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Episode #15. Norwegian Parliament votes to decriminalize drugs
Last week, the majority of Norway’s Parliament voted to decriminalize all drug use and focus on
treatment instead. The vote does not automatically decriminalize illicit drugs -- rather, it directs the
government to begin revising its current laws related to drugs.
Under the proposed plan, people found with small amounts of marijuana, cocaine, and other illegal drugs
could be sent to a treatment program, rather than fined or imprisoned. The new rules would mimic those
in place in Portugal, which decriminalized drug use in 2001 and has since seen a decrease in habitual
drug use and drug-related deaths. In 2006, Norway began testing a decriminalization program in Oslo
and Bergen, through which drug users are sentenced to treatment. Last year, courts throughout the
country were given the option to do this.
Supporters of the new approach argue that helping addicts recover from addiction will reduce the
likelihood that they will commit crimes. A report released in June by Europe’s drug addiction monitoring
agency found there were more than 48,000 drug law offenses and 266 drug overdoses in Norway in
2014, the most recent figures available.
Joshua:

It’s refreshing to see this practical approach to a serious problem. Treating addiction is a
much more realistic solution than sending addicts to jail!

Jessica:

For addicts, yes… but what about people who experiment with drugs? Wouldn’t
decriminalization send a message that taking drugs is no big deal?

Joshua:

The parliament didn’t vote to legalize drugs, Jessica -- they’re just changing the way the
legal system handles people who are caught with drugs. This new way sounds far more
sensible.

Jessica:

But is there any real difference between legalizing drugs and not treating drug use as a
criminal offense? If people aren’t punished for having drugs, it seems to me that they’ll be
more likely to use them -- especially young people.

Joshua:

Once the law is finalized, I’m sure it will answer your questions. What’s important is that the
country is trying to change its view on addiction. Look at Portugal, and how many lives its
drug policies have saved! Deaths from drugs dropped from 80 in 2001 to 16 in 2012. And
HIV rates among drug users decreased by an even larger amount.

Jessica:

On the other hand, after Portugal decriminalized drugs, the number of people who had used
drugs at any time in their lives went up.

Joshua:

But there are statistics that show the opposite is true. For instance, after marijuana was
legalized in Colorado, the number of teenagers using it actually fell. But that’s beside the
point -- which is that sending drug users to jail doesn’t really work. Common-sense laws and
good social services are the right answer.
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