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Since I took command of the war on drugs, I have learned from former Secretary 

of State George Shultz that our concept of fighting drugs is “flawed.” The only thing 

to do, he says, is to “make it possible for addicts to buy drugs at some regulated 

place.” Conservative commentator William F. Buckley, Jr., suggests I should be 

“fatalistic” about the flood of cocaine from South America and simply “let it in.” 

Syndicated columnist Mike Royko contends it would be easy to sweep junkies out of 

the gutters “than to fight a hopeless war” against the narcotics that send them there. 

Labeling our efforts “bankrupt,” federal judge Robert W. Sweet opts for legalization, 

saying, “If our society can learn to stop using butter, it should be able to cut down on 

cocaine.”  

Flawed, fatalistic, hopeless, bankrupt! I never realized surrender was so 

fashionable until I assumed this post.   

Though most Americans are overwhelmingly determined to go toe-to-toe with 

the foreign drug lords and neighborhood pushers, a small minority believe that 

enforcing drug laws imposes greater costs on society than do drugs themselves. Like 

addicts seeking immediate euphoria, the legalizers want peace at any price, even 

though it means the inevitable proliferation of a practice that degrades, impoverishes 

and kills.  

I am acutely aware of the burdens drug enforcement places upon us. It consumes 

economic resources we would like to use elsewhere. It is sometimes frustrating, 

thankless and often dangerous. But the consequences of not enforcing drug laws 

would be far more costly. Those consequences involve the intrinsically destructive 

nature of drugs and the toll they exact from our society in hundreds of thousands of 

lost and broken lives... human potential never realized… time stolen front families 

and jobs... precious spiritual and economic resources squandered. 

That is precisely why virtually every civilized society has found it necessary to 

exert some form of control over mind-altering substances and why this war is so 

important. Americans feel up to their hips in drugs now. They would be up to their 

necks under legalization. 

Even limited experiments in drug legalization have shown that when drugs are 

more widely available, addiction skyrockets. In 1975 Italy liberalized its drug law 

and now has one of the highest heroin-related death rates in Western Europe. In 

Alaska, where marijuana was decriminalized in 1975, the easy atmosphere has 

increased usage of the drug, particularly among children. Nor does it stop there. 

Some Alaskan schoolchildren now tout “coca puffs,” marijuana cigarettes laced with 

cocaine. 

Many legalizers concede that drug legalization might increase use, but they shrug 

off the matter. “It may well be that there would be more addicts, and I would regret 

that result,” says Nobel laureate economist Milton Friedman. The late Harvard 

Medical School psychiatry professor Norman Zinberg, a longtime proponent of 

“responsible” drug use, admitted that “use of now illicit drugs would certainly 

increase. Also, casualties probably would increase.” 

In fact, Dr. Herbert D. Klebet of Yale University, my deputy in charge of demand 

reduction, predicts legalization might cause “a five-to-sixfold increase” in cocaine 

use. But legalizers regard this as a necessary price for the “benefits” of legalization. 

What benefits? 

1. Legalization will take the profit out of drugs. The result supposedly will be the 

end of criminal drug pushers and the big foreign-drug wholesalers, who will turn to 

other enterprises because nobody will need to make furtive and dangerous trips to his 

local pusher. 

But what, exactly, would the brave new world of legalized drugs look like? 

Buckley stresses that “adults get to buy the stuff at carefully regulated stores.” 

(Would you want one in your neighborhood?) Others, like Friedman, suggest we sell 

the drugs at “ordinary retail outlets.”  

Former City University of New York sociologist Georgette Bennett assures us 

that “brand-name competition will be prohibited” and that strict quality control and 

proper labeling will be overseen by the Food and Drug Administration. In a touching 

egalitarian note, she adds that “free drugs will be provided at government clinics” for 

addicts too poor to buy them. 

Almost all the legalizers point out that the price of drugs will fall, even though 

the drugs will be heavily taxed. Buckley, for example, argues that somehow federal 

drugstores will keep the price “low enough to discourage a black market but high 

enough to accumulate a surplus to be used for drug education.” 

Supposedly, drug sales will generate huge amounts of revenue, which will then 

be used to tell the public not to use drugs and to treat those who don‟t listen. 

In reality, this tax would only allow government to share the drug profits now 

garnered by criminals. Legalizers would have to tax drugs heavily in order to pay for 

drug education and treatment programs. Criminals could undercut the official price 

and still make huge profits. What alternative would the government have? Cut the 

price until it was within the lunch-money budget of the average sixth-grade student? 

2. Legalization will eliminate the black market. Wrong. And not just because the 

regulated prices could be undercut. Many legalizers admit that drugs such as crack or 

PCP are simply too dangerous to allow the shelter of the law. Thus criminals will 

provide what the government will not. “As long as drugs that people very much want 

remain illegal, a black market will exist,” says legalization advocate David Boaz of 

the libertarian Cato Institute.  

Look at crack. In powdered form, cocaine was an expensive indulgence. But 

street chemists found that a better and far less expensive - and far more dangerous - 

high could be achieved by mixing cocaine with baking soda and heating it. Crack 

was born, and “cheap” coke invaded low-income communities with furious speed.  

An ounce of powdered cocaine might sell on the street for $1200. That same 

ounce can produce 370 vials of crack at $10 each. Ten bucks seems like a cheap hit, 

but crack‟s intense ten- to 15-minute high is followed by an unbearable depression. 

The user wants more crack, thus starting a rapid and costly descent into addiction.  

If government drugstores do not stock crack, addicts will find it in the clandestine 

market or simply hake it themselves from their legally purchased cocaine. 

Currently crack is being laced with insecticides and animal tranquilizers to 

heighten its effect. Emergency roosts are now warned to expect victims of 



“sandwiches” and “moon rocks,” life-threatening smokable mixtures of heroin and 

crack. Unless the government is prepared to sell these deadly variations of dangerous 

drugs, it will perpetuate a criminal black market by default.  

And what about children and teen-agers? They would obviously be barred from 

drug purchases, just as they are prohibited from buying beer and liquor. But pushers 

will continue to cater these young customers with the old, favorite come-ons - a 

couple of free fixes to get them hooked. And what good will anti-drug education be 

when these youngsters observe their older brothers and sisters, parents and friends 

lighting up and shooting up with government permission? 

Legalization will give us the worst of both worlds: millions of new drug users 

and a thriving criminal black market. 

3. Legalization will dramatically reduce crime. “It is the high price of drugs that 

leads addicts to robbery, murder and other crimes,” says Ira Glasser, executive 

director of the American Civil Liberties Union. A study by the Cato Institute 

concludes: “Most, if not all, „drug-related murders‟ are the result of drug 

prohibition.” 

But researchers tell us that many drug-related felonies are committed by people 

involved in crime before they started taking drugs. The drugs, so routinely available 

in criminal circles, stake the criminals more violent and unpredictable.  

Certainly there are some kill-for-a-fix crimes, but does any rational person 

believe that a cut-rate price for drugs at a government outlet will stop such 

psychopathic behavior? The fact is that under the influence of drugs, normal people 

do not act normally, and abnormal people behave in chilling and horrible ways. DEA 

agents told me about a teen-age addict in Manhattan who was smoking crack when 

he sexually abused and caused permanent internal injuries to his one-month-old 

daughter. 

Children are among the most frequent victims of violent, drug-related crimes that 

have nothing to do with the cost of acquiring the drugs. In Philadelphia in 1987 more 

than half the child-abuse fatalities involved at least one parent who was a heavy drug 

user. Seventy-three percent of the child-abuse deaths in New York City in 1987 

involved parental drug use. 

In my travels to the ramparts of the drug war, I have seen nothing to support the 

legalizers‟ argument that lower drug prices would reduce crime. Virtually 

everywhere I have gone, police and DEA agents have told me that crime rates are 

highest where crack is cheapest. 

4. Drug use should be legal since users only harm themselves. Those who believe 

this should stand beside the medical examiner as he counts the 36 bullet wounds in 

the shattered corpse of a three-year-old who happened to get in the way of his 

mother‟s drug-crazed boyfriend. They should visit the babies abandoned by cocaine-

addicted mothers-infants who already carry the ravages of addiction in their own tiny 

bodies. They should console the devastated relatives of the nun who worked in a 

homeless shelter and was stabbed to death by a crack addict enraged that she 

Do drug addicts only harm their selves? Here is a former cocaine addict 

describing the compulsion that quickly draws even the most “responsible” user into 

irresponsible behavior: “Everything is about getting high, and any means necessary 

to get there becomes rational. If it means stealing something from somebody close to 

you, lying to your family, borrowing money from people you know you can‟t pay 

back, writing checks you know you can‟t cover, you do all those things-things that 

are totally against everything you have ever be 

Society pays for this behavior, and not just in bigger insurance premiums, losses 

from accidents and poor job performance. We pay the loss of a priceless social 

currency as families are destroyed, trust between friends is betrayed and promising 

careers are never fulfilled. I cannot imagine sanctioning behavior that would increase 

that toll. 

 I find no merit in the legalizers‟ case. The simple fact is that drug use is wrong. 

And the moral argument, in the end, is the most compelling argument. A citizen in a 

drug-induced haze, whether on his back-yard deck or on a mattress in it ghetto crack 

house, is not what the founding fathers meant by the “pursuit of happiness.‟‟ Despite 

the legalizers‟ argument that drug use is a matter of „personal freedom,” our nation‟s 

notion of liberty is rooted in the ideal of a self-reliant citizenry: Helpless wrecks in 

treatment centers, men chained by their noses to cocaine - these people are slaves. 

Imagine if, in the darkest days of 1940, Winston Churchill had rallied the West 

by saying, “This war looks hopeless, and besides, it will cost too much. Hitler can‟t 

be that bad. Let‟s surrender and see what happens.” That is essentially what we hear 

from the legalizers.  

This war can be won. I am heartened by indications that education and public 

revulsion are having an effect on drug use. The National Institute on Drug Abuse‟s 

latest survey of current users shows a 37-percent decrease in drug consumption since 

1985. Cocaine is clown 50 percent; marijuana use among young people is at its 

lowest rate since 1972. In my travels I‟ve been encouraged by signs that Americans 

are fighting back. 

I am under no illusion that such developments, however hopeful, mean the war is 

over. We need to involve more citizens in the fight, increase pressure on drug 

criminals and build on anti-drug programs that have proved to work. This will not be 

easy. But the moral and social costs of surrender are simply too great to contemplate.  

 


