
TOOLS FOR DEBATE:
US Federal Government

Data on Cannabis 
Prohibition



OVERVIEW OF REPORT

• Draws upon 20 years of data from US federal government funded 
surveillance systems

• Summarizes data on impacts of cannabis prohibition, specifically
cannabis seizures and cannabis-related arrests

• Assesses the assumption that increased law enforcement funding 
reduces cannabis-related harms, using markers of:

» Cannabis potency

» Cannabis price

» Availability

» Rates of use

• Describes evidence-based regulatory tools that may reduce 
cannabis-related harms if cannabis were legalized

• Has been peer-reviewed and has been endorsed by 65 MDs and 
PhDs in 28 countries



PROHIBITION FUNDING, CANNABIS 
SEIZURES AND ARRESTS

• Between 1981 and 2002, the United States 
government spent $217 billion (USD) on their anti-drug 
efforts
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PROHIBITION FUNDING, CANNABIS 
SEIZURES AND ARRESTS

• Between 1981 and 2002, the United States 
government spent $217 billion (USD) on their anti-drug 
efforts

• Between 1990 and 2006, cannabis seizures increased 
by more than 400%

• From 1990 to 2007, the number of cannabis-related 
arrests per year more than doubled

• The cannabis possession arrest rate for African-

Americans is 300% higher than for whites, even though 

US government studies show African-Americans use 

cannabis at lower rates



How have cannabis prohibition 
expenditures, arrests and seizures 
impacted cannabis-related harms?
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CANNABIS PRICE, POTENCY, USE AND 
AVAILABILITY

• Between 1990 and 2007, the potency of cannabis 
increased by 145%

• During this time, there was also a 58% reduction in 
the average price of cannabis

• Yet, over the last 30 years, cannabis has remained 
“almost universally available to American 12th 
graders”

• Approximately 60% of school-aged US youth who 
use cannabis report having obtained their last used 
cannabis for free



CANNABIS USE

Rates of cannabis use among American youth do not 
decrease when there is increased funding for cannabis 
prohibition:

Annual 
prevalence 
of cannabis
use among 
US 12th 
graders

27% in 1990

32% in 2008

Annual 
prevalence 
of cannabis
use among 
US 19 to 28 
year olds

26% in 1990

29% in 2008



• Government officials argue that rates of use would be 
higher if cannabis were legal

• Comparisons between the US and the Netherlands, 
where cannabis is de facto legalized, indicate that the 
US has a lifetime rate of cannabis use more than 
double that observed in the Netherlands

CANNABIS USE

QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.



UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF 
CANNABIS PROHIBITION

• Making cannabis illegal 
enriches organized crime and 
drives up levels of violence 
as street gangs and cartels 
compete for drug market 
profits 

• In Mexico, over 28,000 
people have died in the drug 
war since 2006

• US government reports 
estimate that 60% of Mexican 
drug cartel revenue comes 
from cannabis
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“As a nation, we have been 
responsible for the murder 

of literally hundreds of 
thousands of people at 

home and abroad by 
fighting a war that should 

never have been started 
and can be won, if at all, 

only by converting the 
United States into a

police state.”

Milton Friedman

US Economist and Nobel Laureate



POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF A REGULATED 
MARKET



EVIDENCE-BASED TOOLS FOR 
REGULATION
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QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

“We need at least to 
consider and examine 
forms of controlled 
legalization of drugs.”

George Shultz
Secretary of State under US President Ronald Reagan
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To learn more or to join the 
ICSDP visit www.icsdp.org

and look for us on:


