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The world is changing, right before our eyes. For the first time since Nixon, drug policy throughout the world is being discussed in an open, honest and scientific way. The United States are beginning to follow in the footsteps of countries like Portugal, Uruguay and the Netherlands, in easing the prohibition of Cannabis. Against a backdrop of doom and gloom painted by conservative pundits, that states involved are experiencing an economic boom while the economy as a whole continues to struggle.

Yet in Australia there has been no mention of what is now a worldwide push to end the War on Drugs, and in the current political climate there is little appetite for addressing an issue which can be so easily converted into political point scoring. So in the interest of bringing about debate in this country, one which is based on facts and not fear, understanding where prohibition began seems like a good place to start.

Sir Joseph Banks, the botanist who joined Captain Cook’s voyage of 1770 brought the first recorded Hemp seeds to Australia. For the next 150 years, successive governments supported its’ cultivation through land gifts and grants, as it was seen as being of high commercial significance. Cannabis use was widespread at the time according to accounts from that period. One of Australia’s earliest poets Marcus Clarke wrote about the drug in his short story Cannabis Indica. There are extensive records of early Australian Government correspondence regarding the Cannabis crops of the time, and the “utmost luxurience” with which they grew, as described by Governor Phillip King at the time. Australia also has its own native sub species of hemp, Cannabis Australis – which is now listed as critically endangered.

Fast forward to 1937, Reefer Madness begins to taken hold. Enter newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst. 

This is where the tale takes a turn towards the conspiratorial. The story goes that in 1937 America, a campaign of fear and misinformation was created to paint both Hemp and Cannabis in a negative light for reasons that were far based in science.

Newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst was fighting the Hemp industry due to the development of a machine known as a Decorticator. The machine was patented by George Schlichton in 1917 and was set to revolutionise the Hemp industry, which Popular Mechanics editorialised was going to be the first Billion dollar industry of the 20th century in its 1938 issue, before Cannabis prohibition.

It’s important at this point to distinguish that Hemp is a non-psychoactive form of Cannabis. It cannot be used to get high, but has countless applications in manufacturing, construction and can also be used for foods, oils and supplements. It is legal to grow Hemp in Australia.

Returning to the story of the Decorticator, the machine itself would strip the Hemp plant of the parts not used in the manufacturing process, leaving the fibrous stalk of the plant available. Prior to its invention, this was done by hand. Hearst’s business empire was threatened by this, as hemp paper would be available to newspapers as a cheaper, more sustainable alternative to regular paper. As he had paper mills throughout the country, Hearst made a concerted effort through his political influence to outlaw the production of hemp through Cannabis prohibition, negating the influence of the Decorticator in the name of maintaining his commercial advantage.

During the Congressional hearings of 1937 on the prohibition of Hemp and Cannabis, State prosecutor Harry Anslinger told the US Congress Cannabis caused violence, attacks, delirium, and death, and was only used by poor black people. This has come to be known as the Reefer Madness campaign.

The Reefer Madness campaign worked both abroad and in Australia, playing on the cultural fears of both countries. Stories of Hispanic and Black men roaming the streets attacking good hard working people whilst under the influence of Marijuana scared a population with little access or appetite to find out if the claims were accurate. More than 75 years later through the magic of the scientific method, the campaigns claims have been widely debunked.

In 1937 The US made Cannabis illegal, and as a result Hemp farming was also prohibited. It has since become apparent at the time, many of those in US Congress who voted to outlaw Cannabis didn’t realise is would result in the end of the Hemp industry. There have been moves recently to legalise Hemp farming in the US, as the absurdity of the law becomes more apparent.

A year later Australia followed suit and bowed to pressure from both the United Kingdom and the US and prohibited the use of Cannabis. At the time Smith’s Weekly ran with the headline “New Drug that Maddens Victims” and “the dreaded sex drug Marijuana”. This was the first time the word Marijuana was entered into the Australian lexicon. The word Marijuana itself is Mexican slang for a type of tobacco, but was used through the Reefer Madness campaign as a way to enhance the cultural fears and stereotypes of White America and Australia, instilling a negative viewpoint on Cannabis, by attaching a racial element to the plant.

Reefer Madness was only moderately successful at the time, and did little to stem the increasing supply and demand for Cannabis throughout Australia. Since 1938, Cannabis has remained illegal and is treated in the same way as LSD and Heroin under the Standard for Uniform Scheduling of Medicines and Poisons.

As Bob Dylan said, the times they are a changing’.

The modern world pays no credence to long held cultural norms if they are found wanting by science. Individual direct access to the collective ocean of human knowledge won’t allow for regressive laws based on outdated science and cultural superstitions to go unnoticed. Prohibition is no exception.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Since the prohibition was introduced, anti-Cannabis campaigns have usually centred on the negative health effects associated with the substance. Modern research has however, found Cannabis has a broad spectrum of medicinal qualities with an even wider variety of applications.

Cannabis consequences: An increasing body of scientific evidence
Any discussion on removing the prohibition of Cannabis and Hemp will without doubt include the substance’s impact on mental health. Cannabis has for decades been believed to cause psychosis, depression, anxiety, loss of consciousness, insanity and schizophrenia. There is however a renewed interest in Cannabis research, and as a result both the scientific consensus and body of evidence, has become much clearer in recent years.

Prolonged and excessive use of Cannabis from a young age has been shown to increase the risk of developing depression and anxiety in later life. There are studies which show people who are genetically predisposed to mental health disorders are more likely to develop issues in later life earlier if they are heavy Cannabis users as teens. There are a number of studies which also show links between heavy daily use and poor cognitive performance in that same age group.

Despite the mental health impacts of prolonged use from a young age, research into the medicinal properties of Cannabis is continuing throughout the world. The body of evidence which shows positive results from medical applications is growing, and also reaches back thousands of years.

The earliest records of medicinal Cannabis use date back more 3,500 years. Pre-Roman Catholic Europe, ancient China, India, Middle East and African recorded the medical use of Cannabis in their arts and writings. Fast-forward to the turn of the 20th century and Cannabis was the number one analgesic on the market, and had been for 60 years. In 2007 despite the worldwide prohibition, the second largest cancer charity in the world The Leukaemia and Lymphoma Society, which is also the largest volunteer health organisation in the United States petitioned congress to legalize medicinal marijuana. In February the Epilepsy foundation recognised Cannabis as a treatment for Epilepsy, and called for better access for patients and more research into its possibilities.

Modern research into the health effects of Cannabis has continued to rebuff previously held cultural beliefs. Cannabis is being used right now to treat returning soldiers suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, kids with ADD and ADHD, epilepsy, asthma, tumours, glaucoma, arthritis and sleep disorders. It increases appetite, decreases stress, is a form pain relief and also can be used in the treatment of cystic fibrosis and rheumatism. These are just some of the scientifically tested medical benefits of Cannabis that are available today.

Importantly there have been no recorded deaths as a result of Cannabis use, ever. The high LD 50 means a user would have to smoke almost 680kg of Cannabis in 15 minutes in order to produce a lethal overdose. Comparatively just 250grams of salt would be lethal to an 80kg person.

In May of 2013 a NSW cross party parliamentary committee unanimously recommended allowing terminally ill patients and people with aids to use up to 15 grams of Cannabis for medicinal purposes. However the state Government quickly ruled out any changes to the prohibition, despite the proven medical benefits and scientific data. It did however support the use of “prescription pharmaceutical cannabis products” approved by the therapeutic goods administration only if existing pain medication is not effective.

By stifling debate of any kind, Australia has positioned itself behind countries around the world who are moving towards a different position on drugs and how to police their use. A position which is proving to be both lucrative and socially empowering.

Colorado became the first State in the US to legalise the recreational use of Cannabis, since the prohibition began. Recreational sales began on January first, and have far and away exceeded sales expectations over the first 2 months. Governor John Hickenlooper says the 12.9% state tax on all Cannabis sales would result in around US$610 million in tax revenue for the next fiscal year. Of that money, almost US$100 million will go towards substance abuse prevention programs, youth Cannabis prevention and other substance abuse priorities.

Prior to legalisation the Government had estimated sales taxes would generate US$98 million in the first year. Well below the actual figure. There are also plans to use the additional millions on law enforcement, in particular the Drive High, Get DUI campaign, and more than a hundred new beds in a residential substance abuse treatment centre.

Colorado has implemented a tight regulatory framework, much like those governing the sale and use of alcohol, tobacco and other controlled substances which are not currently prohibited. Money is now able to be spent treating addiction as the public health problem that it is, rather than the law enforcement problem that it has been.

Despite movements abroad, any mention of a conversation based how this country deals with Cannabis is treated with contempt. By silencing any debate or discussion on the issue of legalisation, successive Governments are hearkening back to a bygone era. It is no longer acceptable for a government to remain ideologically tied to a prohibition, which was crafted with deceit and is now exposed as being without foundation by science. It is time the Australian people began talking about a drug policy. 

I for one, will welcome the debate.
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