
Lessons for the War on Drugs 



• As demonstrated during the 1920s, 

prohibition opens up black markets that 

create an opportunity structure for 

organized crime and illegal profit. 



• Illegal drug markets created by 

prohibition make no provision for quality 

control of products or regulation of health 

risks associated with drug use. 



• Needle sharing and other unsafe 

practices associated with illegal drug use 

are major factors in the risk of HIV/AIDS, 

hepatitis, vascular damage, and other 

health problems. 



• Mortality and illness related to drug 

overdose is a direct consequence of the 

unregulated distribution and lack of 

quality control in illegal markets. 



• Alcohol prohibition demonstrated that 

“hard” products, such as whiskey or 

heroin, which are cost-effective to 

transport and market, will tend to 

displace “soft” products such as beer or 

marijuana. 



• The use of marijuana is associated with 

an increased probability of “hard” drug 

use because these illegal substances are 

distributed through the same black 

markets and social networks. 



• Disrespect for drug enforcement and for 

the law in general may result when 

unpopular and widely violated 

prohibitionist statutes remain in effect.  



• Racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S. 

have been disproportionately arrested, 

imprisoned, and subjected to 

discriminatory treatment, such as “racial 

profiling,” for alleged drug law 

violations. 



• Governments engage in official 

hypocrisy when there are laws banning 

relatively harmless drugs while 

dangerous substances such as tobacco or 

alcohol remain legal and readily 

available. 



• The War on Drugs has led to massive 

violations of civil liberties through 

electronic and physical surveillance, 

search and seizure of property, and other 

restrictions on personal liberty by the 

state.  



• People (and their families) who have 

been arrested or labeled for drug-

related activities have been unfairly 

stigmatized and treated as deviant, often 

limiting their future opportunities for 

employment or education. 



• Mandatory sentencing and other 

measures used in the War on Drugs have 

filled federal and state prisons with non-

violent drug offenders, leading to the 

early release of violent offenders. 



• The War on Drugs has cost U.S. taxpayers 

billions of dollars that might have been 

better spent on prevention, treatment, or 

other programs that attack the 

underlying causes of illegal drug use.   



• The War on Drugs has failed to control 

the sale and use of illegal drugs, with the 

U.S. having far higher rates of drug 

problems than other societies with less 

punitive drug policies. 


