
Societal and Economic Disadvantages of Marijuana Prohibition 

 

Marijuana has been a Schedule I drug since the introduction of the 1970 Controlled Substances 

Act proposed by President Richard Nixon. This classification puts marijuana under the strictest 

category of narcotics - those that have no currently accepted medical benefits and a high 

potential for abuse. However, in more recent times, 18 states plus the District of Columbia have 

legalized marijuana for medical use (2 states include recreational use) and 11 more have similar 

legislation pending
1
. It is time for the United States to examine the wide reaching economic and 

societal costs of the profoundly unsuccessful War on Drugs. It is time to adopt a more 

progressive policy of regulated and taxed marijuana.   

 

How many people in the United States use marijuana? 

According to a 2011 national survey by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHS), marijuana is the most commonly used illicit drug in the United States 

with 18.1 million current users (19%). Of those answered that they used illicit drugs in the past 

month, 80.5% used marijuana regularly, and about two thirds (64.3%) have used only marijuana 

in the past month. The SAMHS survey also found that prevention messages did not seem to deter 

youth from using illicit drugs. The number of youth who used illicit drugs and also reported 

exposure to drug/alcohol prevention messages was only 0.2% different than those who had not 

seen such messages. Finally, about half (47.7%) of youths aged 12 to 17 reported that it would be 

"fairly easy" or "very easy" for them to obtain marijuana if they wanted it
2
. 

 

Who is actually being arrested for using marijuana? 

The National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML) collects statistics on 

the prevalence of marijuana arrests in each state. According to their data, approximately 3.5% of 

all arrests in PA are for simple marijuana possession; only 1% are for the sale of marijuana. The 

rate of total adult marijuana possession arrests versus total PA drug arrests has increased steadily 

from 20.1% in 1995 to 24.3% in 2002. The increase is also evident in the number of youths 

being arrested, which increased from 5.84% in 1995 to 7.1% in 2002
3
.  

 

The data suggest that youth are being unfairly targeted for marijuana arrests in PA – 39.6% of 

possession arrests and 32.7% of marijuana sales arrests in 2002 were people aged 15-19 years 

old, the highest number of any age bracket
3
.   These youths then have a conviction record 

following them for the rest of their lives and hindering their ability to get accepted to college or 

find meaningful jobs. 

 

What has the War on Drugs cost the United States? 

The Drug Policy Project estimates that the US spends at least $51 trillion a year on the War on 

Drugs. In 2011 alone, approximately 1.53 million people in the United States were arrested for 

nonviolent drug charges. Of those, more than 750,000 were arrested for a marijuana law 



violation - 86% were simple possession
4
. Strict anti-drug policies have also cost more than 

200,000 students financial aid eligibility because of a drug conviction. In Pennsylvania, 

possession of 30g or less of marijuana is “a misdemeanor punishable by 30 days in jail and a 

$500 fine
5
.” The current laws regarding driving under the influence of alcohol are less strict: no 

minimum jail time, no required license suspension, and a possible fine of $300 or more 

depending on the person’s BAC
6
. 

 

What is the financial burden on taxpayers? 

In 2010, PA spent $283,229,043 on drug abuse prevention and other related programs such as 

prisoner re-entry programs and general healthy community initiatives
7
. The criminal justice 

system refers more marijuana users to substance abuse treatment than any other drug, including 

alcohol
8
. According to a 2005 report by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration, about 64% of substance abuse treatment was paid for by taxpayer funded 

programs such as Medicare, Medicaid, and CHIP
9
. In the future, tax revenue from legal 

marijuana sales could be used for substance abuse treatment and drug education classes for 

public schools.  

 

How does marijuana legalization affect crime rates? 

Recent research has raised questions about the societal effects of marijuana, and if some 

assumptions we’ve long held may not be true after all. For example, a 2009 report from the 

Denver Police Department found a 16.8% burglary and robbery rate for marijuana dispensaries, 

equal to that of regular pharmacies. There was a 19.7% robbery rate for liquor stores and a 

33.7% rate for banks. A similar survey of the LAPD in 2009 found that robberies were also more 

common at banks than dispensaries in Los Angeles
10

. 

 

In late 2010, the Denver Police Department looked at crime rates in areas that included 

dispensaries. The analysis showed that through the first nine months of 2010, crime was down 

8.2% relative to the same period in 2009. The decrease was comparable to the city’s overall drop 

in crime of 8.8%. The Denver Post completed a similar analysis and found that crime rates in 

some areas with the highest concentration of dispensaries saw bigger decreases in crime than 

neighborhoods with no dispensaries
10

. 

 

Why is now the time to change our marijuana laws? 

With Colorado and Washington legalizing marijuana for recreational use, our federal 

government is forced to evaluate its stance on marijuana and the effectiveness of current federal 

policy. Senator Daylin Leach of Pennsylvania claims that even the most conservative estimates 

say PA could gain $24 million in tax revenue each year from taxing the sales of marijuana 

similarly to tobacco and alcohol
11

. He also believes we should take advantage of the systems 

already in place to regulate alcohol for marijuana sales because these stores are used to following 

state standards and checking for ID with every customer. 
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