s educational message – to young people in particular – is that all illegal drugs are harmful and that no one should take them.  To legalise their supply for personal consumption would send the wrong message to the majority of young people who do not take drugs on a regular basis, if at all, with the potential risk of increased drug use and abuse.

The Government’s objective is to reduce the use of all illegal drugs substantially and the consequent drain upon the health services that would result – in its view – from increased consumption due to more ready access to increased supply.  While our drugs laws cannot be expected to eliminate drug use, there is no doubt that they do help to limit use and deter experimentation.

Those who advocate legalisation suggest that this would reduce a range of harms associated with the illicit control and supply of drugs.  But this view tends to take no account of the consequences of the significant increase in use that would follow legalisation; and only takes account of the acquisitive crime that feeds some drug habits, not the crimes committed under the influence of drugs or the drawbacks to a lawful, regulated market.

While it is likely that there would be a reduction in acquisitive crime, if drugs were legalised, it is important to remember that there is other crime associated with drug misuse, for example crimes committed under intoxication.  And the legalisation of drugs would not eliminate the crime committed by organised career criminals; such criminals would simply seek new sources of illicit revenue through crime.

A regulated market for drugs through controlled outlets (e.g. licensed pharmacies) would certainly provide the opportunity for tax revenue. But establishing the level of taxation would be difficult.  Setting the price too high would open the door for the illegal markets, while setting it too low could feed that same market.  Nor is it the case that regulated markets would eliminate illicit supplies, as alcohol and tobacco smuggling demonstrate.  Regulation also carries its own administrative and enforcement costs.  Unless drugs were freely available to everyone, including children, it would not be possible to stop the illicit market operating at the margins of any regulated system.

Also, it is not clear how such increased access would reduce the incidence of drug taking, if at all.  On the contrary, government backing in the form of making controlled drugs readily available might exacerbate the problems and the temptations rather than reduce them.  Meanwhile, unilateral action on this or any other government's part would undoubtedly encourage unwanted drug tourism to the country concerned, not least from drug dealers, in the event that there were no similar move to legalise internationally.

The Government is aware of the arguments for legalising controlled drugs in a regulated way and has concluded that the disadvantages would outweigh the benefits.  At a time when it is doing much to try to reduce the use of tobacco and misuse of alcohol due to ever greater concerns about their safety, it would be perverse to take the huge gamble with public health that would be involved in legalising currently illegal drugs.

The Government nevertheless accepts that more needs to be done.  In particular, this includes a stronger emphasis on dealing with problematic drug users and the problems they pose, and on reducing the harm from drug misuse to their own well-being and that of others, given that they account for so much of the social and economic costs of drug misuse and drug-related crime.  For this reason, the Government is engaging those individuals causing the most harm to themselves and others in treatment, dealing with those who commit crime to fund a drug habit by offering them treatment, and investing in education and publicity campaigns to turn people away from drugs.

I hope you find this information useful.

Yours sincerely, 

John McKenna 
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