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Editorial 

The controversies about drug policy run along at least two dimensions. In the first place there is crime-
health dimension. At the one end the leading point of view is that drug use inevitably goes in tandem 
with several forms of criminal behaviour. At the other end of the dimension drug use is mainly seen as 
an physical and medical issue. Both perspectives do not necessarily lead to one conclusion on drug 
policy. From the criminological perspective one can choose for a prohibitionist policy but also for a 
lenient one in order to reduce crime. The same can be said for the medical approach. The second 
dimension seems to be more decisive for the policy chosen. This dimension is the moral-pragmatical 
dimension. Drug use is judged either as a fundamental evil which has to banished or in a pragmatical 
way as an existing habit of which the inevitable harm needs to be reduced. A favourable moral view on 
drug use, which could be heard in the 1960s and 1970s, is not much heard anymore.  

All the four attitudes that result from these dimensions can be heard in the European arena of drug 
policies: crime/moral; health/moral; crime/pragmatism; health/pragmatism. Most countries can be 
typified somewhere between these four schematic positions. This issue of the European Journal on 
Criminal Policy and Research aims to give some transparency on the issue of drug use and drug 
policy. For that matter information is given on some specific countries in which interesting 
developments can be seen (The Netherlands, Sweden, France and Switzerland). In the first three 
articles a comparative view on the subject is given. Interestingly enough it seems as if there is no 
influence on drug policy at all as far as drug use is considered! Drug policy does count, however, if the 
negative side effects come into the picture.  

In the first article Karl-Heinz Reuband (Germany) reviews the evidence for the effects of liberal and a 
repressive policies on the prevalence of drug use. Drug prevalence without doubt constitutes the core 
issue in the controversy about the effects of different policies. First, he reviews the relevance of supply 
and demand factors and the role of the law in deterring people from drug use. Second, he analyses 
the effects of policy changes and variations in a cross-national perspective.  

Dirk J. Korf, Ruud Bless and Nienke Nottelman report on the question of attitudes of the people in 
several cities. Are there preferences with regard to drug policy governed by the extent of their 
exposure to drug use and drug dealing, and by the degree to which that bothers or annoys them? Or 
are these determined by general characteristics and opinions on drugs, or their own experience with 
drug use? The authors conducted a survey in eleven European cities. When the cities are broadly 
compared, some general patterns can be identified. Some differences run along geographical lines. 
For example, in more or less southern European cities like Trieste, Vienna and Lisbon they encounter 
more advocates of a repressive approach, while support for a health approach is stronger in northern 
cities, such as Ghent, Amsterdam and Copenhagen. When it comes down to it, though, other general 
characteristics of respondents, which refer to differing demographic factors of these cities, explain the 
different points of view of the public.  

Einar Ødegard (Norway) reflects further on the issue of the public's attitudes. One may claim that it is 
not necessary to start with a theory of cultural differences. For an effective strategy to prevent drug 
use one only needs to look at people's attitudes. Comparative research could be a tool to explore 
differences and perhaps also to extend our knowledge when it comes to what works and what does 
not work. In a Eurobarometer survey in 1995 these attitudes were surveyed. It seems indeed that for 
different countries there do exist marked differences with regard to which aspects are emphasised and 
thus how one understands the problem. However, there is reason to emphasise the methodological 
problems, especially when it comes to extending generalised knowledge on subjects with many 
variables and a small number of cases.  



Jan J.M. van Dijk (The Netherlands) aims to introduce more structure to the drug policy debate. For 
that matter he makes a rough cost-benefit analysis of the probable effects of the Dutch policy in 
various areas. A multi-disciplinary analysis of this nature makes it possible to bring together the 
arguments put forward by the protagonists from various perspectives and to some extent balance 
them against each other. In a traditional cost-benefit analysis the anticipated effects are assessed in 
financial terms. This is only possible to a very limited extent when it comes to the drug policy. The 
effects are partly of an intangible nature (such as the well-being of the drug users or the anxiety of 
those living in large cities concerning drug-related crime). Furthermore, the balancing of some factors 
depends largely on normative convictions. The most significant pros and cons of the Dutch drug policy 
found in the literature on the subject are catalogued. Finally, the probable effects of the partial 
adjustment of the drug policy introduced by the Dutch government in 1996 are discussed.  

Henrik Tham (Sweden) discusses Swedish drug policy, which seems to be successful. At least this is 
the official view in Sweden, a view held by successive administrations of varying political complexion, 
and disseminated in no less than four foreign languages. The Swedish model's success is asserted in 
part with reference to the situation in other countries and partly by comparison with the state of affairs 
in Sweden during the 1960s and 1970s. The success is seen to derive from the 'restrictive' nature of 
Swedish drug policy. The article examines this claim of success. The author gives a brief description 
of the development of drug policy since the 1960s, describes the development of drugs and drug 
abuse according to available systematic indicators, discusses alternative explanations of the changing 
pattern of drug use, describes the costs of drug policy, and puts forward some explanations of 
Swedish drug policy.  

Laurence Simmat-Durand (France) informs about developments in French drug policy. Present French 
policy with respect to drugs was defined in a government programme ratified at a meeting of the Inter-
ministerial Committee for the Control of Drugs and Drug Abuse, held on September 14, 1995 and 
headed by the Prime Minister. The present government plan rests on three main lines of action, which 
are examined in their historical context. These three lines are: reinforced repression of drug trafficking, 
expansion of the existing sanitary scheme and of prevention-related action, plus specific measures 
aimed at abusers under court supervision. Despite the fact that public opinion is still opposed to 
decriminalisation, the projected legislative modifications would probably be attended by the definition 
of a new regulatory scheme patterned after what exists for alcohol abuse, and criminalising the fact of 
being a danger to others.  

Martin Killias, Marcelo Aebi and Denis Ribeaud give some details of the effects of Switzerland's 
programme of opiate prescription to drug-addicts. This programme has been thoroughly evaluated 
under many aspects. Among them was the programme's impact on criminal involvement among drug-
addicts. So far, the published data included only summary indications on trends of crime recorded by 
the police. Overall, there was a drop of approximately 60%, less than according to the self-report 
measures. However, this leaves the question open if this drop might have been produced by less strict 
crime reporting (or recording) practice for programme participants, rather than by lower crime rat es 
among this group. The article addresses this, which is important since, not surprisingly, certain 
observers challenged the validity of measures of self-reported delinquency in the present context. 
Because of the topic in this issue a Crime Institute Profile is finally given of the European Monitoring 
Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) in Lisbon.  

For a different subject we like to ask attention for the section Current Issues. The editors of the 
European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research would like to encourage the debate on the British 
proposals concerning youth crime (the White paper No More Excuses: A New Approach to Tackling 
Youth Crime in England and Wales). For that matter an extended summary was published in issue 2. 
In this issue comments on these proposals are published by Frieder Dünkel, Henri Giller, Esther 
Gimenez-Salinas Colomer and Josine Junger-Tas. Other commentators are or will be invited to extend 
this debate to the next issue. 

 


