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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Drug addiction is ravaging the nation. Addiction is classified as a chronic disease where the person
seeking the drug loses some form of control over their body, even though drug use has many
harmful consequences'. Changes in the brain can occur with continuous use of drugs, affecting
self-control and use of other drugs. People that are diagnosed with drug addiction will always be
classified as in recovery or in relapse. Drug addiction affects learning, judgement, decision-making,
stress, memory, and behavior 2. According to the Office on National Drug Control Policy, substance
abuse costs Americans around $200 billion a year when considering health care, criminal justice,
legal, and lost workplace production and participation *. In fact the DSM-IV states half of the
inmates in jail and prison qualify as drug dependent®. Drug addiction is an urgent matter because
the rate of addiction for the demographic of young teens is increasing. It’s even more important
when considering the hit on the economy after job loss. The ideal policy action would be
implementing an in-jail rehabilitation program for addicts who want to participate.

CURRENT POLICY

The current policy in practice in the United States is something referred to as the War on Drugs,
which is surrounded by much controversy. President Richard Nixon declared this “War on Drugs”
in 1971, and he increased the size/influence of drug agencies, pushed policies for mandatory
sentencing, and implemented no-knock warrants. A brief history of the US Drug Policy affirms that
“the first anti-cocaine laws in the early 1900s were directed at black men in the South. The first
anti-marijuana laws, in the Midwest and the Southwest in the 1910s and 20s, were directed at
Mexican migrants and Mexican Americans. Today, Latino and especially black communities are
still subject to wildly disproportionate drug enforcement and sentencing practices™. While in
present day, these policies have slowly unraveled with the legalization of marijuana becoming more
popular, America’s prison system is still focused on the illegality of drugs as opposed to the
treatment of this chronic disease.
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POLICY OPTIONS

There are three clear policy options that would alleviate some of the cannabis, opiate, pain-killer,
and heroin problems in America. One option would be to legalize drugs. This would yield lower
incarceration rates, stimulate national and state economic growth, and would make drugs in general
seem less taboo and rebellious. A second policy would be to create a federal and state prison to
rehabilitation pipeline, letting people receive treatment for their disease instead of having them sit
in a jail cell, and become a waste of taxpayer dollars as nonviolent offenders. The third option
provides an in-jail rehabilitation program, which has all the same benefits of the second option, but
without taking up beds in an actual hospital.

POLICY RECOMMENDATION

The United States government should craft a program to give addicts the choice of receiving
psychiatric care while serving their sentences out in prison, which is option three. There is no solid
evidence that the legalization of such drugs would actually decrease usage and addiction, and using
other countries as a comparison would not work, because there is no country that has legalized all
drugs that has a similar system to the United States government. The policy we’re looking at will
have to be crafted carefully for many reasons, but namely because of a recent interaction between
the UN and the USA, who stated last year that “involuntary institutionalization of persons with
psychosocial disabilities and forced treatment is prohibited” °. If this rehabilitation program was
implemented, the government would save large sums of money. It costs approximately $31,000 to
hold each individual prisoner over their entire sentence. If the United States removed all nonviolent
drug offenders from their system, they would save around $9.3 billion per year’, but simply
removing the addicts from the system will do little to end this problem. Instead of simply removing
addicts from jail, we believe this program will help America make the most of the $31,000 spent on
their sentence, by ensuring that addicts are clean and ready to return to the world as a productive
member of society. Although there is still a cost associated with this policy, these centers will turn
people addicted to drugs into functional citizens who will contribute both to the economy and the
overall wellbeing of their family and friends around them. The alternative cost of keeping people
incarcerated with no program option is far more detrimental in the long run, because once they have
records it will be hard to find a job and they’ll likely end up back in the prison system, at an
additional cost to taxpayers. This phenomenon is called recidivism, and the rate for this in the
United States is 76.6% within 5 years of release from prison®. Giving addicts the choice of
treatment is the only plausible and human policy option to treat what truly is a chronic illness.
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