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Let’s talk about pot

Marijuana. It's the most

widely used and least talked

about (illicit) recreational

drug in New Zealand. In this

special edition of Matters of

Substance, we've asked

interested and interesting

people from across the

cannabis spectrum to share

their thoughts.

m Cannabis policy
challenges

m Time to end cannabis
prohibition

m Reforming cannabis
penalty regimes to
reduce harm

® No chance of cannabis
liberalisation in short
term

m Cannabis and its veil
of deceit

Is alcohol-related brain
impairment a silent

but growing epidemic
amongst heavy drinking
New Zealanders? New
research suggests our
culture of drunkenness
may be putting our brains
at risk, and most won't
know until it's too late.

Regulars

Mike Webb of the

New Zealand Police writes
about a major review of

the Police Act, which is
currently underway, and the
opportunities this might bring
about for harm minimisation
at the frontline of policing.

The Director’s Cut

Drug Foundation Director
Ross Bell writes about
current drug law review in
New Zealand.

Key Events and Dates

Here’s what's coming up

for people with an interest
in alcohol and other drugs.
No doubt there will be some
events you won't want to miss.

The point of prison
needle exchange

Like it or not, prisoners do
drugs, and the blood-borne
diseases they acquire from
dirty needles get paroled
back into society along with
them. Why then are prison
needle exchanges so
controversial?

Seeing past the smoke

For years, the health message
to smokers has been “quit or
die”, a message that clearly
fails with hardcore nicotine
junkies. Ann McNeill and
Jamie Bridge argue it may
be time to look more at
harm minimisation for those
who just can’t quit, no
matter what.

Hard time and
hard numbers

Numbers and statistics
abound around how alcohol
and drugs contribute to
crime, imprisonment and
re-offending. In this issue,
Mythbusters look at why
the numbers can appear

to differ and what the
statistics actually mean.

News

New Zealand News

Drug-pilfering nurses,
drunken student mayhem
and really expensive
cigarettes. You can read
about all these and more in
our section on New Zealand
news.

It's doing your brain in

A new blue line?
Harm minimisation

World News

Confiscated kids, crazy
smokers and canine intrigue.
Lots has been happening
with drugs and alcohol
overseas, and we have it
covered in our World News
section.

Quotes of Substance

Here are some things people
around the world have
recently said about drugs.
Sometimes what they say

is clever; sometimes it's
helpful. Often it’s funny and
occasionally it’s just bizarre.

WWW. .org.nz



The Director’s Cut

WELCOME to this November
2007 Matters of Substance.

AND special greetings to
those reading this at the
combined Cutting Edge/
Australasian Professional
Society on Alcohol and
other Drugs conference;

a warm welcome to our
international guests.

Our regular readers
will notice something
different about this issue.
Our cannabis cover story
dominates the pages —

I explain why in the
cover story introduction.

It’s been described as ill
thought-out, arbitrary and
one of the least effective
pieces of legislation ever
enacted. I'm referring to the
United Kingdom'’s drug law,
but those comments could
apply equally to our 32-year-
old Misuse of Drugs Act,
which I've previously and
more politely described as a
patchwork of amendments,
many of which were ad hoc
responses to short-term
public or political concerns,
leading to an inconsistent
piece of legislation.

It has seen twenty
amendments; one of the
most recent in 2005 creating
the Restricted Substances
category (commonly, but
incorrectly, called “Class
D”). Next month, there
will be one further change:
classifying party pills as
Class C1, making the 2005
amendment redundant.
Calls to review this outdated
law are made more frequently
than the amendments.

The Minister has listened,
announcing a complete

WWW. .org.nz

review of the Misuse of
Drugs Act, at the time he
introduced his party pill bill
to Parliament.

The review, led by the
Law Commission, is aimed
at providing a “better, more
coherent and rational legal
framework” for drugs, but
alcohol and tobacco will not
be included. The review is
due to be completed by
December 2008. Is 15 months
enough time for the
commission to do its work?

Probably not. There are
a number of inconsistencies
and other technical legal bits
that need to be addressed,
and the review is also
considering the Act’s under-
lying philosophy. That’s no
easy task. It will require a
considerable thoroughness
and the sort of wide
consultation rarely seen.

The current review of
the Police Act, a similarly
important law, is an
exemplar the Law
Commission should follow.
That review is a two-year
project and involves four
stages of very broad
consultation, which will
result in a bill, itself allow-
ing further public input.

Any new drug law must
support our national drug
policy, which aims to
minimise the harm from
drugs. For that to happen,
the review must be done
properly and with an
appropriate level of time
and resource.

Happy reading, Ross Bell.

Key Events & Dates

Recognising and responding to
alcohol-related brain injury

8-9 November, Auckland

A unique opportunity to understand
the implications and social
consequences of ARBI and explore
interventions.

www.ahw.co.nz

Australasian Therapeutic
Communities Association
Conference: Celebrating ATCA's
21st Birthday

14-16 November, Melbourne,
Australia

This year’s 21st anniversary
conference will showcase the many
positive contributions therapeutic
communities have made to the
treatment of drug and alcohol
addiction in Australia and

New Zealand.

www.atca.com.au

Drug Foundation Annual General
Meeting

19 November, Wellington

Our annual meeting couples as an
end-of-year celebration. Join us for
good food and an interesting debate.
Members will elect a representative
to the Board of Trustees.
www.drugfoundation.org.nz

Working Together: A practical
conference on offending by young
people in New Zealand

26-28 November, Wellington

This is an opportunity to bring
together those who work tirelessly
to improve outcomes for our
young people and their whanau.
The conference will place an
emphasis on establishing stronger
links between government and
non government agencies, and will
provide an opportunity to explore
new and creative ways of working
with young offenders.
WWw.yoc.org.nz

Listening to the Past, Looking to
the Future: 5th Health Services
and Policy Research Conference
2-5 December, Auckland

How can health services research
contribute to assessing fads and
fashions in health policy and
practice? The conference will explore
how research can assist in improving
the effectiveness, efficiency, quality
and equity of health services and
health systems.
http://chsrp.fmhs.auckland.ac.nz/
health/

International Drug Policy Reform
Conference

5-8 December, New Orleans,
Louisiana, USA

This is the world’s principal gathering
of people who believe the war on
drugs is doing more harm than good.
No better opportunity exists to learn
about drug policy and to strategise
and mobilise for reform.

http://kessjones.com/conf07/

19th International Conference on
the Reduction of Drug-Related Harm
11-15 May 2008, Barcelona, Spain
The international forum on reducing
drug harm. It brings together over
one thousand dedicated harm
reduction workers, policy makers

and researchers.

www.ihra.net

Involve 08. Relate: Quality
relationships with young people
2—4 July 2008, Wellington

Involve brings together hundreds of
diverse peoples from the youth health
and development sectors to inspire,
inform, encourage and challenge.
The conference aims to reflect and
connect the diversity of people who
work with and for young people.
www.involve.org.nz

A Climate for Change:

World Summit on Addiction
10-12 July 2008, Melbourne,
Australia

Think outside the box, find important
gaps in knowledge and identify
research that moves the field
forward faster. The summit is a
place for thoughtful, intellectual
stimulation and enthusiastic
discussion. The intent is to provoke
rather than contemplate.
www.pacificcmc.com

Healing Our Spirit Worldwide
3-10 September 2010, Honoluly,
Hawaii

Healing Our Spirit Worldwide

is a cultural celebration inviting
collaboration with indigenous
peoples on health, healing and self-
determination. The movement began
as one woman’s vision to create a
focus for the global community on
alcohol and drug abuse issues in
indigenous communities.
www.papaolalokahi.org

You can now submit your own
event to our online calendar:
www.drugfoundation.org.nz/
events.
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WE’RE talking about cannabis,

New Zealand’s favourite (illicit) drug.
About half of us have tried it, and one
in eight uses it regularly. But for all its
popularity, cannabis receives scant
attention from politicians, policy
makers and the media. Instead, rightly
or wrongly, we’ve invested much of
our attention, resources and headlines
into methamphetamine and the party
pill phenomenon.

It has been hugely frustrating
watching hours of politicians’ time
spent debating, making laws, remaking
laws, promulgating regulations and
ignoring regulations for party pills.
Hours have been spent by officials
servicing ministers and MPs all het up
about these pills, and this organisation
has spent hours on policy analysis,
health promotion and media advocacy
on party pills. Then there’s the wads of
money invested in party pill research,
and so on.

To put it bluntly, party pills are
undeserving of so much attention, and
cannabis remains largely forgotten or
ignored by this 48th Parliament.

The last time Parliament touched the
issue was the Health Committee inquiry
into the public health strategies related
to cannabis use and its most appropriate
legal status. The inquiry began in
2000, but was delayed by an election.
Once the new committee carried over
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the inquiry and reported back in 2003,
the coalition agreement between the
Government and United Future meant
that no change could be made to the
legal status of cannabis, and little
action was taken on other key
recommendations.

It’s time law makers remembered
this popular drug and started talking
about it. Ignoring it doesn’t make the
harm go away. It’s also time the
addiction treatment, public health and
drug policy sectors and wider public
talk about cannabis again.

We aim to start this national
conversation with our cover story in
which we’ve invited leading drug
policy researchers, advocates and
commentators to write about cannabis
law and policy. Wayne Hall outlines
the challenges in formulating cannabis
policy, Simon Lenton discusses how
penalty regimes may be used to reduce
harm and Chris Fowlie puts the case
for ending prohibition. Matthew
Hooten canvasses political party
positions on cannabis law reform
and suggests there’s little chance of
liberalisation in the short term. His
essay is informed by a UMR Research
poll showing no public appetite for
law change. Michael B shares his
experience of cannabis dependence.

While legal status gets the most
attention in public and political

m provide accurate information about
cannabis and its harms

m encourage informed policy discussions
and media coverage

m identify priority issues and advance the
most effective ways to address cannabis
harm.

discussions, the conversation needs to
be about much more than that. Future
editions of Matters of Substance will
address drugs in schools, addiction
treatment services, youth health and
health promotion, and the role of the
media in advancing policy discussions.

We want everyone to take part in
this conversation. Alongside our
printed Matters of Substance, these
essays will be published on our
website where we invite your
comment and feedback. We have also
launched a cannabis email newsletter,
in which we will publish news,
research, letters to the editor and other
feedback. You can find out more and
sign up on the Let’s Talk About Pot
page of our website.

WWW. .org.nz
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CANNABIS o
CHALLENGE

In an ideal world, public policies towards cannabis would be informed by both
evidence on the personal harms it causes and social and economic evaluations of
the costs and benefits of alternative policies in minimising these harms. A paucity
of both types of evidence is a major challenge to the development of such “evidence-
based” policies towards cannabis use. Wayne Hall

THERE is a limited quantity and quality
of research into the health effects of
cannabis, but it is nonetheless possible
to identify its most probable adverse
health effects. These include: an
increased risk of motor vehicle crashes
if users drive while intoxicated; the
development of dependence; increased
respiratory symptoms; poorer mental
health, including increased risks of
psychosis and possibility of
depression; and poorer adolescent
development, including early school
leaving and increased risk of using
other illicit drugs.

There is less research into costs and
benefits of cannabis policies because,
internationally, a narrow range of
policy approaches is available for
evaluation. These generally involve
marginal differences in penalties for
cannabis use and possession (for example,
imposing fines or counselling rather
than imprisonment). The effects of
these changes in penalties are likely to
be small, and none has been detected
in evaluations to date. Evaluations of
the more controversial Netherlands
cannabis policy — decriminalising
personal cannabis use and small-scale
retail sales in coffee shops — have come
to different conclusions about its
effects on rates of use.

Public debate about cannabis policy
has often been radically simplified by

www.drugfoundation.org.nz

the media. The public has been invited
to believe either that cannabis use is
harmless, and hence should be
decriminalised (if not legalised), or
that cannabis is harmful to health,
and so its use should continue to be
prohibited. As a consequence, public
debate often presents highly polarised
evaluations of the health effects of
cannabis, with any rational discussion
of its health risks the first casualty.
Proponents of prohibition have
taken evidence of harms found among
cannabis users at face value, ignoring
any alternative explanations.
Proponents of reform of the existing
laws, by contrast, have discounted
evidence of harm caused by cannabis
use, while emphasising the social costs
of enforcing cannabis prohibition.

& A more realistic
understanding of the health
effects of cannabis and the
impact of cannabis policies
requires less partisan
appraisals than usually
dominate media debates. 99

Discussions of public policy
towards cannabis should use
consistent standards in appraising
evidence of harm from cannabis use

and cannabis policies. Good public

policy on cannabis requires
investments in epidemiological
research on the long-term health
consequences of its use and social
science research on the costs and
benefits of current and alternative
policy options.

The epidemiological research need
not be expensive if cannabis use is
routinely asked about in prospective
studies of adolescent development,
as has been done in New Zealand or
in longitudinal studies of adult health

matters of substance | November 07 | 05



m Around 12 percent of all callers to the
Alcohol Drug Helpline are under 25 years
of age, but 25 percent of cannabis callers
are under 25. Twenty-eight percent call
about their own cannabis use; the rest
are concerned with others’ use.

m Alcohol is the reason for 64 percent
of calls to the Helpline; 14 percent are
for cannabis and 11 percent for
methamphetamine.

m At 13 percent, cannabis is the second
most queried drug from the Get the
msg! text service; amphetamines are
first at 15 percent.

m Cannabis is the third most popular
recreational drug — 14 percent of
New Zealanders aged 13-65 have
used cannabis in the past 12 months —
after alcohol (81 percent) and tobacco
(23 percent).

m Around 44 percent of New Zealanders
aged 13-65 have “ever used” cannabis.

m Forty percent of recent users have done
at least some driving while under the
influence of cannabis.

m One in three people who have used
cannabis first used it when aged
between 15-17 years; 15 percent
first used it when younger than 15;
50 percent first used it when they
were 18 years or older.

m Six percent of cannabis users in the
last year have received help to reduce
their use.

B Most cannabis users (57 percent)
smoked cannabis in a joint; 39 percent
smoked using a bong or pipe; 2.6 percent
typically smoked it with tobacco.

B Most cannabis users (94 percent) use it
in groups of two people or more.

®m Most cannabis use (85 percent) occurs in
private homes; 48 percent use cannabis
in public locations (concerts, pubs, the
beach, etc); 6 percent use it at work.

m The cannabis market has an annual
turnover of $131-$190 million dollars.

B Police detect and destroy around 26—32
percent of the total crop produced each
year — a high rate compared to other
countries.

B The likelihood of being arrested for
using cannabis is about 4 percent a year.

m Maori make up 14.5 percent of the
population, yet account for 43 percent
of convictions for using cannabis and
55 percent of convictions for dealing
cannabis.
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such as those in the USA. Another
critical ingredient for policy progress
is a wider public involvement in the
debate. A more realistic understanding
of the health effects of cannabis and
the impact of cannabis policies
requires less partisan appraisals than
usually dominate media debates.
Better evidence on the harms of
use and cannabis policies is important,
but it cannot determine what cannabis
policy we should have. In pluralistic
social democracies like New Zealand
and Australia, social policies in
controversial areas like cannabis use
must involve a search for a societal
compromise that is the most
acceptable to the most people (or least
objectionable to the fewest). This is
because cannabis policy must balance
competing social values that are in
conflict, namely, the individual
freedom of adults to use cannabis,

protecting the health of young people,
reducing crime, minimising the
societal costs of enforcing widely
broken laws, and so on.

There is no consensus on what
priority these competing social values
should be given, so policy debates in
democratic societies are and ought to
be resolved by a deliberative political
process. The political process should
take into account evidence on both the
harms caused by cannabis use and
those that arise from the social policies
we implement to prevent its use and
resulting harm. This holds the greatest
prospect of producing a cannabis
policy that enjoys broad community
support and best reduces related
harm.

Professor Wayne Hall is based at the School of
Population Health, University of Queensland
(www.sph.ug.edu.au).

WWW. .org.nz
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CANNABIS PROHIBITION

The current high levels of use and the level of black
market activity indicate that the current prohibition
regime is not effective in limiting cannabis use.
Prohibition results in high conviction rates for a
relatively minor offence, inhibiting people’s education,
travel and employment opportunities. Prohibition
makes targeting education, prevention, harm
minimisation and treatment measures difficult
because users fear prosecution. It also facilitates the
black market and potentially exposes cannabis users
to harder drugs. Chris Fowlie

SO SAID the Health Select Committee’s
report on the inquiry into the legal
status of cannabis, in August 2003.

Whatever your take on the health
effects of cannabis — and we all have
our opinions — it is clear that
prohibition has not worked, and
a drugs policy re-think is in order.

If the aim of prohibition has been to
prevent use, it has failed spectacularly.
Despite having the highest cannabis
arrest rate in the world, more
New Zealanders use cannabis now than
ever before. Half of New Zealanders are
criminalised by this law. Eighty percent
of 21-year-olds have tried cannabis.
How many should be arrested before
prohibition is judged a success?

Enforcement of cannabis
prohibition by the police, courts and
prisons cost taxpayers $56 million in
2000. While more than twenty million
dollars is spent every year chasing
ordinary Kiwis for small amounts
of cannabis, treatment services and
effective education are struggling or,
in places, don’t exist. Furthermore,
fear of arrest is the biggest barrier to
those seeking help.

WWW. .org.nz

Though use is widespread in
New Zealand, enforcement of drug
laws impacts much harder on Maori,
who are five times more likely to be
arrested for cannabis than non-Maori.

6 & Eighty percent of 21-year-
olds have tried cannabis.
How many should be arrested
before prohibition is judged

a success? 99

The present law is a form of
institutional racism. Its enforcement
alienates police from society and
causes enormous harm to the lives,
careers and families of more than ten
thousand people arrested every year.

Research confirms that drug laws
have little effect, if any, on drug use
rates, but they do increase or decrease
the harms associated with use.
Countries that have reformed their
laws have not experienced increased
use, but have spent millions of dollars
less on law enforcement than countries
where prohibition remains.

The Dutch, who have allowed the
sale of cannabis to adults since 1976,
have one-third the per capita usage of
New Zealand. In the United Kingdom,
teen cannabis use dropped after it was
made a non-arrestable offence.

There is no difference in use
between those Australian states who
have decriminalised cannabis and
those that continue to arrest users.
The United States also shows no
difference between the ten states —
representing half the population —
who decriminalised in the 1970s and
those that did not. Recent analysis of
cities in California, Colorado,
Washington State and Oregon showed
there was no influence of medical
cannabis laws on the extent of illegal
cannabis use. The researchers said that
the “use of the drug by those already
sick might ‘de-glamorise’ it and
thereby do little to encourage use
among others”.

The most commonly voiced
concern about ending prohibition
centres around the protection of
children. However, problems in our
schools or communities are made

matters of substance | November 07 | 07



worse under current law, not better.
Prohibition promotes a ‘forbidden
fruit’ mentality, glamorising cannabis
as a token of rebellion. Open and
honest communication is made more
difficult in an environment of guilt and
persecution. The untaxed cannabis
economy is worth hundreds of
millions of dollars and controlled by
whoever is prepared to break the law.
Violence and intimidation rule the
market, just as was the case under
alcohol prohibition in 1930s America.

So what should be done about it?
If we are genuinely committed
to harm minimisation, we should

08 | matters of substance | November 07

Scientific classification:

Kingdom: Plantae
Division: Magnoliophyta
Class: Magnoliopsida
Order: Rosales

Family: Cannabaceae
Genus: Cannabis
Chemistry

The active ingredients in cannabis are called cannabinoids. There are many cannabinoids
synthesised by the plant including tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), cannabinol, cannabidiol,
cannabinolidic acid, cannabigerol and cannabichromene. Delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol
is thought to be responsible for most of the psychoactive effects of cannabis.

Frequency of use over the last 12 months, by cannabis users

7 or more times a week
About 2-6 times a week
About once a week
About 1-3 times a month

Less than once a month

Percent total
7.8

11.9

7.1

14.1

59.1

Type of cannabis usually used

Percent total

Leaf or “cabbage” — the dried leaves of the Cannabis sativa plant 25.2
Heads — flowers of the Cannabis sativa plant, which are more potent 43.1
than the leaves

Skunk — a variety of cannabis plant usually grown indoors — the head 27.6
of this plant has a higher level of THC than regular cannabis

Hash oil — the thick, oily liquid extracted from hashish, usually spread 3.2
on the tip or paper of cigarettes and then smoked

Hashish — dried cannabis resin, which has a higher concentration of 1.0

THC than cannabis leaf, added to tobacco and smoked, or baked and

eaten in food

immediately repeal cannabis
prohibition and investigate the failure
of current drugs policy.

Let’s control the way cannabis is
used and sold through appropriate
regulations such as age limits, health
warnings, dosage and packaging controls,
marketing restrictions and so forth.

Let’s use cannabis excise taxes to
provide effective education about
drugs so that people can make
responsible and informed choices,
and fully fund treatment services for
those who need them. Let’s provide
enough resources to research the effect
of any law changes.

Modern research shows cannabis is
an effective and safe medicine for many
conditions including cancer, HIV wasting
syndrome, glaucoma, chronic pain,
arthritis, multiple sclerosis, paraplegia
and epilepsy. Let’s allow doctors and
patients to decide what treatment is
best for them, not politicians or police.

Given the spectacular failure of
the current law, the burden of proof
should be on prohibitionists to show
why we should persist with this
expensive and destructive mistake.

Chris Fowlie is President of the National
Organisation for the Reform of Marijuana Laws
in New Zealand (www.norml.org.nz).

WWW. .org.nz
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REFORMING CANNABIS pperialty

REGIMES TO REDUGE HARM

Two ways some jurisdictions have tried to reduce cannabis-related harm is by
changing the laws that apply to cannabis (de jure changes), or by modifying the
way these laws are enforced by police (de facto changes). Simon Lenton

DE JURE changes can include
prohibition with civil penalties, and
partial prohibition. Under the former,
possession and use remain illegal but
civil rather than criminal penalties
apply, and more severe sanctions are
maintained for larger-scale possession
supply offences. Such a system applies
to cannabis use in 11 US states and
four Australian jurisdictions — South
Australia (1987), the Australian Capital
Territory (1992), the Northern Territory
(1996) and Western Australia (2004).
Under partial prohibition, personal use
activities are legal, but commercial
activities are illegal. Examples exist in
Columbia, Spain (where possession is
only considered punishable if it is for
consumption in public places) and
Switzerland.

De facto de-penalisation can
include prohibition with cautioning
and/or diversion schemes (examples
of which operate for a range of drugs
in Italy, Portugal and Australia) and
prohibition with an expediency
principle. Under the latter, all drug-
related activities are illegal, but cases
involving defined small quantities are
not investigated or prosecuted.
Examples of this system operate
for cannabis in Belgium, Germany,
Denmark and the Netherlands.

Although the published evidence
evaluating the impact of cannabis
policies is not large, caution needs
to be exercised in its interpretation.
The policy environment is a dynamic

WWW. .org.nz

one where effects decay, and what is
originally implemented changes over
time. International comparisons are
difficult, and results can be confounded
by cultural, political, geographic and
climatic differences. Cannabis law
reforms often occur in locations with
already high rates of use. Consequently,
pre-post or longitudinal designs with
‘matched’ control locations are needed
to identify true impacts. Any research
evidence is at best indicative, as the
actual impacts of any future cannabis
policy reforms will depend on
contextual factors and how the reforms
are implemented. Therefore, it is
important that changes to cannabis
policy are evaluated, monitored and
reviewed.

Most of the available published
research has been done on moving

from strict prohibition to prohibition
with civil penalties. Taken as a whole,
this research finds that removing
criminal penalties for cannabis
possession and use does not result in
higher rates of cannabis use, but does
reduce the adverse social impacts of
conviction in terms of employment,
further contact with the criminal
justice system and so on. Savings in
police and court resources can be
considerable, but depend on the size
of the jurisdiction and the way the
schemes are implemented. There have
been a small number of studies in
the economics literature that have
claimed that rates of cannabis use are
higher in those states that have
“decriminalised”.

However, because these studies
have not taken into account rates of

& & Research finds that-™
removing criminal -
penalties for

cannabis possession

and use does not

result in higher rates

of cannabis use. 99
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use prior to the legislative changes,

it cannot be concluded that the higher
rates of use were as a result of the legal
changes, particularly as those states
that reduce penalties often have higher
rates of use beforehand. Yet there is
more compelling evidence that rates
of cannabis use would likely increase,
especially among the young, if use

was legalised.

Cautioning schemes where first-,
second- or third-time apprehended
cannabis users are required to attend
education or treatment, rather than
get a conviction, are in place in four
Australian jurisdictions. While
politically expedient and supported
by the drug treatment sector, evidence
of their effectiveness is thin. There is
a concern that tying up treatment
resources with this group may not be
the best use of this valuable resource.

Questions remain about whether
those diverted to treatment actually
engage or may be more willing to do
so in future. Also, given that only
between two and five percent of
cannabis users have contact with the
criminal justice system in any one
year, it is doubtful whether a system
built around this group is ideal, even if
we assumed that the majority of them
had significant cannabis use problems.
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Similarly, prohibition with civil
penalties schemes can have unintended
consequences depending on the
scheme and how it is implemented.
For example, the South Australian
(SA) scheme has been shown to have a
low rate (45 percent) of people paying
their fines by the due date. In comparison,
the Cannabis Infringement Notice
Scheme implemented in Western
Australia (WA) since 2004 has an
overall rate of 65 percent, as those
who fail to pay or attend an education
session in lieu of fine risk having their
driver’s licence cancelled.

Similarly, the SA scheme resulted
in significant “net widening”, with the
number being processed for minor
cannabis offences increasing by 2.5
times after the scheme was introduced,
due to the ease with which notices
could be issued. While the WA scheme
has resulted in some net widening,
this has been modest, possibly because
police are processing apprehended
users at the police station where they
are photographed and finger printed,
rather than issuing the notices in the
field, as intended by the scheme’s
designers.

Socially and economically
disadvantaged members of society,
such as indigenous people, may be

disadvantaged by new penalty options,
just as they often are with existing
criminal justice responses. Special
effort needs to be made to monitor

and address this.

The legislative changes in WA were
about treating cannabis use as a health
and social issue, rather than primarily
one of criminal law. Importantly, this
was not simply for the small proportion
of cannabis users who are apprehended
by police each year, but for the more
than 90 percent who are not. Limited
but growing evidence suggests that
cannabis users may be more willing to
voluntarily seek help for cannabis
problems in an environment where civil
rather than criminal penalties apply.

Yet legislative changes themselves
at best only provide a context for
reducing use and harm. If this is to be
capitalised on, the penalty changes
need to be accompanied by: balanced
public education about cannabis,
the law, the realistic risks and harms
and how these can be reduced; and
provision of a range of accessible,
effective and attractive treatment
options for those with cannabis-related
problems.

Associate Professor Simon Lenton is a Deputy
Director at the National Drug Research
Institute in Perth (www.ndri.curtin.edu.au).
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NO CHANGE OF CANNABIS
lberalisation w
SHORT TERM

The next 12 months will not be fruitful for those
wanting a serious policy debate about possible
changes to our cannabis laws, but there may be
an opening for such a debate during the 2008-11
Parliament. Matthew Hooten

THOSE wanting to lobby for policy
change need first to understand the
cardinal rule of politics: politicians
care about nothing except getting
elected and re-elected.

Most people suspect that this rule
is true but they don’t understand the
extent of it, and they can be shocked
when initially confronted by its
savagery. In fairness to our politicians,
it could be argued that the rule is
highly democratic in that it demands
they reflect the will of the people.
Politicians also justify themselves by
saying that, unless they are elected and
re-elected, they can do nothing to put
in place their brilliant plans for our
futures.

When it comes to cannabis, the
basic political assumption is that the
public is either conservative or

WWW. .org.nz

indifferent on the question of

law reform. Those in favour of
liberalisation are seen as a minority
of mostly youngish Green or Labour
voters, or libertarian ACT or National
voters, who take their policy guidance
from the pro-legalisation Economist
magazine. Neither of these groups is
seen as swing voters, who politicians
care most about because they
ultimately decide elections.

This basic assumption may be
discouraging for proponents of
decriminalisation or legalisation
and, in fact, may even overstate the
public’s appetite for liberalisation
of existing laws.

A brief poll carried out exclusively
for the New Zealand Drug Foundation
by New Zealand’s most-respected
polling company, UMR Research Ltd,

& When I was in England,
I experimented with
marijuana a time or two,
and I didn’t like it. I didn’t
inhale. 99

Bill Clinton, United States President
1993-2001

6] inhaled frequently.

That was the point. 99
Barack Obama, United States presidential
candidate

& When I was a student,

I took one or two puffs of
marijuana, but that was it. 99
Vernon Coaker, United Kingdom drug
policy minister

6] did when I was at
university. I think it was
wrong that I smoked it
when I did. 99

Jacqui Smith, Home Secretary, in charge
of UK'’s drug strategy review

s 6 Look, I attended
university in the late 1960s.
It would be foolish for any
politician, or indeed person
around those circles in those
days, to deny that they ever
saw it. 99

Helen Clark, in a televised debate during
the 1999 election campaign

6 I'm not persuaded that a
drug like cannabis needs to
be a heavy criminal activity
in the eyes of the law. 99

Prime Minister Helen Clark, NZ Herald,
14 July 2003

continued on page 13
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suggests that fully 25 percent of the
population agree that existing laws
should be made “a lot tougher”.
Another 9 percent believe the law
should be made “a little tougher”.

That means more than a third of
the population say they want tougher
laws. In contrast, just 11 percent say
the law should be made “a lot more
liberal”, and another 8 percent think
it should be “a little more liberal”.
Nearly half of us, 46 percent, believe
there should be no change at all.

Most significantly, these
proportions are relatively stable across
income groups, gender and geography
— although far fewer Wellingtonians
than the national average want the law
made tougher, reflecting how out of
touch with the rest of the country the
capital city often is.

When it comes to age groups, there
is the expected general trend of people
becoming more conservative as they
get older. Interestingly, however,

20 percent of people under 30 say
they want tougher laws.

There is no majority for
liberalisation in any demographic
group.

Professionals in the cannabis abuse
and public policy industries argue that
a simple polling question is not a
sound basis on which to develop
public policy, and they are right.
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from adopting a policy of more
liberal cannabis laws will be to

Mes. 5y

But they are experts in a particular
field, not politicians having to develop
policy across the full range of topics
and needing it to be popular in order
to be elected. All our political parties
will receive roughly the same polling
data telling them that the net result
from adopting a policy of more liberal
cannabis laws will be to lose votes,
and none of our important political
parties has any room to lose votes over
the next 15 months.

National is sitting on 50 percent
support but with no obvious coalition
partners. To be assured of becoming
the government, it can’t afford to lose
even a few percentage points.

Labour is now sitting in the low 30s.
It knows that, should a poll be published
giving it a result with a two at the front
of it — even 29.9 percent, the media
will talk of the risk of a “collapse”,
and that such talk will become self-
fulfilling, driving its support to levels
from which it cannot recover.

The Green Party, usually seen as the
most likely to push for liberalisation, sits
at around MMP’s five percent thres