
Introduction : 
 
Some anniversaries provide an occasion for celebration, others a time for reflection, still 
others a time for action. Last year in June was marked forty years since President Nixon 
declared a "war on drugs," identifying drug abuse as "public enemy No. 1." But no 
celebrations were planned. What's needed, indeed essential, are reflection -- and action. 
The War on Drugs is a controversial campaign of prohibition and foreign 
military aid and military intervention being undertaken by the United States government, with 
the assistance of participating countries, intended to both define and reduce the illegal drug 
trade. This initiative includes a set of drug policies of the United States that are intended to 
discourage the production, distribution, and consumption of illegal psychoactive drugs. 
Of course the U.S. government has battled drugs for decades — President Eisenhower created 
a 5-member Cabinet committee to "stamp out narcotic addiction" in 1954 — but the term 
"War on Drugs" was not widely used until President Nixon created the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) in 1973 to announce "an all-out global war on the drug menace." 
At that time, In late 1960s recreational drug use have become fashionable among young, 
white, middle class Americans 
 
But today it's hard to believe that Americans have spent roughly a trillion dollars on this 
forty-year war. Hard to believe that tens of millions have been arrested, and many millions 
locked up in jails and prisons, for committing nonviolent acts that were not even crimes a 
century ago. Hard to believe that the number of people incarcerated on drug charges increased 
more than ten times even as the country's population grew by only half. Hard to believe that 
millions of Americans have been deprived of the right to vote not because they killed a fellow 
citizen or betrayed their country but simply because they bought, sold, produced or simply 
possessed a psychoactive plant or chemical. And hard to believe that hundreds of thousands 
of Americans have been allowed to die -- of overdoses, AIDS, hepatitis and other diseases -- 
because the drug war blocked and even prohibited treating addiction to certain drugs as a 
health problem rather than a criminal one. 
 
 

- I A) Back to the origins 
 
In response to the raise of drug use among young people and the counterculture movement, 
government efforts to enforce prohibition were strengthened in many countries during the 
1960’s. 
 
Measures were taken in this period to stop the spread and the trivialization of drugs in the US 
society. The first huge step in this fight concretely began in the late 1960’s, when the US 
lawmakers told marijuana was a Mexican drug and Mexico was the root of the problem. 
 
When the Nixon administration looked for ways to block the import of marijuana from 
Mexico, they took a radical decision which was to close the border. The Operation Intercept 
in 1969 imposed strict, punitive searches of traffic along the US-Mexican border and put 
pressure on Mexico to crack down on marijuana. This foreign policy was a failure, but it 
demonstrated how far the Nixon administration was prepared to go. 
 
A lot of enforcements and administrative institutions spread in the 1970’s in order to launch 
an efficient struggle against drugs. With the passing of the Comprehensive Drug Abuse 
Prevention and Control Act of 1970, the federal government took a more active role in drug 



enforcement and drug abuse prevention. Nixon emphasized treatment at first. But in 1971, 
two congressmen released an explosive report on the growing heroin epidemic among the US 
soldiers in Vietnam : ten to fifteen percent of them were addicted to heroin, and that is why on 
18th June 1971 Richard Nixon launched the “war on drugs”, stating that the drug problem in 
the US had become "public enemy number one".  
 
That is why, before the 1970s, drug abuse was seen by policymakers primarily as a social 
disease that could be solved with treatment, and after the 1970s, drug abuse was seen by 
policymakers primarily as a law enforcement problem that could be solved with aggressive 
criminal justice policies. 
 
The addition of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) to the federal law enforcement 
in 1973 was another significant step in the direction of a criminal justice approach to drug 
enforcement. If the federal reforms of the Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and 
Control Act of 1970 represented the formal declaration of the War on Drugs, the Drug 
Enforcement Administration became its foot soldiers. 
 

- I B) Evolution through time 
 
 Of course war on drugs has Evolved through times, and new measures were taken. 
During a 1984 appearance at an Oakland, Calif. school, the First Lady Nancy Reagan was 
asked by 10-year-old boy what to do if someone offered her drugs. "Just say no," replied 
Reagan. Within a year, 5,000 "Just Say No" clubs had formed around the country. The Drug 
Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) school lecture program, grew into a national 
phenomenon that, by 2003, cost $230 million and involved 50,000 police officers. Police 
officers are invited by the local school districts to speak and work with students. Police 
officers are permitted to work in the classroom by the school district and do not need to be 
licensed teachers. There are programs for different age levels.The DARE program is highly 
Criticised as being part of the "zero-tolerance orthodoxy of current U.S. drug control policy." 
Another criticism evoques the Use of Children as Informants D.A.R.E. officers are 
encouraged to put a 'D.A.R.E. Box' in every classroom, into which students may drop 'drug 
information' or questions under the pretense of anonymity. As a result, "children sometimes 
confide the names of people they suspect are illegally using drugs. according to a story inThe 
Washington Post in January 1993. A mother and father in Caroline County, Maryland, were 
jailed for 30 days after their daughter informed a police D.A.R.E. instructor that her parents 
had marijuana plants in their home,In 2002 the Bush administration's goal was to reduce all 
illegal drug use by 25%. it led to unprecedented numbers of marijuana-related arrests, while 
use only declined 6% (and the use of other drugs actually increased). Drug trends tend to wax 
and wane, it causes officials to play a never ending game of narcotic whack-a-mole. 
 
In 2008, President Bush signed the Merida Initiative, which would provide $1.4 billion to 
Mexico and other countries over three years to help combat drug smuggling and violence. So 
far, only $456 million has been approved and President Obama has not yet said whether he 
plans to follow through on the remaining billion dollars. But money or no money, the drugs 
keep coming 
 
- IIA) socio economics effects 
 
Despite the ad campaigns, increased incarceration rates and a crackdown on smuggling, the 
number of illicit drug users in America has risen over the years and now sits at 19.9 million 



Americans. And a large portion of their supply makes its way into the country through 
Mexico. 
 
The U.S. International Narcotics Control Strategy reports that 90% of cocaine, for example, 
reaches the United States through its southern border. Drug-related violence in Mexico has 
gotten so bad that it is now spilling over into states such as Arizona, which has suffered a rash 
of kidnappings and ransoms. 
 
The war on drugs, created a permanent underclass. Penalties for drug crimes among youth 
almost always involve permanent or semi-permanent removal from opportunities for 
education, strip them of voting rights, and later involve creation of criminal records which 
make employment far more difficult. 
 
More than everything, the impact of that war is huge on the incarceration rate  
 

- IIB) incarceration rate 
 
As you probably know : America has the highest incarceration rate in the world. It's a war 
without a clear enemy. Anything waged against a shapeless, intangible noun can never truly 
be won 
 
In 1994, it was reported that the "War on Drugs" resulted in the incarceration of one million 
Americans each year. Of the related drug arrests, about 225,000 are for possession of 
cannabis, the fourth most common cause of arrest in the United States. During the first 9 years 
after Nixon coined the expression War on Drugs, statistics show only a minor increase in the 
total number of imprisoned which implies that some factor other than the declaration of "war" 
is the primary contributor to the incarceration rate. We may think for example about the « 
three strikes law » system. 
 
When Nixon said « there can’t be budget cuts for the war on drugs » ,it is highly problematic 
today. That video points out the cost, but we may also focus on the fact that Criminalizing 
drugs without efforts to rehabilitate addicts has created a whole host of problems without 
politically tenable solutions. 
 
Moreover, when Congress passed laws in the 1980s that criminalized crack cocaine over its 
powder form, the repercussions were far worse than any legal/legislative analyst could have 
predicted. These laws were damning to poorer youth who could not afford the powder form 
of cocaine. The rate of conviction for convicted abusers of crack cocaine versus powder 
cocaine was 10-1, and most of those convicted were African-American. In light of the fact 
that drug use among African-Americans is 5x LOWER than that of whites (even lower for 
Hispanic-Americans and Asian-Americans), this is particularly injust. 
 
 

- III A) Contestations 

We can notice that the War on Drugs has been a highly contentious issue since its creation. 
A poll on October 2, 2008, found that three in four Americans believed that the War on Drugs 
was a failing.   
 



The population denounced unnecessary deaths and imprisonments, a high level of violent 
crime and gang activity, a waste of government funds, and violation of civil liberties. 
 
Even if the official aim of the War on Drugs is to fight against drugs, there are examples of 
support to criminal organizations in connection with drug trafficking by the American secret 
services to serve their political interests. It reflects a policy towards drugs that is rather 
random which fight against them but doesn't hesitate to use them in the same time. 
 
Thus, some authors argue that this anti-drug policy hides economic interests such as South 
America's ones where with or without drug war, the U.S. must maintain a military presence to 
protect some 5,000 km of pipelines that feed the country, and play a role in the political 
stability to keep its commercial interests safe. 
 
Other sources denounce the amount of money spent compared to their low results. According 
to the nongovernmental organization Washington Office on Latin America in its 2004 report, 
the number of drug users in the United States remained rather stable or even increased after 
25 years of anti-drug policy, and the prices of the products would have decreased, increasing 
in the meantime the ease of access to these products. A study showed that marijuana was 
available easily everywhere in the US except in one place: the general quarter of the DEA. 
 
Moreover, the legality of the War on Drugs has been questioned in the US. Indeed it is argued 
that drug prohibition violates the substantive due process doctrine in that its benefits do not 
justify the encroachments (empiètements) on rights that are supposed to be guaranteed by 
the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution.  
 
Then the inequity of prosecuting the war on certain drugs but not alcohol or tobacco has also 
been called into question. Prohibition of alcohol required the 18th Amendment to the 
Constitution. It has been argued that prohibition of marijuana would also require an 
amendment to the Constitution, but no such amendment has been made. 
 

- III B) Alternatives 
 
On February 11, 2009 a document called Drugs and democracy in Latin America: Towards a 
paradigm shift was signed by several Latin American political figures, intellectuals, writers 
and journalists as commissioners of the Latin American Initiative on Drugs and Democracy. 
The document questioned the war on drugs and points out its failures. They recommend a new 
and an alternative approach. The document argues that drug production and consumption has 
become a social taboo that slows down the public debate because of its relationship to crime 
and as consequence it confines consumers to a small circle where they become more 
vulnerable to the actions of organized crime. The proposal uses three paradigms as an 
alternative: 
The treatment of consumption as a problem of public health. 
The reduction of consumption through information and prevention. 
A new focus towards organized crime. 
The document promotes the European policies towards drug consumption since according to 
the authors it is more humane and efficient. 
 
Several authors believe that the United States’ federal and state governments have chosen the 
wrong method to fight the distribution of drugs. By financing domestic law enforcement 
(which includes activities focused on the criminal justice system), the government has 



focused on punishment rather than prevention. In addition, by making drugs illegal rather than 
regulating them, the War on Drugs creates a highly profitable black market.  
In the year 2003, 53 percent of the requested drug control budget was for enforcement, 29 
percent for treatment, and 18 percent for prevention.  
By spending the majority of its money on law enforcement, the federal government had 
underestimated the true value of drug-treatment facilities and their benefit towards reducing 
the number of addicts in the U.S. 
 
But in 2004 the Federal Government issued the National Drug Control Strategy and it 
supported programs designed to expand treatment options and enhance treatment delivery. 
For example, the Strategy granted $100 millions to put towards their Access to Recovery 
(ATR) initiative. ATR is a program that provides checks to addicts to provide them with the 
means to acquire clinical treatment. The project’s goals are to expand capacity, support client 
choice, and increase the array of faith-based and community based providers for clinical 
treatment and recovery support services. 
 
The 2004 Strategy additionally declared a significant 32 million dollar raise in the Drug 
Courts Program, which provides drug offenders with alternatives to incarceration. Drug courts 
identify substance-abusing offenders and place them under strict court monitoring and 
community supervision, as well as provide them with long-term treatment services. 
According to a report issued by the National Drug Court Institute, drug courts have a wide 
array of benefits, with only 16.4 percent of the nation’s drug court graduates are rearrested 
and charged with a felony within one year of completing the program. Additionally, enrolling 
an addict in a drug court program costs much less than incarcerating one in prison.  
 
 
As a conclusion, beyond the controversial question of the validity of the anti-drug policy in 
the US, we are going to talk about the issue the decriminalization of drugs or even 
legalization is studied. 
A majority of citizens in a growing number of states now say that legally regulating marijuana 
makes more sense than persisting with prohibition.  
Indeed, legalization should be considered for two important reasons: first, because it is the 
best way to reduce dramatically the crime, violence, corruption and other huge costs and 
harmful consequences of prohibition; then, because speaking about legalization involves 
asking fundamental questions about why drug prohibitions first emerged, and whether they 
are essential to protect human societies from their vulnerabilities.  
We can talk about Netherlands as an illustration of this consideration: 
The drug policy of the Netherlands distinguishes "soft" and "hard drugs". An argument is that 
alcohol, which is claimed by some scientists as a hard drug, is legal and a soft drug can't be 
more dangerous to society if it's controlled. This refers to the Prohibition in the 1920s, when 
the U.S. government decided to ban all alcohol. Prohibition created an opportunity for 
organized crime syndicates to sell alcohol and they became able to gain a huge power in some 
major cities. 
 
 
The drug policy of the Netherlands objectives are : 
To prevent recreational drug use and to treat and rehabilitate recreational drug users. 
To reduce harm to users. 
To fight the production and trafficking of recreational drugs. 



To finish we can notice that the legalization of cannabis and the heroin-assisted treatment in 
Netherlands did not enhance the consumption, on the contrary, less people are consuming 
hard drugs than before and the cannabis consumption is still stable. 
 
What do you think of those policies? Do you think the path of legalization as in Netherlands 
could be considered? 
 
 


