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JUN 17, 1971
JUL 6, 1973

AUG 13, 1981
OCT 14, 1982

OCT 27, 1986

President Nixon holds a press conference in which he declares that “America’s 
public enemy number one” is “drug abuse,” necessitating “a new, all-out offensive.”1 
This press conference becomes widely recognized as the official declaration of the 
U.S. “War on Drugs.” 

KEY MOMENTS IN THE U.S. WAR ON DRUGS AND 
LAUNCH OF COMMIT TO CHANGE WA

President Nixon signs Executive Order 11727, creating the Drug Enforcement 
Administration.2 Subsequently, federal funding is supplied to state and local 
governments to create drug enforcement “task forces.” According to the DEA, 
“state and local officers could be deputized as federal drug agents, thus extending 
their jurisdiction; state and local participating agencies could receive an equitable 
share of forfeited drug proceeds; and DEA could pay overtime and investigative 
expenses for the state and local agencies.”3 In other words, state and local law 
enforcement agencies could make money enforcing drug laws — a new incentive 
for prioritizing drug offenses over other crimes.

With his signing of the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981, familiarly known 
as Gramm-Latta II, President Reagan begins slashing federal funding for housing, 
food stamps, and substance use disorder services, among other public health and 
wellbeing services.4 As observed by the Institute of Medicine, “In the 1980s, cutbacks 
in public spending for health care became a national goal. During the same period, 
funding for drug enforcement programs, a particular social goal for this period, 
increased 550 percent.5

President Reagan announces his own “offensive” to “fight the drug menace” to 
the Department of Justice.6 This marks the beginning of a significant escalation of 
the U.S. War on Drugs.

President Reagan signs into law the Anti-Drug Abuse Act, creating new mandatory 
minimum sentences for drug offenses. Prior to the law’s passage, the average federal 
drug sentence length for Black Americans was 11 percent higher than for whites. Four 
years later, it was 49 percent higher.7
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1 Richard Nixon, “Special Message to the Congress on Drug Abuse Prevention and Control” (June 17, 1971), The American Presidency Project, https://
www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/special-message-the-congress-drug-abuse-prevention-and-control.
2 Richard Nixon, Executive Order 11727 – Drug Law Enforcement (July 6, 1973), The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/
executive-order-11727-drug-law-enforcement#:~:text=Reorganization%20Plan%20No.%202%20of%201973%2C%20which%20becomes,Drug%20Enforcement%
20Administration%20in%20the%20Department%20of%20Justice.
3 U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration, “State and Local Task Forces,” https://www.dea.gov/operations/state-and-local-task-forces.
4 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks in Los Angeles at the Luncheon of the Central City and California Taxpayers’ Associations” (June 25, 1981), The American Presidency 
Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-los-angeles-the-luncheon-the-central-city-and-california-taxpayers-associations.
5 Institute of Medicine, The Future of Public Health (Washington, D.C.: The National Academies Press, 1988), 80, https://www.nap.edu/catalog/1091/the-future-of-
public-health.
6 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks Announcing Federal Initiatives Against Drug Trafficking and Organized Crime” (October 14, 1982), The American Presidency Project, 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/remarks-announcing-federal-initiatives-against-drug-trafficking-and-organized-crime.
7 Barbara Meierhoefer, “The General Effect of Mandatory Minimum Prison Terms: A Longitudinal Study of Federal Sentences Imposed” (Washington, D.C.: Federal 
Judicial Center, 1992), 20, https://www.fjc.gov/content/general-effect-mandatory-minimum-prison-terms-longitudinal-study-federal-sentences-imposed-0.
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President Clinton signs the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 (the 
“1994 Crime Bill”), saying “Gangs and drugs have taken over our streets and undermined 
our schools.”9 The Congressional Black Caucus introduces an alternative bill seeking 
increased investments in prevention, alternatives to incarceration, treatment, and early 
intervention programs, but eventually yields to political pressure for its endorsement – 
with a significantly divided vote.10

KEY MOMENTS IN THE U.S. WAR ON DRUGS . . . continued

Washington State voters pass Initiative 502 by a 56%-44% margin. The measure legalizes, 
regulates, and taxes cannabis, producing new revenues for healthcare, prevention and 
treatment, and robust research of the impacts of this historic policy change.12 Criminal 
charges plummet.13 The state collects $559.5 million in cannabis tax and license fees in 
fiscal year 2021, with $335 million dedicated to basic health, prevention and treatment
services, and public health education about cannabis use.14 By July 6, 2021, eighteen 
states, Washington, D.C., the Northern Mariana Islands, and Guam have created legal, 
regulated systems for adult use of cannabis.15

The Associated Press reports that after 40 years and $1 trillion, the U.S. War on Drugs 
has failed to meet any of its goals. The AP notes, “This week President Obama promised 
to ‘reduce drug use and the great damage it causes’ with a new national policy that 
he said treats drug use more as a public health issue and focuses on prevention and 
treatment. Nevertheless, his administration has increased spending on interdiction and 
law enforcement to record levels both in dollars and in percentage terms; this year, they 
account for $10 billion of his $15.5 billion drug-control budget.”11 

Los Angeles Police Chief Daryl F. Gates testifies before the Senate Judiciary
Committee that casual drug users “ought to be taken out and shot.”8

M
AR 9, 2020

Treatment First Washington, a coalition of public health experts, treatment professionals, 
legal and law enforcement experts, elected officials, formerly incarcerated and directly 
impacted community members, and leaders of Black, Indigenous, and other communities 
of color, files Initiative No. 1715, the Treatment and Recovery Act. I-1715 proposes directing 
cannabis tax revenue to treatment, treating drug possession as a public health matter 
instead of a crime, and making it easier to clear prior drug possession convictions.16 The 
campaign ultimately decides not to proceed with signature gathering in support of public 
health officials urging steps to reduce the spread of COVID-19.
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 8 Ronald J. Ostrow, “Casual Drug Users Should Be Shot, Gates Says,” Los Angeles Times, September 6, 1990, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-
xpm-1990-09-06-mn-983-story.html.
9 William J. Clinton, 1994 Crime Bill Signing Ceremony, C-SPAN, n.d., https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4392792/user-clip-1994-crime-bill.  
10 Lauren-Brooke Eisen, “The 1994 Crime Bill and Beyond: How Federal Funding Shapes the Criminal Justice System” (New York: Brennan Center for Justice, 
September 9, 2019), https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/1994-crime-bill-and-beyond-how-federal-funding-shapes-criminal-justice.
 11 “AP Impact: After 40 Years, $1 Trillion, US War on Drugs Has Failed to Meet Any of Its Goals,” FOX News Network, November 17, 2014, https://www.foxnews.com/
world/ap-impact-after-40-years-1-trillion-us-war-on-drugs-has-failed-to-meet-any-of-its-goals.
12 Philip A. Wallach, “Washington’s Marijuana Legalization Grows Knowledge, Not Just Pot,” Brookings Institute, August 25, 2014, https://www.brookings.edu/ 
research/washingtons-marijuana-legalization-grows-knowledge-not-just-pot/.
13 “Court Filings for Adult Marijuana Possession Plummet,” ACLU of Washington, March 19, 2014, https://aclu-wa.org/news/court-filings-adult-marijuana-possession-
plummet.
14 “Washington Marijuana Revenues, and Health,” Washington State Treasurer, https://tre.wa.gov/portfolio-item/washington-state-marijuana-revenues-and-health/. 
15 Michael Hartman, “Cannabis Overview,” National Conference of State Legislatures, July 6, 2021, https://www.ncsl.org/research/civil-and-criminal-justice/marijuana-
overview.aspx.
16 Matt Driscoll, “Tacoma Deputy Mayor Champions Initiative to Decriminalize Personal Drug Use,” The News Tribune, May 19, 2020, https://
www.thenewstribune.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/matt-driscoll/article242723911.htm2.
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17 Oregon Measure 110, “Drug Addiction Treatment and Recovery Act,” http://oregonvotes.org/irr/2020/044text.pdf; “2020 General Election, Ballot 
measures,” The Oregonian, https://gov.oregonlive.com/election/2020/general/measures/. 
18 Jason Langendorf, “Decriminalization in Oregon, One Year On,” Treatment Magazine, February 8, 2022, https://treatmentmagazine.com/
decriminalization-in-oregon-one-year-on/.
19 State v. Blake, 197 Wn.2d 170, 192, 481 P.3d 521, 533 (2021).
20 See House Bill Report and TVW video of Feb 12, 2021 House Public Safety Committee hearing, both available via links on the Washington State 
Legislature bill page for HB 1499, https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1499&Year=2021.
21  Rich Smith, “New Data Analysis Shows the Astonishing Breadth of the Racial Disparity in Washington’s Drug Possession Convictions,” The 
Stranger, March 17, 2021, https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2021/03/17/55910514/new-data-analysis-exposes-wide-racial-disparities-in-drug-
possession-convictions-across-washington.
22 “State v. Blake: ESB 5476 and Behavioral Health Expansion,” Washington State Health Care Authority, https://www.hca.wa.gov/about-hca/
behavioral-health-recovery/state-v-blake-esb-5476-and-behavioral-health-expansion.
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KEY MOMENTS IN THE U.S. WAR ON DRUGS . . . continued

Oregon voters pass Measure 110, decriminalizing drug possession and expanding 
access to drug treatment and recovery services through dedication of cannabis tax 
revenues, by a 58%-42% margin.17 According to the Oregon Health Authority, one year 
after implementation, “no fewer than 67 organizations have been supported by the initial 
release of [$31 million in] funds associated with M110, including 11 Native American tribal 
organizations. That has already translated to 80 full-time staff hires, the purchase of nine
vehicles (for on-the-go medication-assisted treatment services, mobile exam rooms and 
more) and the acquisition of two new recovery houses.”18 

The Washington State House Public Safety Committee votes to recommend passage of the 
Pathways to Recovery Act, HB 1499. Sponsored by Representatives Lauren Davis, Kirsten 
Harris-Talley, and 21 additional cosponsors, HB 1499 incorporates concepts contained 
in I-1715 and receives a strong outpouring of support. The committee hearing on the bill 
features testimony from Washington State experts, elected officials, organizational leaders, 
and directly impacted community members with lived and professional experience, as well 
as Portugal’s National Drug Coordinator and architect of the country’s decriminalization 
framework, João Castel-Branco Goulão, and Madam Ruth Dreifuss, former President of 
Switzerland and Chair of the Global Commission on Drug Policy.19 

The Washington State Supreme Court issues its opinion in State of Washington v. Shannon 
B. Blake (State v. Blake), ruling Washington’s drug possession statute unconstitutional
because it lacks a mens rea requirement – proof of guilty knowledge or intent. The ruling
has the practical effect of decriminalizing drug possession under Washington State law and
rendering hundreds of thousands of prior convictions void. In its opinion, the Court notes
that Washington’s criminalization of drug possession “has affected thousands upon
thousands of lives, and its impact has hit young men of color especially hard.” 20

M
AR 17, 2021

The American Equity and Justice Group publishes 20 years (1999-2019) of Caseload 
Forecast Council data demonstrating that Black and Native American people are 
convicted of simple drug possession at disproportionately high rates in nearly every 
county in Washington.21

APR 26, 2021

The Washington State Legislature delivers ESB 5476, a bill that responds to the Blake 
decision by re-criminalizing drug possession, to the Governor’s desk. While the legislation 
falls back on the War on Drugs model of threatening arrest and incarceration for drug 
possession, it also calls for the creation of a statewide substance use disorder recovery 
services plan, and a recovery navigator system to help connect people with services.22 
However, it does not include a plan for funding the envisioned services over the long term.
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KEY MOMENTS IN THE U.S. WAR ON DRUGS . . . continued

The Sentencing Project reports that between 1980 and 2019, the number of 
people behind bars for drug offenses increased from 40,900 to over 430,926.23 

The Washington State Department of Health predicts a record number of overdose deaths 
in Washington in 2021.25 

Treatment First Washington rebrands as Commit to Change WA to better reflect the fact
that the spectrum of community investments and services necessary to prevent substance 
use disorder and support sustained recovery is broader than traditional treatment 
programs and requires a long-term commitment of resources and attention. 

The Washington Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs releases its annual report of 
statewide arrests for the year 2020. The agency reports 8,200 arrests for “drug/narcotic 
violations” and an additional 3,878 arrests for “drug equipment violations,” which include use 
of paraphernalia to ingest drugs. Of the 8,200 arrests for “drug/narcotic violations,” 89.6% 
are for possession, purchase, or use; only 10.3% are for manufacture, transportation, or sale. 
Of the 3,878 arrests for “drug equipment violations,” 98.4% are for use of the equipment to 
possess, receive, and consume drugs; only 1.5% of the arrests are for use of the equipment 
in manufacturing, transporting, or selling drugs. Combined, the data indicate that 
Washington law enforcement agencies made 11,163 arrests in 2020 for people’s possession 
and use of drugs, and 915 for manufacture and distribution.24

NOV 17, 2021
M

ARCH 11, 2022
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report that drug overdose deaths 
surpassed 100,000 for the 12-month period ending in April 2021.26

Commit to Change WA files Initiative No. 1922, the Substance Use Disorder Prevention and 
Recovery Act, to establish long-term funding of substance use disorder prevention, outreach 
and engagement, and recovery support services from cannabis tax revenue; end arrests 
and incarceration for drug possession; and make it easier for people to clear simple, 
personal possession convictions from their records.

23 “Trends in U.S. Corrections,” The Sentencing Project, May 17, 2021, https://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/trends-in-u-s-corrections/.
24 Tonya Todd, Crystal Benjamin, and Joan L. Smith, Crime in Washington 2020 (Lacey: Washington Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs, July 7, 
2021), 50-52, https://www.waspc.org/assets/CJIS/Crime%20In%20Washington%202020-small.pdf.
25 “Overdose Rates on Pace to Break Another Record in 2021,” Washington State Department of Health, July 20, 2021, https://www.doh.wa.gov/
Newsroom/Articles/ID/2870/Overdose-rates-on-pace-to-break-another-record-in-2021. 
26 “Drug Overdose Deaths in the U.S. Top 100,000 Annually,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, November 17, 2021, https://www.cdc.gov/
nchs/pressroom/nchs_press_releases/2021/20211117.htm.
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