
 

 

Alternatives? Yes! 
Legalization? No. 

We should not be forced into a false choice 
between a war on drugs or legalization. An 
evaluation of the available research reveals 
that a number of evidence-based policies 
that protect the health and safety of users, 
their families, and the wider community are 
available. The legalization of alcohol and 
tobacco has been a global public health 
disaster – why would we go down the same 
road by legalizing additional addictive drugs? 
It is time to reject false dichotomies and to 
embrace a smarter approach. 
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A Drug Policy Based on Evidence, Shared Responsibility, 
Public Health, and Public Safety Does Not Mean We Have to 

Succumb to a “War on Drugs” or to Legalization 
There are commonsense approaches to drug policy, based on 

reputable science and principles of public health and safety, which 
reject both legalization and incarceration. 

Legalization Would Increase 
Drug Addiction, Normalize 
Drug Use, and Enrich Big 
Corporations through 
Commercialization 
Because they are accessible and available, 
our legal drugs are used far more than our 
illegal ones. According to UN and WHO 
estimates, 40% and 22% of the world use 
alcohol and tobacco, respectively, while only 
4% use illegal drugs. Both alcohol and tobacco 
are the two leading causes of mortality and 
morbidity in the world 1 , and in Latin 
America, alcohol is one of the leading risk 
factors.2 We know, too, that the price of 
legal drugs will plummet, thus spiking 
demand. Corporations ready to profit from 
addiction will undoubtedly encourage 
increases in demand. For instance, the 
former head of Strategy for Microsoft has said 
that he wants to “mint more millionaires 
than Microsoft” with marijuana and that he 
intends to create the “Starbucks of 
marijuana.”3 Private holding groups and 
financiers have raised millions of start-up 
dollars to promote businesses that will sell 
marijuana and marijuana-related 
merchandise.  

Already, marijuana foods and candies are 
marketed to children and are responsible 
for a growing number of marijuana-related 
hospital visits.4 Edible marijuana products 
with names such as “Ring Pots” and “Pot 
Tarts” are inspired by common children 
candy and dessert products such as “Ring 
Pops” and “Pop Tarts.” There is even 
evidence of Big Tobacco interests entering 
the marijuana business. 
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RISES BY  
5%6 

The market price of 
LEGAL marijuana can 
FALL by 80%5 

 



 

 

1 in 6 TEENS 
who ever try marijuana  

will become  

ADDICTED 
2x  

2x 
ALCOHOL COSTS TOBACCO COSTS 

Revenues 

And its heavy use can reduce  
IQ by 6-8 POINTS 

risk of car accidents10 

risk of mental illness11 

$185 billion $200 billion 

$14 billion $25 billion 

All Drugs, Even Marijuana, Pose a Public 
Health Problem with Serious Consequences 
for Many Individuals 
The scientific community is unequivocal in stating that drug addiction 
is a public health problem with serious consequences for the 
individual, family, community, workforce, and society as a whole. The 
American Medical Association, for example, recently passed a 
resolution stating that marijuana “is a dangerous drug and…a public 
health concern…[whose] sale should not be legalized.” The UN Office 
on Drugs and Crime, the World Health Organization, and many other 
respected groups have similarly concluded that drugs – including 
marijuana – are addictive, and acutely affect youth and vulnerable 
populations. Finally, it is well known that any tax revenue generated 
from the sales of legal drugs would likely be minuscule compared to 
the social costs incurred by increased drug use. For every $1 in 
alcohol and tobacco tax revenues, society loses $10 in social costs, 
from accidents to health damage7. The Lottery and other forms of 
gambling have not solved our budget problems, either. 
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Legalization Would Not 
Improve Security Nor Curb 
Criminal Organization Activity 
A 2010 RAND report showed that Mexican drug 
trafficking groups received only a minority of 
their revenue from marijuana. For criminal 
organizations, the big money is found in other 
illegal trades such as human trafficking, 
kidnapping, extortion, piracy, and other illicit 
drugs.12  We know from mining and other 
industries that illegal actors can easily 
infiltrate so-called legal industries. 
Legalization will only help cartels, masking 
their activities as legal and legitimate, while 
continuing to improve their profits with 
increasing demand. 

We Have Better Alternatives – 
Let’s Give Them A Chance 
As discussed in the recent Organization of 
American States’ report, The Drug Problem in 
the Americas, there are several security, 
prevention, treatment, and enforcement 
reform measures that countries could 
undertake in order to reduce the harm of both 
drugs and drug policy. For instance, 
community-based efforts focused on 
prevention have been successful in 
significantly reducing drug use.  

"Let it be clear that no one 
here is defending any position, 

neither legalization, nor 
regulation, nor war at any 

cost. What we have to do is 
use serious and well-

considered studies...to seek 
better solutions." 

– José Miguel Insulza, Secretary 
General of the OAS  
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prevention 
efforts 
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Are saved in 
treatment 
costs13 
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Treatment programs in health care settings 
or even in justice settings (like drug 
treatment courts) also have a record of 
significantly reducing drug-related problems. 
We should also focus on the potential of 
non-drug policies to reduce drug- related 
consequences, like housing, education, and 
health care policies. Programs that tackle 
root problems, such as corruption, security, 
and poverty, should also be considered.   

 


