Beyond Prohibition: The Case for Drug Legalization

CATO speech by Gov. Gary E. Johnson

| amnot a typical politician. | started a business in
1974 as a handyman. By 1994 ny wife and | had 1, 000
enpl oyees specializing in various tasks--electrical,
mechani cal , plunbing, and pipefitting. It was really a
dream cone true. | did sone things then that | still do
today. | told the truth. I was ontinme. | did alittle
bit nmore for ny custoners than what | prom sed them
woul d do. Wth that formula, you can build and expand a
busi ness.

| amalso an athlete. | amdoing the Ironman Triathlon in
two and a half weeks. It will be the third time that I
conpete init. | ama conpetitive triathlete. This has

been ny hobby now for about 20 years. Going to the
[ronman Triathlon is |ike a baseball player's opportunity
to go to the Wrld Series. It's like a football player's
chance to go to the Superbowl. It's really exciting for

me. | have a goal to clinb Munt Everest after | |eave
office. I think it would be really cool to stand on top
of the planet. | think that would be wonderful.

| often say to people that every person needs to
determ ne what makes his or her life work. In ny
particul ar case, | found that being as fit as | possibly
can be makes ny life work. You need to find out what that
sonething is in your |ives--whether it's canoeing,

pl ayi ng chess, knitting, reading, or whatever it m ght
be. But get nore of what makes your life work and then
get rid of those things that get in the way of what you

want to do. In ny life, | discovered that that was
tobacco and al cohol. | don't drink. | haven't had a drink
in 12 years. | don't do drugs. | don't even do candy

bars. Those things are a handicap. They really are.

|"ve got a great famly. My wife, Dee, and | have two
children. Qur daughter is 20 and our son is 17. My wife
and kids are extrenely supportive. Life is happy if you
have a great supporting cast, and | do.

| got my degree in political science at the University of
New Mexi co. |'ve always believed that life's highest
calling is doing good by others. |'ve always believed
that politics can be a way of acconplishing that. So this
I's sonething that |I've always wanted to do. Now right or



wong, | never got involved in politics at an earlier

| evel because |I felt that if | did, I would sonehow be

i ndebted. | wanted to be in a position where | wasn't

I ndebted to anyone. | wanted to get in office and do what
| thought was right. That was the fornula that I
followed. | introduced nyself to the Republican Party
just two weeks before | announced ny candi dacy for
governor. The response that | got was "W |ike you, we

i ke what you say, but you need to understand, you'l
never get elected. It's just not possible.”

Vell, | spent a half-a-mllion dollars of nmy own noney to
pursue ny goal of becom ng the governor of New Mexi co.

Let me nmake one point very clear: Not one person asked ne
to run for governor. Not one person. That was sonet hi ng
that 1| wanted to do and | recognize that | have been
given a wonderful opportunity to make a difference. And I
bel i eve that | have nade a positive difference.

When | am asked about ny greatest acconplishnent as
governor, | respond by saying that we have taken a

bal anced approach to everything that needs to happen in
New Mexi co. W have held the |line on taxes. W've
actually reduced taxes, but not as nmuch as | would Iike
to have seen. We're building 500 mles of four-Iane

hi ghway in the state of New Mexico--effectively doubling
the four-1lane highways in the state. W have reduced the
nunber of state enpl oyees by about 5 or 6 percent. Wat |
tell New Mexicans is, if you haven't noticed a difference
in the services of state governnent, | want to suggest
that we're nore efficient because we're doing it with
1,300 fewer state enpl oyees. And whenever you save noney,
that's noney you can spend in other areas. There are

pl enty of areas in governnent that that noney can be
spent .

We did shift over to nmanaged care fromthe Medicaid
nodel , and that was very significant. W had very
overcrowded prisons in New Mexico. We built a couple of
new prisons, and those prisons are run privately. |
fought for that. The cost was two-thirds what it was
costing us to do it as a state. Inproving education has
been a priority, but, regrettably, all | have done since
| have taken office when it cones to education is put
nore and nore noney into a systemthat by all neasurenent
Is just doing a little bit worse fromyear to year. |I'm
afraid that that isn't just the experience of New Mexi co.
That is the trend nationally. So | am now pressing for
school vouchers. School vouchers are sonething that |
believe in. Bring conpetition to public school systens,
and it wll nmake a positive difference.



| ama "cost-benefit" analysis person. Wat's the cost
and what's the benefit? A couple of things scream out as
failing cost-benefit criteria. One is education. The
other is the war on drugs. W are presently spending $50

billion a year on the war on drugs. |’ mtalking about
police, courts, and jails. For the anmount of noney that
we're putting into the war on drugs, | want to suggest

that it is an absolute failure. The "outrageous”

hypot hesis that | have been raising is that under a

| egal i zed scenario, we could actually hold drug use |evel
or see it decline. | realize that is arguable. But with
respect to drug abuse, | don't think you can argue about
that. Under a |l egalized scenario, we would see the |eve
of drug use remain the sane or decline. And the sane
woul d happen with respect to drug abuse.

Soneti nes people say to nme, "Governor, | am absolutely
opposed to your stand on drugs."” | respond by asking
them "You're for drugs, you want to see kids use drugs?”
Let nme nmake sonething clear. I'mnot pro-drug. |I'm

agai nst drugs. Don't do drugs. Drugs are a real handi cap.
Don't do al cohol. Don't do tobacco. They are a rea

handi cap.

There's anot her issue beyond cost-benefit criteria.
Shoul d you go to jail for using drugs? And |’ m not

tal ki ng about doing drugs and conmm tting a crine or doing
drugs and driving a car. Should you go to jail for sinply
doing drugs? | say no. | say that you shouldn't. People
ask nme, "Wiat do you tell kids?" Well, you tell themthe
truth, that's what you tell them You tell themthat by

| egal i zi ng drugs, we can control them regulate them and
tax them If we legalize drugs, we mght have a heal thier
society. And you explain to them how that m ght take

pl ace. But you tell themthat drugs are a bad choice.
Don’t do drugs. But if you do drugs, we're not going to
throw you in jail for that.

Under a |l egalized scenario, | say there is going to be a
whol e new set of [aws. Let ne just nention a few of those
new | aws. Let's say you can't do drugs if you're under 21
years of age. You can't sell drugs to kids. | say

enpl oyers should be able to discrimnate agai nst drug
users. Enployers should be able to conduct drug tests and
t hey should not have to conply with the Anerican with
Disabilities Act. Do drugs and do crine? Make it like a
gun. Enhance the penalty for the crine in the sane way we
do today with guns. Do drugs and drive? There should be a
law simlar to the | aw we have now for driving under the
I nfl uence of al cohol.



| am proposing that we redirect the $50 billion that
we're presently spending (state and federal) on the old
set of laws to enforce a new set of laws. | sense a new
soci ety out there when you're tal king about enforcing
these new | aws and enhancing the ability of |aw
enforcement to focus on other crinmes that are being
committed. Police can crack down on speeding viol ations,
burgl aries, and other crines that |aw enforcenent does
not have the opportunity to enforce.

Under a |l egalized scenario, there will be a new set of
problenms. And we can all point themout. W can talk al
day about the new set of problens that will acconpany

| egal i zation. But | suggest to you that the new problens
are going to be about half the negative consequence of
what we've got today. A legalization nodel will be a
dynam c process that will be fine-tuned as we go al ong.

| recall when | was in high school in 1971. An

Al buquerque police officer cane in, lit up some marijuana
weeds and said, "If you snell this, run. This is
marijuana and you need to know that if you do marijuana,
we're going to catch you and we're going to put you in
jail." I remenber raising nmy hand at that tine, asking,
"What are you going to do, put 15 million people in
jail?" The police officer said, "I don't care about that.
| just care about the fact that if you do it, we're going
to catch you and we're going to put you in jail." |I'm
afraid that prophecy nmay be comng true. In 1997 there
wer e about 700,000 arrests for marijuana-rel ated

of f enses.

Does anybody want to press a button that woul d
retroactively punish the 80 mlIlion Anericans who have
done illegal drugs over the years? | mght point out that
"' mone of those individuals. In running for my first
termin office, | offered up the fact that | had snoked
marijuana. And the nmedia was very quick to say, "Ch, so
you experinmented with marijuana?" "No," | said, "I snoked
marijuanal!” This is sonething that | did. I did it along
with a lot of other people. | ook back on it now and I
view drugs as a handicap. | stopped because it was a
handi cap. The sanme with drinking and tobacco. But did ny
friends and | belong in jail? | don't think that we
shoul d continue to | ock up Americans because of bad

choi ces.

And what about the bad choi ces regarding al cohol and
tobacco? |'ve heard people say, "Governor, you' re not
conparing al cohol to drugs? You're not conparing tobacco
to drugs?" | say, "Hell no! Alcohol killed 150,000 people



| ast year. And |I'm not tal king about drinking and
driving. I'mjust talking about the health effects. The
health effects of tobacco killed 450,000 people |ast
year." | don't nean to be flippant, but | don't know of
anybody that ever died froma marijuana overdose. |'m
sure there are a few that snoked enough marijuana to
probably die fromit. I"'msure that that's the case. |
understand that 2,000 to 3,000 people died |last year from
cocai ne and heroine. Under a legalized scenario,
theoretically speaking, those deaths go away. Those don't
becone acci dental deaths anynore. They becone sui ci des
because we'd be tal king about a | egalized scenario where
drugs will be controlled, where drugs will be taxed,
where we woul d have education to go along with it. | want
to be so bold as to say that marijuana is never going to
have the devastating effects on society that al cohol has
had on us.

My own informal poll anong doctors is that 75 to 80
percent of people that doctors exam ne have healt h-

rel ated problens due to al cohol and tobacco. My brother
Is a cardio thoracic surgeon, perform ng heart
transplants. My brother says that 80 percent of the

probl ens that he sees are al cohol and tobacco related. He
says he sees about six people a year who have infected
heart val ves because of intravenous drug use, but the
infection isn't fromthe drugs thenselves. It's the dirty
needl es that cause the health problens.

Marijuana is said to be a gateway drug. W all know that,
right? You're 85 times nore likely to do cocaine if you
do marijuana. | don't nean to be flippant, but 100
percent of all substance abuse starts with mlk. You've
heard it, but that bears repeating. My new mantra here is
"Just Say Know. " Just know that there are two sides to
all these argunents. | think the facts boil down to drugs
bei ng a bad choice. Drugs are a handi cap. But should
soneone go to jail for just doing drugs? That is the
reality of what is happening today. | believe the tine
has cone for that to end.

| ve been tal king about |egalization and not
decrimnalization. Legalization neans we educate,

regul ate, tax, and control the estinmated $400 billion a
year drug industry. That's larger than the autonobile

I ndustry. Decrimnalization is a nuddy term It turns its
back to half the problens that we're facing--which is to
get the entire econony of drugs above the line. So that's
why | tal k about |egalization, neaning control, the
ability to tax, the ability to regulate, and the ability
to educate.



We need to make drugs a controll ed substance just |ike
al cohol . Perhaps we ought to | et the governnent regul ate
it; let the governnent grow it; let the governnent
manufacture it, distribute it, market it; and if that
doesn’t |ead to decreased drug use, | don’t know what
woul d!

Kids today will tell you that |egal prescription drugs
are harder to cone by than illegal drugs. Wll, of

course. To get |legal drugs, you nust wal k into a pharnmacy
and show identification. It's the difference between a
controll ed substance and an illegal substance. A teenager
today will tell you that a bottle of beer is harder to
cone by than a marijuana joint. That's where we've cone
to today. It's where we've cone to with regard to
controlling al cohol, but it shows how out of control
drugs have becone.

A legalization scenario isn't going to be like the end of
al cohol prohibition. Wien Prohibition ended, there were
advertisenments on the radio right away that said, "Hey!
Drink and be nmerry. It's cool."” | don't see this |ike

t obacco, where for so long we saw advertisenents that
said, "Hey! Snoking is good for your health."” There are
constitutional questions, but | envision advertising
canpai gns that discourage drug use. | don't see today's
advertising canpai gns as being honest, and that's part of
t he probl em

The Partnership for a Drug Free America was bragging to
me that it was responsible for the "Here's your brain,
and here's your brain on drugs"” ad. Well, some kids
bel i eve that, perhaps three year olds, nmaybe even nine
year olds or ten year olds. But at sone point, kids have
friends that snoke marijuana for the first tine. Like
everybody else, | was also told that if you snoke
marijuana, you're going to go crazy. You're going to do
crime. You're going to | ose your mnd. Then you snoked
marijuana for the first tine and none of those things
happened. Actually, it was kind of nice. And then you
realized that they weren't telling you the truth. That's
why | envision advertising that tells the truth, which
says drugs are kind of nice and that's the lure of drugs.
But the reality is that if you continue to do drugs, they
are a real handicap. W need to have an honest

educati onal canpai gn about drugs.

Drug Czar Barry MCaffrey has nmade ne his poster child
for drug legalization. He clains that drug use has been
cut in half and that we are winning the drug war. Well,
l et's assunme that we have cut it in half. | don't buy



that for a mnute, but let's assune that it's true. Let's
assune that drug use has, in fact, dropped in half. Well,

if it has, in the late 1970s we were spending a billion
dollars federally on the drug war. Today, the feds are
spending $19 billion a year on the drug war. In the late

1970s, we were arresting a few hundred thousand peopl e.
Today, we're arresting 1.6 mllion people. Does that nean
as drug use declines (according to McCaffrey, it has
declined by half) that we're going to be spending $36
billion federally and that we're going to be arresting
3.2 mllion people annually? | nmean, to follow that

| ogic, when we're left with a few hundred users

nati onwi de, we're going to be spending the entire gross
nati onal product on drug | aw enforcenent!

| think it would be interesting to see some push polling
done on the issue of drugs in this country. In other
words, if the followwng is true, then how do you feel

about "x." If the following is true, how do you feel
about "y." But the questions that get asked today, |
really feel like I understand the answers. People have

been conditioned and believe that drugs are dangerous.
The polls should ask, "Should you go to jail for just
usi ng drugs?" People overwhel m ngly say no. But ask the
question, "Should you go to jail for pushing drugs,"”
peopl e say yes. People don't understand the profile of a
pusher. Most people don't understand, as we New Mexi cans
do, that the nules are carrying the drugs in. |I'mtalking
about Mexican citizens who are paid a couple of hundred
dollars to bring drugs across the border, and they don't
even know who has given themthe noney. They just know
that it's a king's ransom and that there are nore than
enough Mexican citizens wlling to do that. The federal
governnent is catching many of the nules, but the arrests
are not making a difference in our war on drugs. W are
catching sonme kingpins. Let's not deny that. But those
that are caught, those links out of the chain, don't nake
any difference in the overall war on drugs.

Il want to tell you a little bit about the response that
|'ve been getting to this, the response to what |'ve been
saying. Politically, this is a zero. This is absolutely a
zero. Politically, for anybody holding office, for
anybody that aspires to hold office, for anybody who's
hel d office, or for anybody who has a job associated with
politics, this is verboten. I amin the ground, and the
dirt is being thrown on top of ny coffin. But what | want
totell you is that anong the public, this is absolutely
overwhel m ng. | suggest to you that this is the biggest
head-in-the-sand i ssue that exists in this country today.
In New Mexico, | am being approached rapid fire with



peopl e saying "right on" with your statenents regarding
the war on drugs. And | want to suggest to you that it's
a 97 to 3 difference anong the public. This has been
unbel i evabl e. To give you one exanple, two elderly |adies
came up to ny table during dinner the other night,
Gertrude and Mabel. They said, "W're teachers and we
just think your school voucher idea sucks. But your
position on the war on drugs... R ght on! R ght on!"

What | believe | have discovered, and it's been said
before, is that the war on drugs is thousands of mles
long, but it's only about a quarter-inch deep. That's ny

belief. I do understand ny value in all this. |

appreci ate the work that has already been done by all of
you. |'ve been given the stage and | understand that. And
I"mtrying to make the nost out of having been given the
stage. | was on Good Morning, Anerica earlier, and |I'm
the one that was given the six mnutes of

air-time. And I'’'mtrying to make the nost out of it. I'm
trying to communi cate what | believe in. | believe in
this issue. | believe that drugs are bad, but | believe

that we need to stop arresting and | ocking up the entire
country.

I"d like to end this talk with ny "Seven Principles of
Good Governnent." This is sonething that | authored when
| took office and you'll find that these principles

di ctate everything that | do.

1. Becone reality driven. Don't kid yourself or others.
Find out what's what and base your deci sions and actions
on that.

2. Always be honest and tell the truth. It's extrenely
difficult to do any damage to anybody when you are
willing to tell the truth--regardl ess of the
consequences.

3. Always do what's right and fair. Renenber, the nore
you actually acconplish, the |ouder your critics becone.
You've got to learn to ignore your critics. You' ve got to
continue to do what you think is right. You ve got to

mai ntain your integrity.

4. Determ ne your goal, develop a plan to reach that
goal, and then act. Don't procrastinate.

5. Make sure everybody who ought to know what you're
doi ng knows what you're doing. Communi cate.



6. Don't hesitate to deliver bad news. There is al ways
time to salvage things. There is always tine to fix
things. Henry Kissinger said that anything that can be
reveal ed eventual ly should be reveal ed i nmedi ately.

7. Last, be willing to do whatever it takes to get your

job done. If you' ve got a job that you don't |ove enough
to do what it takes to get your job done, then quit and

get one that you do | ove, and then nmake a difference.

Thank you very nuch.



