
All of DPA’s strategies and work 
ultimately derive from a comprehensive 
vision of what it means to end the drug 
war in the U.S. and around the world.

I can’t thank you enough for your support 
of the Drug Policy Alliance, which makes 
everything we do possible.

Fall 2016
www.drugpolicy.org

The Most Critical Time Ever 
for Drug Policy Reform 

Ethan Nadelmann, Executive Director

When I founded, over two decades 
ago, the institute that is now the Drug 
Policy Alliance, it was with the mission of 
ending drug war thinking and policies in 
the United States and around the world.  
That remains our focus, even as those 
who sustain the drug war no longer want 
to call it such.  

We’ve confronted tremendous 
challenges, most of them grounded in 
ignorance, fear, prejudice and profit.  
Some of these will no doubt be familiar 
to you: the power of the prison-industrial 
complex, the timidity of elected officials, 
the conscious and subconscious 
indifference to the ways the drug war  
so disproportionately targets and harms 
African Americans as well as others  
who are young, poor and labeled as 
suspect, and all the ways in which 
popular views of drug use, addiction 
and treatment conflict with scientific and 
other empirical evidence.

But I must admit one of DPA’s other 
great challenges has been the need to 
constantly explain who we are and why 
we do what we do. I take great pride 
in our monumental progress toward 
ending marijuana prohibition, and 
some pleasure in the abundant media 
coverage, but regret that it gets so much 
attention that people are often not aware 
of everything else we do.

We don’t just rail against the injustices of 
the drug war but plug away in legislative 
and other trenches to actually change 
laws, police and government practices.  
We have a dual mission – to reduce not 
just the harms of the drug war but also 
the harms that result from illicit drug 
use. That’s why we’re deeply involved 
in reforming civil asset forfeiture laws as 
well as bail laws, and in working both 
against and with police and prosecutors 
to change how they deal with people 
who use, make and sell illicit drugs.  

Above: Performers in Prohibition-
era attire greet UN attendees with 
copies of the Post-Prohibition 
Times, a mock newspaper 
containing DPA’s groundbreaking 
sign-on letter (see pages 2-3).
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Drug Policy Reform 
Goes Global
Hannah Hetzer 
Senior Policy Manager of the Americas 

Earlier this year, world leaders gathered 
in New York for the most significant 
international drug policy meeting in 
almost two decades, the United Nations 
General Assembly Special Session on 
Drugs (UNGASS). The last UNGASS 
took place in 1998 under the unrealistic 
slogan “A drug free world, we can do it!”.

Much has changed since then. In 
the last few years, there has been 
unprecedented momentum for drug 
policy reform. Public opinion is shifting to 
support new approaches; former 
and current world leaders are calling 
for reform; and cities, states and 

countries across the world are 
implementing harm reduction 
initiatives, criminal justice reforms, 
and marijuana regulation.

When the presidents of Mexico, 
Colombia and Guatemala called for 
this UNGASS in 2012, they did so 
because their countries – and their 
region – were suffering a staggering 
human toll of the global drug war. 
Since 2012, an informal coalition of 
countries – largely from Latin America, 
Europe and the Caribbean – formed to 
ensure an open and inclusive debate 

at UNGASS. They worked hard to push 
for discussions that put all options on the 
table but countries that remain wedded 
to punitive approaches, such as Russia 
and states that still enact the death 
penalty for drug offenses, pushed back.

Despite the UN’s longstanding inertia, 
there was a strong chorus of countries 
that called for progressive changes, 
including Canada, Jamaica, Uruguay, 
Colombia, Mexico, Czech Republic, 
and New Zealand. And, most notable of 
all, there emerged an unprecedented 
mobilization of our reform movement –  
a diverse, broad, and powerful coalition 
of individuals and organizations from 
around the world.

DPA held events on race and the drug 
war at Columbia University and on faith 
and drug policy at the Abyssinian Baptist 
Church and arranged for performers 
in prohibition-era attire to hand UN 
attendees copies of the Post-Prohibition 
Times, a newspaper printout of a letter 
to UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon 
urging him to set the stage “for real 
reform of global drug control policy.” 

Continued on next page

Right: The view from inside the UN 
General Assembly on Drugs.
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California’s Golden Opportunity 
to Finally Legalize Marijuana is 
Coming in November

 Tamar Todd 
 Director of Legal Affairs

 If you care about protecting the 
environment, if you care about raising 
revenue for the state, if you care 
about protecting young people, if 
you care about communities harmed 
by our past drug policies, if you care 
about racial justice, then you should 
care about California’s Proposition 
64, the Adult Use of Marijuana 
Act, which will be on the ballot this 
November.

 We’ve helped build a broad-based 
coalition who support the smart and 
responsible regulation of marijuana 
put forth by Prop. 64. They include 
members of the state’s Blue Ribbon 
Commission on Marijuana Policy, 
and leading experts in environmental 
protection, public health, racial 
justice, and drug policy.

 Following in the footsteps of 
Colorado, Washington, Oregon 

 and Alaska, the California initiative 
is designed to allow the responsible 
use of marijuana by adults. It 
establishes a strict regulatory 

system that will allow for taxed and 
regulated businesses to be licensed 
to produce and distribute marijuana 
in a legal market.

 What’s most significant about 
 Prop. 64 is how it legalizes 

marijuana. Learning from states 
 that have already legalized 

marijuana, this ballot measure 
focuses on undoing the most 
egregious harms of marijuana 
prohibition, including: 

•	 Reducing the criminalization  
of people, the costs of which  
have been largely borne by  
some individuals and communities 
of color; 

•	 Restoring and protecting public 
lands and waterway that have been 
damaged and destroyed though 
the lack of regulation and control of 
marijuana that exists under current 
law; and 

•	 Protecting youth to ensure that 
they no longer have easy access 
to marijuana as they do under an 
unregulated uncontrolled system.

 Under Prop. 64, youth are 
 protected from advertising and 

marketing – and if they do get 
in trouble with marijuana it won’t 
become a gateway for their entry 
into the criminal justice system and 
its lifelong collateral consequences.

 With your support, Prop. 64 will 
 make the Golden State the gold 

standard for marijuana policy 
 and ending prohibition.

This public letter, initiated and led 
by DPA, included an unprecedented 
and impressive range of signatories 
from Senators Elizabeth Warren, 
Cory Booker and Bernie Sanders 
to former President Jimmy Carter, 
former Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, businessmen Warren 
Buffett, George Soros and Richard 
Branson, actors Michael Douglas 
and Jane Fonda, Super Bowl 
champion Tom Brady, singers John 
Legend and Mary J. Blige, activists 
Reverend Jesse Jackson, Gloria 
Steinem and Michelle Alexander, 
as well as distinguished legislators, 
cabinet ministers, and former  
UN officials.

Change is slow to come to the 
UN. But with citizens across the 
world pushing for reform, and with 
countries moving ahead with novel 
drug policies, sooner or later the 
UN too will have to change to reflect 
new realities on the ground, or risk 
becoming an irrelevant and ignored 
force in global drug policy.

Thank you for helping make all of 
this possible.
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We love to hear from you. Contact  
the Ally by writing to Jag Davies,  
Director of communications strategy  
at: newsletter@drugpolicy.org

Save the Date!

October 11-14, 2017
Atlanta, Georgia

www.reformconference.org

International Drug Policy
Reform Conference

Help Us Make the Most of 
the Momentum – Join the 
Reformer’s Club
 
These are extraordinary – and extraordinarily urgent – days for our 
movement. And the Drug Policy Alliance has you to thank for the progress 
we’ve made toward drug policy reform.
 
We need your help now more than ever – and becoming a member of  
the Reformer’s Club is a convenient way for you to make an even bigger  
difference. Commit to giving an amount that’s right for you – $10, $25, or more –  
and we’ll deduct it from your account each month. It’s that easy.

Joining the Reformer’s Club means no more checks to write, stamps to buy, or 
remembering whether or not you made a gift. And we’ll send you less mail and 
email – and put those extra resources to work faster. To sign up today, visit 
drugpolicy.org/reformers or call 212.613.8031.


