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Dear Colleagues, 

It has taken a long time, but finally we have convincing evidence, even proof, that decriminalising drugs helps drug users and society in practice.  Like alcohol before it, the banning of drugs with criminal sanctions against users is a counter-productive and dangerous ‘experiment’ which should be abandoned in favour of more logical and effective ways to control drugs in society.  

 As a response to burgeoning drug use, the Portuguese government decriminalised all personal drug use, possession and cultivation from July 2001.  The history of this goes back to at least 1996 and involved support from two successive Prime Ministers, a popular Portuguese media personality and some key legal figures at Lisbon University.  There were also apparently New York and Californian connections in the lead-up to decriminalisation.  

 The approach taken by the Lisbon government removes legal sanctions for any adult detected with up to ‘ten days average use’ for any drug, psychoactive plant or ‘preparation’.  Rather than a court, drug users who come to attention can still be dealt with by a ‘drug dissuasion commission’ (an imperfect translation I suspect).  Set up in each health region, these are boards of three members including a health professional.  They take into account whether the person is addicted or not and how much drug/drugs were involved.  They can theoretically mandate treatment but in fact they have no power to enforce their advice, rather like medical advice for voluntary mental health cases.  

Despite my best efforts to be informed, little solid evidence had emerged in the years following the removal of criminal sanctions for drug use and observers have speculated on the outcomes.  Now Dr Greenwald and the Cato Institute have put together a comprehensive review which demonstrates from every aspect they examined, the exercise was beneficial.  Dire predictions of mayhem from some quarters simply failed to occur.  It appears that even in staunchly Catholic Portugal there is strong support for the policy and only a fringe group of activists opposes the current law.  

 Rather than a surge in drug use predicted by some, there were significant reductions in most types of drug use in Portugal each year following decriminalisation.  While the UK topped most of the statistics for the periods covered by the report, by 2006 Portugal had some of the lowest drug use, HIV, overdose and other statistics in the entire EU.  They reported no ‘drug tourism’ which some had predicted.  

 Holland and the state of South Australia both decriminalised cannabis use about 30 years ago and the results have been reportedly positive with few serious moves to reverse the decision.  Two neighbouring jurisdictions, Belgium and Northern Territory have apparently done the same thing some years later.  

 Substantial resources have been redeployed from policing to treatment.  I know from experience of patients who have visited that Portugal has an efficient system of well run opiate addiction clinics, for example, something which cannot be said of the UK a country which recently reclassified cannabis as being the equivalent of a dangerous narcotic and has some of the worst statistics in Europe regarding drug use and related viral infections.  

 Governments of all persuasions need to reduce the reliance on prohibitions or else drug related harms will continue to increase.  Society generally is now sceptical of the effects of policing and is ready for change, either incrementally as done in Adelaide, but preferably ‘across the board’ as in Portugal.  This very policy was proposed for Mexico but was cancelled at the last minute, probably after lobbying from an influential northern neighbour.  

I would strongly recommend readers look over this 34 page report.  
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