
Police Violence and Ending the 
War on Drugs: A Path Toward 

Structural Change



Key Takeaways
• Police violence against Black Americans is a 

symptom of deep-seated and widespread racial 
inequities in the U.S.

• The War on Drugs worsens these inequities by 
encouraging aggressive police tactics and 
criminalizing people who use drugs, especially 
those of color

• Ending the drug war is necessary to reduce police 
interactions with citizens and to foster humane 
treatment of people who use drugs









Unnecessary Civilian-Police 
Encounters

• Racial inequity in enforcement
– Black people account for 12% of people who use 

drug
– 29% of drug-related arrests
– 60% of ppl in state prison for drug convictions are 

people of color

• Millions of encounters in pursuit of low-level 
drug arrests
– Each encounter carries a risk for escalation





Drug War and Aggressive Policing

• No-knock raids and militarization
• Hotspot policing, pretext stops, stop and frisk
• Financial incentives to fight drug war
– Civil asset forfeiture

• Minority communities most affected
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Stop and Frisk in NYC, by race and innocence 

Source: New York American Civil Liberties Union, 2019
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Source: National Institute for Justice, 2015

Percent of Seized Assets that Law Enforcement Agencies Keep



The War against People Who Use 
Drugs

• Culture that views people who use drugs as 
“criminal”, “deviant”, “other”

• Police often only resource to respond to drug-
related/mental health crises

• High percentage of forceful or deadly 
encounters involve alcohol and other drugs
– Substance use not a justification for police use of 

force



Recommendations for Federal 
Government

• Decriminalize possession of small amounts of 
drugs 

• Revise funding and grant program criteria for 
local law enforcement departments

• Improve nationwide data collection on types 
of drug arrests and racial/ethnic disparities



Recommendations for State 
Governments

• Decriminalize drug possession for personal use
– Reduce penalties for possession
– Incentivize localities to decrease drug arrests
– Allow localities to experiment with public 

health/harm reduction interventions

• Ban no-knock raids
• Tighten civil asset forfeiture laws
• Improve data collection



Recommendations for Localities 
and Police Departments

• Reduce arrests of/encounters with people for 
simple drug possession
– Pre-arrest diversion
– Prosecutors can decline to take charges

• Use counselors/peer-recovery coaches to 
respond to substance-use related calls

• Incorporate training on drug use/addiction 
into police depts.
– De-escalation and defensive tactics



Future Events
• “This time is different”: A conversation on policing, 

racial justice, and policy reform
– July 29, 2020

• Incarceration’s Impact on Women and Families 
– August 2020

• Prosecutorial Power, Sentencing, and Bail Reform 
– September 2020

• Youth Justice and Systemic Racism in Education 
– September 2020

• Housing, Criminal Justice, and Public Health
– October 2020
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